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TERMINOLOGY
Identity is a complex and sometimes situational entity. Many identifying terms have been
used in various contexts with varying meanings. The following terms will be used in this
study, be it as nouns or adjectives.
Indian, American Indian,
Native American

Terms used by U.S. Federal Government to describe
members of federally recognized tribes. I will use the terms
Native American, American Indian, and Indian interchangeably, without specific political intentions.

Indianness

Indianness is a context-dependent, essentializing projection
that can be created and carried both from within Indian
communities and from outsiders with differing connotations. It is often a tool for a generic Indian versus Western
dichotomy.

Indigenous

A person having origins and maintaining cultural affiliation
in any ethnic group (independent of political or legal recognition) that is seen as original inhabitant of a certain land
and has existed before colonization. This term is widely
used in international affairs, e.g. the United Nations who
follow a specific working definition.

Mixed-blood

A person of mixed ethnic descent, mostly referring to
perceived racial mixing, e.g. Native American and
European.

Native Nations

In analogy to the First Nations term in Canada, Native
Nations refers to U.S. federally recognized and nonrecognized tribes, emphasizing their status as original
sovereigns.

Western, Euro-American
(culture or civilization)

Deriving of or shared by European and U.S. American
mainstream societies and associated with generally
Christian-based worldview and social norms, science,
political and economic system, and ideologies.

None of the terms used is intended to diminish the diversity of culture and identities or to
generalize Indigenous experiences. The terms are used due to pragmatics, reflection of
common usage, and accessibility. I will maintain the original choice of terminology direct
quotes. Where possible, I will use tribally specific names.
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ABSTRACT
The concept of cosmopolitics identifies a multispecies political practice within the
framework of multinaturalism. The dissertation, "Multispecies Thinking from Alexander
von Humboldt to Leslie Marmon Silko: Intercultural Communication Toward Cosmopolitics," is concerned with understandings of multispecies relationships, with the human
intercultural communication that could prepare for a cosmopolitical practice, and with the
ways Native American fiction supports this endeavor.
This research draws from Native American literary studies and ecocritical scholarship
to illustrate the potential of transdisciplinary thinking about multispecies ethnography,
cosmopolitics, and Indigenous paradigms as providing a promising communication zone
against the grain of scientific imperialism. It thus traces the development of pluralist and
multispecies-oriented thought and its points of connection to Indigenous paradigms from
Alexander von Humboldt's Cosmos Studies of the early 19th century to 21st century
Indigenous cosmopolitics.
First, this study discusses the insights and obstructions to Western pluralist and
multispecies thinking in relation to Native American paradigms from Humboldt via 19th
century nature writers–Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, and John Muir–to
contemporary interdisciplinary research. Opening to wide potential with Humboldt's
holistic Cosmos Studies, intercultural communication was tempered by the colonial
enterprise in the 19th century United States, including a nature-culture dualism and the
notion of degenerated, vanishing Indigenous peoples. The resulting conceptual understandings, terms, and attitudes have been influential until today and are what
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contemporary Native American authors and activists are confronted with when engaged
in their work. Detailed textual analysis of exemplary Native American literature outlines
how contemporary authors criticize, counter-narrate, and/or integrate Western intellectual
traditions.
Furthermore, this study outlines 20th and 21st century scientific concepts that refine
much earlier ideas, provide helpful terminology regarding Western approaches to
Indigenous ontologies and multispecies thinking, and facilitate a new, insightful reading
of contemporary Native American fiction as cosmopolitical texts. The analyses of works
by Louise Erdrich, Linda Hogan, Louis Owens, and Leslie Marmon Silko demonstrate
the value of these works to enhance multispecies thinking and respective political
practices. Therefore, Native American literature plays a major role worldwide as an
educational and critical tool for an intercultural communication toward cosmopolitics.
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INTRODUCTION

MULTISPECIES THINKING
FROM ALEXANDER VON HUMBOLDT TO LESLIE MARMON SILKO:
INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION TOWARD COSMOPOLITICS
In 1999, two hundred years after twenty-nine year old Alexander von Humboldt
(1769-1859) led a research expedition to some of the Spanish colonies of that time–
today's Venezuela, Cuba, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Mexico–and the United States, the
Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Art and Exhibition Hall
of the Federal Republic of Germany) in Bonn showed materials and biographical
documents to celebrate one of Germany's most famous scientists. I was nineteen years
old at the time and travelled to my family's hometown Bonn in order to see the exhibit. I
remember being immensely intimidated by Humboldt when encountering him as both an
intellectual and a compassionate man, as a scientist of rigorous methods and endless work
power, and yet an advocate for humanist values in social life, and finally, as a man who
dared to face the cosmos. While deeply grounded in the empirical study of details,
Humboldt's holism, i.e. his consideration of the cosmos as a system of interacting entities
that as a whole ultimately is more than just the sum of its parts, seemed an almost
impossible blending facilitated only by his transdisciplinary methodology and declared
liberation from any specific disciplinary theory. His focus on not just nature itself, but
human perceptions of it, fueled my interest in learning about diverse cultural understandings and ethics regarding the natural environment. I have taken Humboldt's
emphasis on compassion, pluralism, and intercultural communication as my guideline.
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Therefore, I have pursued anthropological and literary studies that took me to the
American Indian Studies Ph.D. Program at the University of Arizona.
Like Humboldt, I am an informed outsider and critical observer of both Native
American and, to a slightly lesser degree, U.S. American intellectual viewpoints and
practices. I aim at being cautious, sensitive, and ethical by using a combination of
different points of inquiry to maximize understanding, keeping in mind Creek-Cherokee
scholar Craig Womack's advice: "The role of the Native American Studies (NAS)
practitioner is to scrutinize various perspectives that Native people articulate and try to
determine their value, or lack of value, in relation to the Indian world and other worlds
Indians coexist in" (Weaver, Womack, and Warrior 131). The interdisciplinary field of
American Indian Studies allows me to work at the intersections of cultural anthropology
and comparative literature with much attention to national and international politics. This
facilitates my desire to work toward a pluralization of ethics and political discourses.
Indigenous worldviews, especially their ontologies, have often been described as
relational, i.e. assuming multispecies social relationships at the core of natural law
(Poirier 75-76; Chilisa 108-116). While research relates that similar understandings
formerly characterized even Europe's peoples, thousands of years of monotheistic
religion have led what we may call "Western society" to assume the priority and
necessity of an anthropocentric cosmos; a manifest existence that allocates humans a
more privileged and exploitative position than other beings and entities. This worldview
has been supported by science and technology, but is now increasingly questioned as a
single truth. Rather, the global environmental crisis is increasingly acknowledged as an
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epistemological one. A synopsis of worldviews with the potential of various syntheses, or
what Yuchi-Muscogee scholar Daniel Wildcat describes as a "Red Alert" (12) for the
Western paradigm, seems necessary or at least a good idea. Intercultural communication
needs to be fostered and refined in order to generate discourses across cultural paradigms
and knowledge systems.
While my research is concerned with human-carried, human-practiced intercultural
communication, action and politics ultimately need to be more integrative. I frame my
investigation in the light of contributions by Sylvie Poirier (2008), Marisol de la Cadena
(2010), and Joni Adamson (2011, 2012), who are discussing philosophical, anthropological, and sociological concepts from Donna Haraway, Isabelle Stengers, and Bruno
Latour. As these scholars stipulate, we need more than a cosmopolitanism that is
practiced by humans and for humans, dealing mostly with human interests and issues.
Instead, we need a cosmopolitics that deals with a practice of politics by and for all
identified species and is about multispecies relationships.
Current multispecies ethnography questions the long-standing anthropocentric focus
by illuminating the interdependencies of organisms and "how a multitude of organisms'
livelihoods shape and are shaped by political, economic, and cultural forces" (Kirksey
and Helmreich 545). Multispecies ethnography as an explanatory concept well
approaches certain elements of Indigenous ontologies that place relatedness at the center.
Thus, it can also illuminate Indigenous narratives, as Adamson has demonstrated in
"Whale as Cosmos: Multi-Species Ethnography and Contemporary Indigenous Cosmopolitics" (2011).
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The fact that notions of species and living entities vary across cultures is another
argument against cosmopolitanism. Cosmopolitanism assumes that people are negotiating
different views of the same world, or universe. In contrast, cosmopolitics acknowledges
that all may share the same biosphere, but live in different worlds with differing
definitions of material existance. Eduardo Vivieros de Castro's studies of Amerindian
ontologies in the Amazon (2004) have advanced such paradigmatic considerations. De la
Cadena has identified the phenomenon of multiple culturally-specific ontologies across
human societies as "multinaturalism" (347) or "pluriverse" (358). In Bolivia and Ecuador,
socio-political protests evolve around the rights of "sentient entities, known as tirakuna,
or earth-beings" (341), terms that refer to non-human, organic or non-organic living
entities. Bolivia's ratification of the Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra (2010) is a
response to the growing visibility of Indigenous perspectives (de la Cadena 348-349) that
push a "reconfiguration of the political" (360) by breaking up the human exclusivity in
politics. The domestic law outlines principles of ecosystem integrity as well as cultural
and bio-diversity while officially recognizing the existence, knowledges, rights, and
contributions of all peoples (Bolivia. Asamblea Legislativa Plurinacional, Artículo 2, n.
pag.). Accordingly, the cosmopolitics concept has evolved as a new term to describe the
global Indigenous movement that is based on relational ontologies (Adamson,
"Indigenous Literatures, Multinaturalism, and Avatar" 146).
Within the theoretical framework of cosmopolitics, intercultural communication must
evolve to function within multispecies, pluriversal conditions, possibly with an ethical
framework inspired by biocultural diversity conservation. Since the 1990s, inter-
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disciplinary research has increasingly found evidence of mutual links between the
resilience of ecosystems and that of human populations: "Biocultural diversity comprises
the diversity of life in all of its manifestations – biological, cultural, and linguistic –
which are interrelated (and likely co-evolved) within a complex socio-ecological adaptive
system" (Maffi, "What is Biocultural Diversity?" 4). The cosmopolitics movement
operates based on this concept and aims at intercultural communication that seeks
common grounds to accommodate differences and diversity within a multinaturalism.
In my dissertation, I am concerned with understandings of multispecies relationships,
with the human intercultural communication that could prepare for a cosmopolitical
practice, and with the ways Indigenous authors have processed chances of intercultural
mediation. Reading from a culturally sensitive position and with close attention to textual
details, I aim at illuminating Indigenous concepts of relational reality (ontology),
knowledge (epistemology), and values or ethics (axiology) on the one hand, and the
historical development of Western approaches toward a dialogue with Indigenous
paradigms on the other. I argue that there is a clear potential of transdisciplinary thinking
about multispecies ethnography, cosmopolitics, and Indigenous paradigms as renewing
communication that counters scientific imperialism. Given that much Native American
literature1 is a direct encounter with such concerns, my second argument is that such

1

As a working definition, Native American literature shall be understood in the broadest sense as
literature by an American Indian author on Indian issues and as an umbrella term for a wide spectrum of
literary expressions that are informed by and emphasize diverse tribal worldviews. Native American oral
and written literatures are not separate, but complimentary as Thomas King says, "they occupy the same
space, the same time. And, if you know where to stand, you can hear the two of them talking to each other"
(101-102). Arnold Krupat's The Voice in the Margin (1998) provides a good introductory overview about
the historical development of Native North American written literature. He also distinguishes indigenous
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literature could play a crucial role as an educational and critical tool for intercultural
communication toward cosmopolitics.
Thus, this study traces the insights and obstructions to Western holistic, pluralist and
multispecies approaches in relation to Native America from Alexander von Humboldt via
19th century nature writers–Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, and John Muir–to
contemporary interdisciplinary research. These authors' conceptual understandings,
terms, and attitudes have been influential until today and are what contemporary Native
American authors and activists are confronted with when engaged in their work. Detailed
textual analysis of exemplary Native American literature outlines how contemporary
authors criticize, counter-narrate, and/or integrate Western intellectual traditions. Reading
works by Louise Erdrich, Linda Hogan, Louis Owens, and Leslie Marmon Silko as
cosmopolitical texts, this study also demonstrates how 20th century concepts and terms
allow a new, insightful reading of contemporary Native American fiction.
Following the new historicist literary criticism, my study focuses on the interplay
between the larger intellectual history and individual approaches by the authors and the
processes behind the construction of past and the respectively contemporary time
(Booker 135), which have broadened or narrowed intercultural communication. In order
to grasp the literature within its historical context as a "product of complex intertextual
relationships" (138), I use the American Indian and Indigenous Studies' characteristic
interdisciplinarity, combining cultural, literary, historical-political, and transnational
points of inquiry.
literatures from ethnic, or minority literatures, all of which are part of the national literatures in a specific
country (214-216).
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Moreover, the overall endeavor places my study in the scholarly framework of ecocriticism2. An ecocritical reading is one that is aware of eco-cultural, or social-ecological,
dimensions and environmental concepts (Barry "Ecocriticism" 258, 264; Heise "The
Hitchhiker's Guide" 507) such as cosmopolitics. Multicultural, transnational3, and social
and environmental justice strands of ecocriticism have addressed the connected "Krise
des historischen Projekts 'Amerika' " (Bergthaller 21), i.e. the crisis of the historical
project "America" and its democratic social order. Here, ecocriticism can draw attention
to central issues in American Indian and Indigenous Studies because a central factor for
Native Nations is the essence of the United States as a break-away settler colony that has

2

"Ecocriticism" is an omnibus term for heterogenous strands of literary and cultural criticism. It calls
for a re-evaluation of environmental ethics and re-defined human-nature relationships, understanding that
literature and literary criticism play a central role in social and cultural change. It was established in the
1990s in reaction to a perceived global environmental crisis and the consequent questioning of the sociopolitical status quo. Leading ecocritic Lawrence Buell even speaks of an "environmental turn" (The Future
5) in literary studies beginning in the 1980s. In consequence, the formation of the Association for the Study
of Literature and the Environment (ASLE) in 1992 and the publication of seminal books, including
Lawrence Buell's The Environmental Imagination (1995) and Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm's The
Ecocriticism Reader (1996) are originative events for this field (Heise, "The Hitchhiker's Guide" 505).
Today, there are ASLE chapters in various countries of the world, and the green studies movement in the
UK has evolved roughly parallel to and semi-independently from American ecocriticism. Different waves
of scholarly interest have continuously expanded and refined the field, rendering it a source of complex,
diverse, and heterogeneous criticism without a clear definition or unifying theory (Buell, "Ecocriticism"
88); its enormous variety, though, reflects its strengths to speak to a large spectrum of literatures and
concerns. Informative summaries of recent developments have been published by Scott Slovic in "The
Third Wave of Ecocriticicism" (2010), Joni Adamson's "Environmental Justice and Third Wave Ecocritical
Approaches to Literature and Film" (2010), and Lawrence Buell's "Ecocriticism: Some Emerging Trends"
(2011).
3
Laura Briggs, Gladys McCormick, and J.T. Way discuss transnationalism as a tool to uncover the
concept of a nation as dynamic, changing, and with fluid boundaries (627). In fact, transnationalism sees
'nation' as a dynamic ideology with limited explanatory scope (628). The concept of nation mainly serves
the purpose of providing meaning to power relationships, e.g. the identification of patriots and traitors, of
immigrants and those considered at home, or of minorities (637). In a U.S. context, one may just think of
the frequent association of tribes as ethnic minorities rather than nations of their own right, or of the history
of non-Native immigration and the shifting ideology and policy in regard to the identification of
'Americans' versus immigrants. Just as the concepts of gender questions the concept of sexes, transnationalism looks at phenomena, from science and religion to the nuclear family, from perspectives that are
both more integrative and more complexity-oriented than a national one (627-628). Thus transnationalism
"belongs to genealogies of anti-imperial and decolonizing thought" (628).
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yet to decolonize (McClintock 87). Eric Cheyfitz criticizes the term "post-colonial" with
an inclusive discussion of the ideological basis of federal Indian law and Indigenous
resistance to it in literature. He identifies land as the "central topos . . . the central site of
conflict" (96), and claims that Native American literature is dialectic in response to the
language of conquest and law. Native American authors focus on illuminating and
uncovering the Western paradigm, ideology, and language that enables American
nationalism and an environmental discourse quite different from the discourse of tribal
nations, where Indigenous knowledge, cultural and political sovereignty, and nation
building with its economic aspects shape environmental concerns. However, ecocritics'
frequent discussions of social inequalities, political resistance, and cultural revitalization
strongly overlap with the general discourse of Indigenous communities globally, building
a direct bridge between ecocriticism and international Indigenous activism.4
With the theoretical framework of cosmopolitics and a sharp awareness of Indigenous
concerns, this study contributes to ecocritical scholarship and at the same time illuminates new aspects of American Indian fiction. The cosmopolitical readings in the
following chapters enlighten the potential of Native American fiction to facilitate
knowledge and acceptance of non-Western paradigms and to open intellectual gateways
for a conceptual pluralism that carries significance in the global arena of biocultural
diversity conservation as well as social and environmental justice discourses. A major
4

Accordingly, transnationalism is not only an analytic category that may help to understand the
literary reflection of ongoing Anglo-American imperialism in Indian Country, but also helps to trace the
development of a transnational movement of Indigenous people that has become visible since the 1980s
with increasing internet communication and United Nations organizations (Huhndorf, "Picture Revolution"
366). As Robert Hershey points out, Indigenous peoples seem to embrace the communicative potential of
the internet whenever available (Hershey n. pag.) and establish a "tribal internationalism" (Huhndorf,
"Picture Revolution" 360).
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reason for the focus on fiction in this study is that fiction is currently the most widely
distributed and translated genre of Native American literature and thus carries Indigenous
voices and messages furthest. It certainly offers challenges because it is culturally
specific and at the same time multicultural in content, due to the intertextuality of diverse
tribal literary traditions, the author's choice of topics and protagonists, the interaction
with editors and reviewers in the publication process, and the authors' awareness of audiences with multiple cultural backgrounds. Louis Owens has provided very helpful advice
on handling such diversity and hybridity:
To read Native American literature means that we had better do our
homework and know the cultural specificity of the subject rather than the
author, and then make our decisions about the successful representations
of the cultures being portrayed. To write this literature, we had better do
the same. (Owens, Mixedblood Messages 18-19)
Native American authors seem strongly engaged in transnationally communicating
Indigenous paradigms in addition to the project of internal decolonization. As Jace
Weaver claims, the authors assert intellectual sovereignty: "After more than five hundred
years of ever-consolidating colonialism and conquest, the last thing Natives can be sure
of sovereignty over [sic] is words, thoughts, compositional strategies" (Weaver,
Womack, and Warrior 70). This intellectual sovereignty allows Native American authors
to critique colonial classifications and to recover tribal paradigms as nationalist counternarratives to the imperialistic master narrative of the United States.
To tackle the inherent multispecies thinking and theoretical implications of cosmopolitics within Native American fiction, this study uses transnationalism and new historicism as complementary approaches to literary critcicism and enriches them with inter-
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disciplinary terms and concepts, which include relational ontology, spatial control,
cultural landscapes, sacred ecology, and Native science, as briefly introduced in the
following paragraphs.
Weaver states that Native American "[l]iterature is communitist to the extent that it
has a proactive commitment to Native community, including what I term the 'wider
community' of Creation itself" (That the People May Live xiii). Consequently, the
concept of an Indigenous paradigm, especially what Bagele Chilisa has identified as relational ontology is a major focus of this study. Ontologies are "relational" by identifying
multispecies and other relationships as fundamental elements of natural law, as the core
of what keeps the cosmos functioning (Poirier 75-76; Chilisa 108-116). According to
Wildcat, an "indigenous realism" that reflects the acceptance of responsibilities and rights
as "members of the planet's complex life system" (Wildcat 9) therefore prioritizes an I/we
concept versus the I/you concept typical for Western society (Chilisa 109-110). The I/we
conceptualization of social, economic, and ecological relations balances the idea of
individual rights with communal responsibility and accountability. Further, Indigenous
relational ontologies may also extend personhood beyond the Western science's
definition of a living organism and may identify mountains, cradleboards, or weather
phenomena as persons. The community of living entities or beings is thus an integrative
concept that reaches beyond human socialization; it is a multispecies community. Dakota
scholar Vine Deloria Jr. concludes that the "willingness of entities to allow others to
fulfill themselves, and the refusal of any entity to intrude thoughtlessly on another, must
be the operative principle of this universe" (50-51).
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Indigenous ontologies assume an "inclusive and moral universe" (Cajete,
"Philosophy" 52). Within such interdependent reality, relatedness has a "definite
space/time relevance" (Deloria, "If You Think About It" 54) because relationships follow
a pattern and thus "manifest themselves in spatial arrangements" (55), including
ceremonial directions, sacred places, and particular places. Spatial and rhetorical control
is the main topic that penetrates each Native American author's work. European spatial
control on tribal land affects the "geography of settlement, patterns of movement,
systems of land division, and definition of boundaries" (Greenwald 6). Such control is
accompanied by a rhetoric stipulating that wilderness and savagery are in opposition to
civilization and progress. As Elizabeth DeLoughrey and George B. Handley have pointed
out in Postcolonial Ecologies (2011), place has various interlocked meanings because it
"might be defined geographically, in terms of expansion of empire; environmentally, in
terms of wilderness or urban settings; genealogically, in linking communal ancestry to
land; as well as phenomenologically, connecting body to place" (4). Within the analysis
and deconstruction of Euro-American spatial control all of these meanings interact
because "material, discursive, and ontological relations with the land are mutually
constitutive" (8). By uncoiling the historically grown discourse as fundamentally
hegemonic and discriminatory, while recovering tribal ontological relations, the authors
contribute to decolonization as "a process of centering the concerns and worldviews of
the colonized Other so that they understand themselves through their own assumptions
and perspectives" (Chilisa 13).
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Cultural Anthropology has contributed a particularly useful concept to express spatial
aspects within cultural paradigms, the concept of cultural landscapes. Cultural landscapes
evolve with the process of place-making, or the gradual establishment of a physical and
conceptual homeland. In the co-adaptive process, people and the land mutually change:
"Personal biographies, social identities and a biography of place are intimately connected" (Tilley 27). Knowledge, identities of cultural landscapes, and the laws and codes
for human behavior are transmitted and manifested in the oral tradition and all its artistic
expressions, which, in turn, are embodied and confirmed through the landscape and its
interrelated places, or "lived topographies" (Basso 58). And if cultural landscapes can be
understood as "storied landscapes" (Ferguson and Chantaphonph 29), factors of time and
space can increase the number of integrated stories and produce multiple, layered
landscapes (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeño 100). This phenomenon includes colonial and
contemporary landscapes, which provide the overall matrix of layered cultural landscapes
with a hybrid, multicultural input.
Cultural landscapes arise from the dynamics surrounding knowledge, management
systems, social institutions, and, of course, the respective cultural worldview or paradigm
at large (Berkes 17). The holistic concept of sacred ecology explains this complex of
knowledge, belief, and practice that aims at sustainability and establishes the understandings of relationships that form cultural landscapes. Tribally and ecologically specific
sacred ecologies explain the cosmos as a system of interconnected entities (2, 19). The
nature of these entities and the types of their relationships are defined based on timetested, cumulative, and dynamic traditional ecological knowledge (3-9). As Louis Warren
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states, "Indian lifeways were never determined by the environment so much as selected
from a range of options within it" (288). While rapidly acquired environmental knowledge with a focus on biological conservation increasingly blends with the sanction of
supernatural forces and religious practice (Stoffle, Toupal and Zedeño 102-108),
spirituality is not pure "environmental functionalism" (Warren 290), but a blend of
natural and cultural systems.
In logical analogy to Western science, Tewa scholar Gregory Cajete has called
American Indian knowledge and ways of knowing "Native science" that "is born of a
lived and storied participation with natural landscape and reality" ("Philosophy" 46).
Further rational thought is complemented by "the inclusion of heart and being" in order to
better understand "the nature or essence of things" (55), which are subjected to constant
change. Thus, Cajete's claim that Native science is a "broad-based ecological
philosophy"(46) makes much sense. Consequently, the continuous loss of traditional
knowledge and with it of a "pool of adaptive solutions developed by humans worldwide
in addressing social and environmental problems" (Maffi, "What is Biocultural
Diversity?" 10) endangers biodiversity.
Though usually used within cultural studies contexts, be it geography, anthropology,
or education, I argue that the concepts of relational ontology, spatial control, cultural
landscapes, sacred ecology, and Native science can also be used as interpretive tools to
illuminate the relational character of Indigenous paradigms reflected in literary texts. 5

5

It is important to remember, though, that creative writers, if they have full knowledge of the
respective cultural landscapes, have little interest in disclosing these comprehensively to cultural outsiders,
nor may it be possible to do so. Ethnography is not the goal or purpose of creative writing. Native
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Indigenous literature creatively mirrors what Cajete calls a "geospyche" (Look to the
Mountain 84), which equals Kiowa author N. Scott Momaday's concept of an interaction
between inner, non-physical, and outer, physical, realities that are perceived as one
("Native American Attitudes" 84). Donelle Dreese has described Native American
literature as "complex" and diplaying what Western cultures would perceive as "blurred
[boundaries] between the past and the present, between history and myth, and between
the physical and the spiritual" (23). Contemporary authors creatively integrate oral
tradition and Indigenous knowledge into their publications, leading Adamson to the
conclusion that "cultural and literary critics should treat multicultural literatures not only
as literary work but as theoretical work" (American Indian Literature 96-97). This study
analyzes exemplary works of Native American fiction precisely in regards to ontological
theory and Native science, using cosmopolitics as an interpretive framework to a reading
of these texts.
Despite the perhaps unusual application of anthropological concept to literary
analysis, this study addresses concerns that complement previous studies. It may be read
as a direct response and constructive critique of Lee Schweninger's proposal to read
Native American literature as nature writing:
Certainly, [the] study of Native American literature as nature writing can
provide the student and scholar an acquaintance with and an understanding
of Native American ecology and culture that will lead them to a better
understanding of and appreciation for the culture and, by contrast, ultimately a better understanding of the dominant Western, Euro-American
culture. ("Writing Nature" 58)

American authors may seek to rectify given accounts, fight misrepresentation, deliberately share selected
aspects concerning tribal paradigms, and otherwise protect tribal knowledge and worldview.
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Although not all Indigenous literature offers itself as nature writing, just as no other
literature would do, I agree that the place-based roots of tribal cultures, the land-based
claim of tribal sovereignty, and the actuality of social and environmental injustice for
Indigenous people, reward an ecocritical reading in many cases. Schweninger's Listening
to the Land: Native American Literary Responses to the Landscape (2008) discusses
images and stereotypes in relation to Native Americans, the environment, and literature,
including the insensitive use of Indians as romantic symbols for environmentalism, the
debate over Indians as environmental saints versus savages, the Mother Earth concept,
and differing self-representations of human-nature relationships by Indigenous authors.
Schweninger's approach is useful for ecocritical readings of Indigenous literature as it
discusses a variety of genres and resources to uncover stereotypical images and
assumptions that may cause biased reading and prejudiced interpretation, paving the way
for critical investigations of Indigenous land ethics beyond stereotyping.
In Native American Literature: Towards a Spatialized Reading (2007), Helen May
Dennis focuses on place in Native American fiction. Dennis combines narratological
analysis with the theoretical underpinnings of Gaston Bachelard's concepts of felicitous,
infelicitous, and eulogized space. She further analyzes the tension between William
Bevis' concept of "homing in" (Bevis 15) in Native American literary plots and the diversity of mixed-blood narratives. Dennis strengthens the insight that generalizing assumptions do not give justice to the diversity of American Indian writing. Rather, those works
provide for a third space in the sense of Homi Bhabha, i.e. a space of hybridity where
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past and present, Indigenous cultures and European realities form renewed cultural
patterns.
Bhabha's concept of cultural negotiation within a "third space" (Bhabha 37), i.e. the
space of enunciation of cultural difference, is connected to Louise Pratt's concept of the
"contact zone" that she defines as "the space of colonial encounters, the space in which
peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other and
establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, racial inequality,
and intractable conflict" (Imperial Eyes 6). Cherokee-Choctaw scholar Louis Owens
draws from Pratt's contact zone concept (Mixedblood Messages 42) when defining Native
American fiction as the "quintessential postmodern frontier text" (46). While Pratt dislikes the frontier image due to its association with unidirectional European expansionism,
Owens appropriates the frontier from a Native perspective and stresses the potential of
mutual interaction, stating that the "frontier is always unstable, multidirectional,
hybridized, [and] characterized by heteroglossia" (Owens, Mixedblood Messages 26).
These concepts of a transformational and creative third space stand in strong dialogue
with Adamson's concept of the middle place in American Indian Literature, Environmental Justice, and Ecocriticism (2001). Commenting on both Native and non-Native
literary works and linking them to environmental and social discourses, she points to
place-based language, the right to self-representation, the concept of community, and the
ideology-based terminology of environmental discourse. At the intersections of a
vernacular landscape and an imposed, official landscape, Adamson's multi-faceted study
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comes together in the concept of the middle place6, i.e. "that contested terrain where
interrelated social and environmental problems originate" (Adamson, American Indian
Literature xvii) and solutions can evolve.
All these concepts assume an intercultural communication and intellectual exchange
zone, which also is at the center of this study. Despite multicultural influences on and
reactions to Native American literature, all above mentioned concepts indicate forms of
communication between distinct cultures, which I try to reflect in the prefix "inter-"
rather than using the increasingly popular prefix "trans-". While "trans-", e.g. in the case
of transnational or transdisciplinary, indicates a movement beyond, across, or outside of
entities, "inter-" stresses action among, between, or reciprocal. This research is interdisciplinary, blending literary and cultural studies. Moreover, since the prefix derives
from the Latin "in terra", i.e. in the earth, it seems particularly fitting to speak of
intercultural communication between distinct, grounded paradigms or cultural
worldviews.
To assess the determining factors for the success of intercultural communication
today, the first half of my dissertation traces the insights and obstructions to Western
pluralist and multispecies approaches to Indigenous ontologies. They are what Native
American authors and activists are confronted with when engaged in their work. This
dissertation begins with a detailed consideration of the Prussian traveler and transdisciplinary scholar Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) and his Cosmos Studies in

6

The concept of the middle place draws from Southwest tribal migration narratives, in which the
middle place is prepared for the people by their gods as the post-migration home place (Adamson,
American Indian Literature 48).
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Chapter 1. Humboldt's natural history writing, his intellectual convictions regarding the
equality of man, the value of cultural diversity, the significant role of art, the value of
intuitive or transcendental knowing - all had to do not just with European Enlightenment,
but with his learning from Indigenous peoples during his travel to the Americas in 17991804. To understand the history of Western-Indigenous communication concerning
multispecies relationships, it is necessary to go back at least that far. As a geographer,
Humboldt appreciated traditional ecological knowledge and heavily drew from
Indigenous place-based knowledge. He came to understand the cosmos as dynamic and
alive, characterized by a harmonic order. He considered tracing the interaction among
multiple organisms as needed to approach nature as a living whole. Drawing from Humboldt's Personal Narrative and the first two volumes of Kosmos (1845 and 1847), this
chapter examines components of Humboldt's research that foreshadow and come to
fruition in late 20th and 21st century science and also appear promising in reflecting
Indigenous paradigms.
Humboldt was deeply invested in the Unites States that he identified as the world's
best chance for democracy and equality at the time, and heavily influenced American
scholarship. Some of Humboldt's thinking was adopted by 19th century U.S. scholars and
literati, including Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, and John Muir, who had
studied Humboldt's work and traveled to meet and learn from Indigenous peoples themselves. The analysis here shows where intercultural communication was limited or misguided due to the ideological circumstances surrounding Manifest Destiny and a national
identity search driven by nature-culture dualism. Such can be seen in the limited under-
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standing of both Native American ontologies as well as multispecies relationships at that
time, because it was not always very clear whether "the Indian" belonged to the culture or
the nature category, leading to a Western urge to classify native peoples along a scale of
degeneration.
Inspired by Humboldt, Henry David Thoreau (1817-62) embraced empirical data
collection, worked as surveyor, and became a naturalist. A close reading of The Maine
Woods (1864), Thoreau's rendering of his interaction with Indian people in the 1840s and
50s, illuminates the differences of approach and perception between Thoreau and his role
model Humboldt. The first essay is about his 1846 trip to the Penobscot, who belong to
the Eastern Abenaki, and shows Thoreau torn between wishful imaginings and disappointment with people who were not what he expected. Reading Humboldt's work in the
1850s refined both Thoreau's study of nature and his respect for contemporary Indian
people. In the essay on his third trip to Maine in 1857, Thoreau tolerates cultural
hybridity and the ambiguity in the liminal zone between culture and nature; he
acknowledges traditional ecological knowledge and understands nature as being steeped
in dynamic processes.
Chapter 2 deals with two literati who did not share Thoreau's increasing understanding of Humboldt's previous insights, but are similarly significant for this study
because of their influence on Western perceptions. While her strong sense of compassion
made Margaret Fuller (1810-50) an excellent candidate for following Humboldt's
humanist and relativist approach to Indigenous peoples, her Summer on the Lakes in 1843
(1844) displays a strong case of imperialist nostalgia. Preparing her encounter with
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Native Americans in Wisconsin and Illinois with extensive reading, she succumbed to
romantic notions of Indianness and unsurprisingly found Native Americans to be "broken
and degraded" (Fuller, Summer on the Lakes 166). Moreover, Fuller's vision of the
garden-like prairies of the West as a site for female liberation from patriarchy evolved in
tension with the necessary dispossession of Indigenous habitants. However, Fuller's
gendered and compassion-oriented approach to Transcendentalism did spark the interest
of Laguna author Leslie Marmon Silko (*1948) who re-assesses and creatively reinterprets it her novel Gardens in the Dunes (1999), which will be discussed in Chapter 6.
Like Fuller, naturalist John Muir (1838-1914) mirrors the ideological development of
19th century federal Indian and environmental policies, including Manifest Destiny,
reservations and removal, and the establishment of national parks, which took him far
away from Humboldt's pluralist path. Muir never met Humboldt and Thoreau, but
regarded both as his role models. He shared Humboldt's concept of a harmonic order of
the world and a certain awareness for multispecies relations. Growing up with rather
negative presumptions about Native Americans, Muir developed a critical, liberal
willingness to contemplate Indigenous cultures when encountering various Tlingit, Inuit,
and Sibirian Chukchi groups during his expeditions to the north. He appreciated Indigenous knowledge, skills, and economic endeavor, often remarking that Indigenous ways
were as sophisticated as supposedly civilized ones. He lamented and harshly judged
Indigenous communities only when colonial influence had impacted the self-sufficient
native lifestyle he regarded so highly. As the analyses of Travels in Alaska (1915) and
Cruise of the Corwin (1917) demonstrate, Muir's understanding of Indigenous people and
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their respective paradigms grew to a brief climax, but then disappeared from his agenda
because in his opinion, only Native Americans who lived under pre-colonial, selfsufficient conditions were a part of the environment and ought to be respected. Most
tribal people, however, had been severely impacted by colonialism, or as Muir would say
by civilization, and thus forfeited their purity or authenticity along with their place with
and in nature.
As Chapter 3 illustrates, the same aspects that tempered Humboldtian approaches to
the environment and peoples in the 19th century still, in many ways, prevail in the United
States, forcing contemporary Native American authors to address and counter-narrate
them in their works. The idea of a static, romanticized Native American past, the Ecological Indian debate, or the discourse on authenticity are familiar issues. Contemporary
Native American authors consider these issues and ways of thinking when drafting their
novels. It is no surprise that close reading of their work reveals in-depth critical discussions of Euro-American and specifically U.S. notions of wilderness, Indianness, the
frontier, science, and terminology. Ethnocentrism and ideological pitfalls are especially
critiqued in regards to federal legislation, both in federal Indian and environmental law.
In Tracks (1988), Chippewa-German author Louise Erdrich (*1954) deconstructs the
19th century legacy of federal Indian law and policy, discussing the long-term effects of
the Allotment Act on her homeland. At the same time, Tracks exemplifies how Native
American authors create a subversive counter-narration. Erdrich undermines Western
influence by featuring an Anishinaabe cosmos with all its various actors, powerful forces,
and unique principles of natural law. Detailed textual analysis shows that though inter-
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preted and evaluated through two different lenses, the mystification of the protagonist
Fleur, the incidences of ceremony and shamanistic power, and the active role of the
Pillager forest, the lake, and their spiritual and mythological forces in the character's
development embed the effects of imposed land issues in a tribal paradigm. The underlying agency of the Anishinaabe environment in the novel create a narrative subversive to
the surface story of cultural decline, posing the trickster narrator Nanapush and Fleur's
healing powers as a force capable to redeem destructive federal policies. Like many
Native American authors, Erdrich builds on and exemplifies the power of ceremony and
storytelling as well as of humor and adaptive skill. The episodic narrative structure that
results from its two antagonistic narrators further stresses the cosmopolitical character of
the novel.
In the 20th and 21st century, new developments in science and theory refined interests
already present in the Humboldt's work. Chapter 4 argues that they provide concepts and
terms that help to re-think Western worldviews and scientific concepts in a way that some
even speak of a paradigm shift in science. With his recordings and study of mythology
and language, Franz Boas (1858-1942) followed up on Alexander and Wilhelm von
Humboldt's relativist appreciation of Indigenous languages and developed the concept of
cultural relativism. Anthropologist Gregory Bateson (1904-1980) later stipulated that life
took place sustainably in a self-correcting cybernetic system, which he called the Mind.
Bateson identified Western rational thought as an epistemological error that distorts the
circular cause-and-effect patterns and connectedness of the Mind, thus causing a selfdestructive path. Similar to Aldo Leopold with his land ethic calling humans to accept
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their place as an interdependent part of a biotic community, Bateson called for a reorientation regarding Occidental epistemology with its biased preference for linear
thought.
The need to reconsider epistemology has led to the work of Bruno Latour (*1947) and
the actor-network theory that assumes material and semiotic, i.e. conceptual, relationships
that allow for agency of non-human entities. This agency reaches beyond natural
causality or symbolic projection and makes everything part of a re-defined social realm.
In Politics of Nature (2004), Latour employs the key phrase "political ecology" (3) to reunite the natural and the political realm after centuries of culture-nature distinctions. He
calls for a simultaneous preoccupation "with the sciences, with natures, and with politics,
in the plural" (3). Latour claims that democracy needs to "be extended to nonhumans"
(223) by drawing from ecology and social sciences (226). Such a political ecology or
cosmopolitics requires intensive preoccupation with multispecies relationships. Multispecies ethnography provides necessary interdisciplinary research in this regard.
Delineating humans as biological subjects and understanding multispecies relationships
as human nature multispecies ethnography also allows the Western mind a better
conceptualization of tribal ontologies.
Interestingly enough, Chickasaw writer and activist Linda Hogan (*1947) directly
refers to Bateson's ecology of Mind in her non-fiction essay collection, Dwellings (1995).
Connecting Western science to an Indigenous relational paradigm, she focuses on the
concept of "terrestrial intelligence" (Dwellings 11) and non-human agency, meaning by
that the ability of an entity or being to act and make choices. Agreeing with Bateson on
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his diagnosis of an epistemological crisis, she claims that the situation calls for renewed
spirituality and a healing language, "searching for an ecology of mind" (60). This ecology
of mind, in Hogan's interpretation, encompasses respect for all organisms and elements as
divine pieces of creation (96). In Rounding the Human Corners (2008), Hogan therefore
engages in a cosmopolitan conversation on multispecies relationships and environmental
ethics in the modern world. Contemplating the physicality of life, psychological implycations, affective reactions to perceived alienation, and the longing for a re-established
relational existence, Hogan addresses individual human approaches to multispecies
relationionships and the diifculties of implementing a cosmopolitics.
Connecting recent developments in Western science, including multispecies
ethnography and Bruno Latour's model of political ecology, with Indigenous voices may
further the opportunity of intercultural communication and understanding. Given the
long-term experience Indigenous peoples have with cosmopolitical practice, the
possibility for intensive intercultural communication is stronger today than it may ever
have been before. Indeed, Latour and Stengers' cosmopolitics concept has evolved as a
new term to describe the global Indigenous movement because it is based on relational
ontologies and therefore cosmopolitics is used as the framework for this study.
Western readers can better understand and describe tribal ontologies in Native
American fiction using the conceptual tools generated by science in the last decades.
Therefore, the second half of my dissertation provides new, insightful readings of
contemporary Native American fiction as cosmopolitical texts. Following the conceptual
framework of network theory and multispecies ethnography that can facilitate a better
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understanding of Indigenous paradigms. Chapter 5 reveals how Cherokee-Choctaw
author and critic Louis Owens (1948-2002) develops an Indigenous counter-narrative to
the ongoing imperialist hegemony in the novel Wolfsong (1995). Illustrating the pitfalls
of the wilderness concept and the weaknesses of the 1964 Wilderness Act, Owens
fundamentally questions the mainstream language and imagery concerning the natural
environment and Native peoples. Owens' critical deconstruction of Western ideology is
complemented with illustrations of a tribal, relational paradigm, challenging many
readers with a unique world unlike their own. Protagonist Tom Joseph follows what one
may call an improvised multispecies ethnography in order to situate himself in his tribal
homeland and to recover his Indigenous identity without access to human mentors.
In order to examine the role of Native American fiction in checking and balancing
with multinational declarations–as they come from the United Nations and other sources–
this chapter features a cross-reading of Wolfsong with the 2010 Universal Declaration on
the Rights of Mother Earth. With Wolfsong, Owens provides a regionally and culturally
specific example that illuminates larger social and environmental justice issues, as
expressed by the Universal Declaration. The novel serves as a complementary tool,
supporting transnational activism and at the same time challenging generalizations with a
specific case example and applied illustration. This analysis demonstrates the significance of Native American fiction in contributing to intercultural communication and
considerations of multinaturalism worldwide.
Chapter 6 focuses a cosmopolitical reading of Laguna author Leslie Marmon Silko's
(*1948) Gardens in the Dunes (1999). As mentioned above, Silko found an interest in
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Margaret Fuller's addition of female perspectives and compassion to the male-dominated,
individualist project of Transcendentalism. Just as Fuller talked back as a woman at a
male-centered social and intellectual organization, Silko talks back as an Indigenous
woman not only at cultural imperialism in 1900, but its present day legacy. The deep
compassion central to these female approaches to Transcendentalism and spirituality
provides possibilities of inter-human understanding not easily available in Thoreau's or
Muir's approaches to Native America. Through the protagonist Hattie Palmer – who is
modeled after Fuller - and associated characters, Silko re-imagines the possibilities
provided within Fuller's approach to Transcendentalism. The analysis demonstrates that
Hattie embodies a decolonization of the mind that Fuller might have achieved had she not
encountered Native Americans encumbered with a full scope of pre-conceived categorizations, paradigms, and images.
Silko takes Fuller's notion of gardens as space of female liberation and generates from
it the leitmotif of gardens as spaces for decolonized multispecies communities. The
gardens Silko depicts at the Colorado River, in England, and in Italy, are locally and
traditionally nurtured, but also culturally hybrid and contested sanctuaries because they
all suffer from imperial, monotheistic oppression. Textual analysis illuminates these as
tribal landscapes, giving glimpses of complementary cultural paradigms and examples of
biocultural diversity. In combination with the phenomenon of the Ghost Dance as
unifying symbol, Silko promotes a perception of global indigeneities and with it global
possibilities of decolonization and ecological citizenship through various geo-cultural
points of view.
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While Chapter 6 focuses on the potential for intercultural communication and alternative paradigms, Chapter 7 outlines Silko's diagnosis of national and international imperialism and colonial design as a negative and unsustainable alternative to a movement
toward indigeneity and diachronic place-based knowledge. While many authors and
scholars have addressed decolonization of Indigenous peoples, Silko shifts attention to
members of the colonizing population and clearly outlines opportunities for a decolonization of Europeans based on cultural resources from within their own cultural heritage,
especially drawing from the pre-Christian, pre-Roman period. Gardens in the Dunes
functions as a gateway for Western peoples to better understand the basic tenets of the
global Indigenous movement through multispecies perspectives provided in European
cultural heritage. Overall, Silko calls for a deep reconsideration of ecosystems, societies,
and cultural paradigms - an intellectual exercise in the Humboldtian fashion. A cosmopolitical reading of Silko's novel thus not only enhances the comprehension of the novel
itself, but also outlines Silko's concrete suggestions for communication and political
strategies.
Chapter 8 will conclude the study with considerations regarding different approaches
and components of a pluralization of ethics and politics. Non-Western conceptualizations
and values are underrepresented and often stereotyped or misunderstood. At the same
time, multinational documents, while results of long-term Indigenous resistance, necessarily remain general and somewhat abstract. However, the interdisciplinary nature and
the dedication to social critique and activism inherent in Native American and Indigenous
Studies and ecocriticism indicates their potential as brokers for a paradigmatic shift
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within Western discourse by building on the concept of biocultural diversity and
cosmopolitics.
There is a clear potential for transdisciplinary thinking about multispecies ethnography, cosmopolitics, and Indigenous paradigms as renewing a communication zone that
counters scientific imperialism. Opening to wide potential with Humboldt, communication was tempered by the colonial enterprise and a nature-culture dualism in the
United States in the 19th century. But it has renewed its potential during the last few
decades of research, the development of more complex concepts and their respective
terminology, and an increasing abundance and visibility of Indigenous voices. And due to
its outreach and specificity, Native American literature plays a major role worldwide as
an educational and critical tool. It explains and promotes relational ontologies and
Indigenous cosmopolitics and can influence global audiences' understanding and
tolerance of alternative cultural paradigms within environmental discourses on various
educational levels.
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CHAPTER 1
ENVIRONMENTAL WRITING AND INDIGENOUS ENCOUNTERS: FROM
ALEXANDER VON HUMBOLDT TO HENRY DAVID THOREAU
Die Natur ist für die denkende Betrachtung Einheit
in der Vielheit, Verbindung des Mannigfaltigen in
Form und Mischung, Inbegriff der Naturdinge und
Naturkräfte, als ein lebendiges Ganzes. (Humboldt,
Kosmos, Vol. 1, 5-6)7
The new law, Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra (2010), in Bolivia is a result of a
long legacy of Indigenous knowledge and shifting dynamics between pluralist and
colonialist forces. The often cited encounter of 1804, in which Alexander von Humboldt
(1769-1859) encourages Simon Bolívar in his desire for liberation in Latin America,
stands out as an early milestone in that history (Lynch 13; Walls, The Passage to Cosmos
17). While independence did not necessarily liberate the Americas from colonial
dependencies, the current pluralization of Bolivian politics speaks of a more inclusive
language and facilitates a cosmopolitical practice. The new law stipulates the principles
of ecosystem integrity, cultural and bio-diversity, and potential of resiliency to ensure "el
Vivir Bien de las generaciones actuales y las futures" (Bolivia. Asamblea Legislative
Plurinacional, Artículo 2.4, n. pag.), the well-being of current and future generations.

7

From the 1850 translation: "Nature considered rationally, that is to say, submitted to the process of
thought, is a unity in diversity of phenomena; a harmony, blending together all created things, however
dissimilar in form and attributes; one great whole . . . animated by the breath of life." (Humboldt, Cosmos,
Vol. 1, 24)
Alternative translation by author: For thoughtful observation, nature is unity in multiplicity, the
connectedness of the diverse in form and blending; epitome of natural things and natural forces, as a living
whole.
Note: For the sake of respect and accuracy, works written in German will be quoted in the original
language. The 1850s translations of Humboldt's works are provided in order to illustrate what 19th century
writers and scholars in the United States were able to glean from Humboldt. However, an alternative
translation is offererd whenever the 1850s translations deviate too far from the meaning of the original.
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Most importantly, this new law officially recognizes the existence, knowledges, rights,
and contributions of all peoples,8 and thus strategically and legally connects traditional
ecological knowledge and policies for intercultural nation-building based on the
appreciation of biocultural diversity and a need for cosmopolitics.
While many Western people today may perceive such values and concepts as a
fundamental challenge to their cultural paradigms, Humboldt with his sense for pluralism
and his understanding of interconnectedness and holism would likely have applauded this
new law. At the dawn of the 19th century, he tapped into an intercultural communication
zone that is resurfacing today thanks to the continuous assertion of Indigenous knowledge
and recent developments in Western science. In Humboldt's case, intercultural communication arose due to the combination of three of his central convictions: his concept of
cosmos, his positive evaluation of aesthetics and intuitive knowledge, and a liberal,
humanist curiosity about other places and peoples.
Therefore, this chapter will examine Humboldt's ideas and approaches to the natural
environment and Indigenous paradigms. Furthermore, the following analyses trace
Humboldt's influence on one of the most influential American nature writers, Henry
David Thoreau, in order to examine the opportunities Humboldt opened for scholarly and
artistic thinking about nature and multispecies relationships in the 19th century United
States. Thoreau is a prime example for the nature-culture dualism and romantization of

8

"El ejercicio de los derechos de la Madre Tierra requiere del reconocimiento, recuperación, respeto,
protección, y diálogo de la diversidad de sentires, valores, saberes, conocimientos, prácticas, habilidades,
trascendencias, transformaciones, ciencias, tecnologías y normas, de todas las culturas del mundo que
buscan convivir en armonía con la naturaleza." (Bolivia. Asamblea Legislativa Plurinacional, Artículo 2.6,
n. pag.)
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Indigenous peoples prevalent in the Unites States at that time. His study of Humboldt's
work, however, gradually shifted his thought patterns to allow for ambiguity, hybridity,
and pluralism and led to a less ideologically restricted understanding of both the natural
environment and Indigenous approaches to it.
Hailed as a second Columbus, as the "scientific discoverer of America" (Walls, The
Passage to Cosmos 13), Humboldt developed a concept of the cosmos that in many ways
corresponds to Indigenous paradigms. Humboldt broke with the idea of the cosmos as a
mechanical structure and instead assumed that the cosmos is dynamic and alive. In its
1850 English translation the German quote used as chapter epigraph reads: "Nature
considered rationally, that is to say, submitted to the process of thought, is a unity in
diversity of phenomena; a harmony, blending together all created things, however
dissimilar in form and attributes; one great whole . . . animated by the breath of life"
(Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 24)9. Humboldt uses cosmos as the scientific term for the
"Wohlgeordnetheit der Welt" (Kosmos, Vol. 1, 62), the harmonic order of the world, and
as the "empirische Ansicht des Natur-Ganzen" (Kosmos, Vol. 1, 50), the empirical view
of the entirety of nature. The notion of unity in multiplicity and the definition of the term
cosmos echo an assumption of interconnectedness, harmonic balance, and holism, as also
seems typical for Indigenous ontologies.

9

"Die Natur ist für die denkende Betrachtung Einheit in der Vielheit, Verbindung des Mannigfaltigen
in Form und Mischung, Inbegriff der Naturdinge und Naturkräfte, als ein lebendiges Ganzes" (Humboldt,
Kosmos, Vol. 1, 5-6).
Alternative translation by author: For thoughtful observation, nature is unity in multiplicity, the
connectedness of the diverse in form and blending; epitome of natural things and natural forces, as a living
whole.
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Consequently, Humboldt favors the disciplinary identification as a "physische[]
Weltbeschreibung" (Kosmos, Vol. 1, 23 and 39), a physical description of the world: "In
der Lehre vom Kosmos wird das Einzelne nur in seinem Verhältniß zum Ganzen, als
Theil der Welterscheinungen betrachtet" (Kosmos, Vol. 1, 40). This "Lehre vom
Kosmos," should appropriately be translated as cosmology or Cosmos Studies in English,
rather than the more widely used translation "cosmography."10 Humboldt states in the
above quote that his "Lehre vom Kosmos" sees the particular (translated as "partial facts"
in Cosmos, Vol. 1, 55) always in its relationship to the whole. Holism is a characteristic
of both Humboldt's and Indigenous understandings. Corresponding to Bagele Chilisa's
emphasis on the relational character of Indigenous ontologies (101-123), Humboldt also
assumes interconnectedness and mutual dependencies at the core of natural law. Therefore, conducting Cosmos Studies necessitates transdisciplinary methods that depart from
a narrow theoretical grounding. To Humboldt, all the different sciences are parts of an
understanding of the whole, and one also needs the humanities and arts to achieve a
holistic understanding.
Defragmentation of knowledge production goes hand in hand with the re-evaluation
of the role of aesthetics. The concept of unity in multiplicity and the assumption of an
underlying network of causal relationships imply structure and a form of harmony, i.e. an

10

The term cosmography seems to be a response to Humboldt's predominantly quantitative methodology to discover laws behind interconnected real phenomena, an approach known as "Humboldtian science."
However, the essence of Humboldt's science is holistic with a focus on connections rather than mere comprehensiveness of the particular, as would be reflected in the suffix "-graphy." Further, the German term
"Lehre von" is literally translated with the suffix "-logy" in English. In order to distinguish Humboldt's
comparative and integrative approach from today's discipline of physical cosmology, the term Cosmos
Studies will be used from here on.
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aesthetic pattern that can be perceived intuitively and rationally by the human mind.
Similar to the concept of fragile cosmic harmony or balance that is reciprocal to human
attitude in Indigenous paradigms, Humboldt's cosmos is dynamic and at least partially
depends on human perception and action. He writes that the term cosmos is defined "als
Universum, als Weltordnung, als Schmuck des Geordneten" (Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1,
80; emphasis in original); in English interpretatively translated as "order of the world,
and adornment of this universal order" (Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 79; emphasis in
original). Thus the "order" is the physical universe and its laws, which is independent
from humans, but at the same time what the human analytic intellect strives to understand. The "adornment" is a perceptual element that depends on the mind of the beholder
and thus is object to intuition and subject-based sensibility. Humboldt's notions are thus
deeply influenced by Kant's transcendental idealism.
Die Außenwelt existirt aber nur für uns, indem wir sie in uns aufnehmen,
indem sie sich in uns zu einer Naturanschauung gestaltet. So geheimnißvoll unzertrennlich als Geist und Sprache, der Gedanke und das befruchtende Wort sind: eben so schmilzt, uns selbst gleichsam unbewußt, die
Außenwelt mit dem Innersten im Menschen, mit dem Gedanken und der
Empfindung zusammen. (Kosmos, Vol. 1, 69-70)11
The melting together of outer reality and inner human sentiment means that the cosmos
changes in as much as the human understanding and perception of it changes. It also
indicates that knowledge about the cosmos draws from empirical research as much as
from inner perception and intuition. All understanding draws from sensibility and
11

From the 1850 translation: "Science is the labor of mind applied to nature, but the external world has
no real existence for us beyond the image reflected within ourselves through the medium of the senses. As
intelligence and forms of speech, thought and its verbal symbols, are united by secret and indissoluble
links, so does the external world blend almost unconsciously to ourselves with our ideas and feelings"
(Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 76). Note by author: the term "Naturanschauung" be also be translated as the
intuitive or subject-based experience of nature.

43
experience, posing "Erfahrungs-Wissenschaft als das letzte Ziel menschlicher Forschung"
(Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1, 32), experiential science as the ultimate goal of human
research. Humboldt uses Indigenous people as an example to argue for this universal
claim.
Ein dumpfes, schauervolles Gefühl von der Einheit der Naturgewalten,
von dem geheimnißvollen Bande, welches das Sinnliche und Übersinnliche verknüpft, ist allerdings (und meine eigenen Reisen haben es bestätigt) selbst wilden Völkern eigen . . . so wirkt doch schon unaufhaltsam,
bei den rohesten Völkern, die schaffende Phantasie und die symbolisirende Ahndung des Bedeutsamen in den Erscheinungen. Was bei einzelnen
mehr begabten Individuen sich als Rudiment einer Naturphilosophie,
gleichsam als eine Vernunft-Anschauung darstellt, ist bei ganzen Stämmen das Product instinctiver Empfänglichkeit. Auf diesem Wege, in der
Tiefe und Lebendigkeit dumpfer Gefühle, liegt zugleich der erste Antrieb
zum Cultus, die Heiligung der erhaltenden wie der zerstörenden Naturkräfte. (Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1, 16)12
According to this logic, it is surprising that Humboldt did not track the empirical roots or
reflections of Indigenous religious beliefs. Bagele Chilisa states about Indigenous
spirituality that it "can be viewed as a connection to the cosmos so that any exercise that
increases connection or builds relationships is spiritual and ceremonial in nature" (114).
12

From the 1850 translation: "We find even among the most savage nations (as my own travels enable
me to attest) a certain vague, terror-stricken sense of the all-powerful unity of natural forces, and of the
existence of an invisible, spiritual essence manifested in these forces. . . Among nations least advanced in
civilization, the imagination revels in strange and fantastic creations, and, by its predilection for symbols,
alike influences, ideas and language . . . That which in some regions of the earth manifested itself as the
rudiments of natural philosophy, only to a small number of persons endowed with superior intelligence,
appears in other regions, and among entire races of men, to be the result of mystic tendencies and instinctive intuitions. An intimate communion with nature, and the vivid and deep emotions thus awakened, are
likewise the source from which have sprung the first impulses toward the worship and deification of the
destroying and preserving forces of the universe" (Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 36-37).
Alternative translation by author: A dull, eerie feeling for the unity of natural forces, for the secret
bond between the sensual and the transcendental is certainly immanent (and my travels have confirmed it)
in even the rawest peoples . . . thus the creative imagination and symbolizing anticipation of the meaningful
within the phenomena takes effect among the rawest peoples. What presents itself among some more
gifted individuals as a rudiment of a philosophy of nature, quasi as a conception of reason/rationality, is a
product of intuitive receptivity among whole tribes. This way, in the depth and vitality of vague feelings,
there is at the same time the first impulse toward a cult/cultus, the reverence for preserving as well as
destroying natural forces.
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Humboldt, as he states above, was interested in these connections, but was unsure that
even if awe of nature and natural law leads to worship, then worship could also be
reflected rationally. Despite his respect for Indigenous ecological knowledge, Humboldt
assumed a lack of science and rational reasoning as he knew it in Indigenous, spiritually
framed worldviews. While he understood the cosmos as a biocultural system, he underestimated the sophistication of cultural diversity and mutlinatural understandings of the
cosmos. His point here, though, is that experiential intuition of natural law is a universal
phenomenon and thus the intellectual ability to scientifically explore the cosmos must
also be inherent in all people.
Humboldt's deep sense of aesthetic holism follows Kant's concept of intuitive
knowledge that complements sensation and reason, but it also appears influenced by
Indigenous eco-based spirituality. Due to the holistic unity of organic systems, nature can
even become a conversational partner, i.e. the researcher can measure and experiment,
but also has to listen to nature as if listening to a foreign language (Köchy 7). The idea of
a communicating, speaking nature that is both alienating and familiar echoes in the
following passage on the valley of Caripe from his Personal Narrative: "Yet amid these
strange sounds [i.e. the howling apes], these wild forms of plants, and these prodigies of a
new world, nature everywhere speaks to man in a voice familiar to him" (Vol. 1, 273274)13. The recognition of familiar aesthetic patterns, the emotional involvement, and the
deep sense of interconnectedness based on, but transcending, empirical experience and

13

The Personal Narrative was originally published in French under the title Voyage aux régions
équinoxiales du Nouveau Continent: fait en 1799, 1800, 1801, 1803 et 1804. All passages quoted in this
study are taken from the English translation.
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imagination facilitate a curious and open-minded access to a new, alien place. Further,
Humboldt explains: "Allerdings ist die Natur in jedem Winkel der Erde ein Abglanz des
Ganzen" (Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 2, 89), meaning that nature at any location of the earth
is a reflection of the whole. This idea resembles notions of microcosmos-macrocosmos
relationships in many Indigenous ontologies, indicating that a particular entity reflects the
universe at large.
Humboldt's acknowledgement of sensibility, intuition, and transcendental knowledge
therefore resembles features of Indigenous epistemologies. In both paradigms, intuition
and imagination based on experience and exploration lead to transcendental knowledge
that can then be re-integrated with empirical science and analytic reason. Since Indigenous epistemologies do not differentiate types of knowledge as much as Humboldt knew
from Europe and its scientific disciplines, he failed to see the potential of a Native
science approach and the theoretical value of Indigenous philosophies. He did, however,
understand that the body of Indigenous ecological knowledge was essential for his understanding of certain ecosystems.
When Humboldt traveled to South America in order to scientifically explore and
describe various ecosystems following the Casiquiare, for instance, he understood that
the inhabitant humans are an integral, causal player within landscape. Habitats and their
respective Indigenous people were the key to the understanding of each respective
constituent (Walls, The Passage to Cosmos 7-8) because they often co-adapted, i.e.
developed and mutually changed each other. More than that, all the different species
could not be understood in isolation from each other, and even small organisms could
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fundamentally influence the natural universe, for instance by modifying the composition
of air (Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1, 56). Tracing the interaction of organisms was needed
to approach nature as a living whole, as Humboldt describes it in the chapter epigraph.
Thus, the 'unity in multiplicity' concept is a precursor to the 21st century's multispecies
ethnography.
To study people in place, Humboldt conducted an early variant of ethnography along
with his hard science, understanding that he needed to talk to Indigenous people to learn
about them and their environment (Walls, Passage to Cosmos 60). While hardly ever
mentioning them individually and by name, he identified and appreciated Indigenous
people as translators, guides, and knowledgeable resources, showing unusual respect.
According to Laura Dassow Walls, he clearly "understood the power imbalance between
himself and his informants, an imbalance no amount of friendliness could correct" (7273). Aaron Sachs claims that the "broad-thinking, liberal, republican abolitionist" ("The
Ultimate Other" 117) Humboldt even understood links between the exploitation of
environmental resources and that of certain parts of society, identifying him with a
postcolonial environmentalism. In any case, Humboldt understood and respected all
people as equal in their capabilities and worth.
Chapter nine in the Personal Narrative is dedicated to a somewhat ethnographic
commentary on the Chaymas Indians of the provinces of Cumana and Barcelona and
serves as a comprehensive example for Humboldt's humanist relativism. While
Humboldt's detail regarding physical phenotypes and his remarks regarding ascending
stages of human history and civilization echo contemporary scientific interests, other
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parts of his commentary are of more significance today. Though Humboldt felt highly
critical toward the behavior of missionaries and settlers, his outspoken pluralist
commentary in this chapter is nevertheless surprising.
Humboldt calls for caution in word choice, musing about the unclear origins of the
term 'barbarian' and warning that seemingly simple stages of cultural sophistication may
not be the result of stagnation of the civilizing process, but of degeneration from a higher
stage (Humboldt and Bonplant, Personal Narrative, Vol.1, 293-294).
I use with regret the word savage14, because it implies a difference of
cultivation between the reduced Indian, living in the Missions, and the
free or independent Indian; a difference which is often belied by fact. In
the forests of South America there are tribes of natives, peacefully united
in villages, and who render obedience to chiefs. They cultivate plantaintree, cassava, and cotton, on a tolerably extensive tract of ground, and they
employ the cotton for weaving hammocks. These people are scarcely more
barbarous than the naked Indians of the Missions, who have been taught to
make the sign of the cross. It is a common error in Europe, to look on all
natives not reduced to a state of subjection, as wanderers and hunters.
Agriculture was practised [sic] on the American continent long before the
arrival of Europeans. (Humboldt and Bonplant, Personal Narrative, Vol.
1, 295).
The popular distinction between wild mobile bands and pacified, Christianized
agriculturalists draws from early colonial stereotypes that Humboldt uncovers as such.
Humboldt's observations make him a strict judge of the mission towns, criticizing abusive
and cruel treatment of the Indigenous people, bemoaning the loss of Indigenous
languages and identities, and uttering disappointment about the, in his view, lazy and
indifferent attitude the servant life generated among the Indians. Since Humboldt finds
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Since the German language has not adopted the French "sauvage," Humboldt here was thinking of
"wild" (same word in English and German) in the sense of un-tamed and without the association of
"aggressive" or "cruel" rendered by the word "savage."
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that the missions prevent intellectual growth and sever intercultural enlightenment
(Humboldt, Die Reise 82), he especially bemoans the loss of Indigenous knowledge and
the indifference of the often cruel colonial settlers, whom Humboldt feels were deprived
of any sophisticated culture (81), whether of their motherland or of the Indigenous
homeland (78-79). Further, Humboldt argues that though it seemed easy to prohibit and
eliminate given cultures, it was much harder to substitute these with another one (130),
leading to a cultural degeneration or poverty among assimilated Indians.
His biggest concern dealt with language loss. Chapter nine is unique in the Personal
Narrative because it deviates from Humboldt's usual rhythm of reporting and includes a
more fundamental discussion regarding the connections of language, identity, and
politics. Humboldt stresses that Indigenous cultures have kept their distinctiveness only
where the respective languages have survived because languages are married to a certain
type of thinking and feeling, and echo a national character or mentality (Humboldt, Die
Reise 129):
If the individuality of man be in some sort reflected in his idioms, these in
their turn re-act on his ideas and sentiments. It is this intimate connection
between language, character, and physical constitution, which maintains
and perpetuates the diversity of nations; that unfailing sources of life and
motion in the intellectual world. (Humboldt and Bonplant, Personal
Narrative, Vol. 1, 299).
From today's perspective we may deliberately ignore Humboldt and his contemporaries'
assumption that intellectual sophistication is reflected in physical composition among
humans. Important still today is Humboldt's conviction that language and categories or
ways of thinking and experiencing the world are intrinsically connected and reciprocal.
The unique, local character of a landscape (Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 2, 92) is thus
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anchored in the language of its long-term inhabitants, and Humboldt was interested in
learning about the land via Indigenous languages. In a basic way, he anticipated today's
assumption of a global interrelation between cultural and biological diversity resulting
from the causal mutual relationships of ecosystems, species and genetic richness with
local knowledge, cultural practices and institutions, and language as the carrier for
intergenerational knowledge (Maffi, "What is Biocultural Diversity?" 5).
An episode with the Jíbarro in Peru reflects his enthusiasm when dealing with
Indigenous people who, free from mission life and forced cultural assimilation, showed
enormous interest in language exchange, eager to pick up Humboldt's Spanish as much as
to provide him with vocabulary for his language lists. Humboldt cheers, "Welche Lebhaftigkeit, welche Wissbegierde, welches Gedächtnis, welch leidenschaftlicher Drang,
die spanische Sprache lernen zu wollen und sich in ihrer eigenen verständlich zu
machen!"15 (qtd. in Humboldt, Mein vielbewegtes Leben 174). These were the type of
people Humboldt learned to cherish as they lead him far beyond stereotypical notions of
intellectually restricted savages. Rather, he argued that Christianity, by oppressing
languages, reduced both physical and mental capabilities (142), and destroyed knowledge
about certain landscapes.
Humboldt also observes that the Indian people were generally quick to learn other
Indigenous languages, often based on intrinsic motivation and practicality (Humboldt,
Die Reise nach Südamerika 135), but that they experienced massive difficulties in
learning Spanish (132-134). Thus Humboldt comments that initial Jesuit practices of
15

Translation by author: What vivacity, what inquisitiveness, what memory, what passionate urge to
learn the Spanish language and to get their ideas across in their own!
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using Kechua and Guarani as linguae francae, which functioned successfully, caught
Indigenous interest, and even united hostile groups (134). Humboldt muses that a
continuation of Indigenous linguae francae could increase intercultural understanding
between colonizers and colonized and also maintain a South American national identity
and individuality that the different Indian people shared, uniting them as one major
population group in the colonies (135). Humboldt sent his linguistic data to his brother
Wilhelm, who defended the complexity and accuracy of native languages against the
predominant academic bias (Walls, Passage to Cosmos 74-75).
Humboldt's critique of the hypocrisy of colonial dominion and his advocacy for supposedly inferior savage languages, as well as for Indigenous people gaining a political
voice and basic civil rights in the colonies, seemed outrageous at the time. Some of his
remarks may trigger a similar reaction even today. In the introduction of his Central
American travel report, Humboldt warns that Asian peoples, including the Tibetans,
Eurasian Tatars, and Japanese Ainu, and the Peruvian and Mexican peoples ought not to
be considered based on principles taken from the history of European peoples because in
Europe, the slow progress of what he calls a mass civilization and the dominance of a
single religion have hindered the development of intellectual capabilities (Humboldt,
Ansichten der Kordilleren 15). He is quick to add that the same problem of degenerative
homogenization occurred under the expansive theocracy of the Inca (16). With such a
statement, Humboldt turns the usual assumption of an intellectually superior Europe and
Western science upside down.
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This example shows that Humboldt intuitively practiced an early cultural relativism
and a "historical anthropology that sought to appreciate every human group on its own
terms, for none were in any meaningful sense 'superior' or 'inferior' to any other" (Walls,
The Passage to Cosmos 174). Humboldt was not free of stereotypes and could at times
react upset, disappointed, or disgusted at Indigenous customs or behaviors, but he was
also quick with praise. While not agreeing with everything he encountered, he understood
it as diverse results of an equally potential, universally human intellectual condition. The
first volume of Kosmos ends with the conclusion that scientific evidence indicates that all
peoples are of one descent and that biologically different human races do not exist; what
is called human races are simply variations and their identification based on rough
geographic regions, e.g. Caucasian, is problematic at best. Though some peoples may be
more educated and scientifically advanced than others, it does not make them nobler or
more deserving of freedom; there is no such thing as superior or inferior human races
(Kosmos, Vol. 1, 378-385).
Drawing from Kant, Humboldt supported the idea of a Völkerbund, a union or society
of nations, albeit from a Eurocentric perspective (Ette 174). He hoped to elevate all
people to free citizens, assuming that the models of relative egalitarianism across the
supposed human races and of national citizenship might fit all human philosophies of
social organization. While Humboldt contemplated a world history, his older friend
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe promoted the idea of a beginning epoch of Weltliteratur,
i.e. world literature (Ette 172). Humboldt later writes in the preliminary observations in
the first volume of Kosmos that a central part of Cosmos Studies is to express "den
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Reflex der Natur auf die Einbildungskraft und das Gefühl, als Anregungsmittel zum
Naturstudium durch begeisterte Schilderungen ferner Himmelsstriche und
naturbeschreibende Poesie (einen Zweig der modernen Litteratur), durch veredelte
Landschaftmalerei, durch Anbau und contrastirende Gruppirung exotischer Pflanzenformen" (Kosmos, Vol. 1, 50)16. Inspiration and imagination fueled by word, visual
image, and real life observation stimulate and complement rational, scientific endeavors.
Thus, Humboldt argues that in order to keep an eye on both the particular and the
whole, the proper reverence of the cosmos requires art as complement to science. While
empirical science collects data and detail, the role of art is to emblematize the impression
of harmonic wholeness so that the scientific and aesthetic perspectives act as
complements to each other (Köchy 12-13). In the beginning of the second volume of
Kosmos, Humboldt outlines natural history and environmental writing beginning in
classical times and stresses that a new respective branch of literature was developing
(Jenkins 92). Humboldt identifies a well-balanced blend of accurate and detailed
representation of the physical environment as well as the description of a nature animated
by imagination and intuition as a means to express the inner perception and feeling; he
bemoans writing styles that are too mythological, or respectively, too sober and didactic
(Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 2, 11, 13, 22). His emphasis on literature in combination with
16
From the 1850 translation: "The influence of the external world on the imagination and feelings,
which has acted in modern times as a powerful impulse toward the study as natural sciences, by giving
animation to the description of distant regions and to the delineation of natural scenery, as far as is
characterized by vegetable physiognomy and by the cultivation of exotic plants, and their arrangement in
well-contrasted groups" (Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 57).
Alternative translation by author: . . . the reflex of nature onto imagination and feeling as an
impulse/stimulus for the study of nature via the description of remote climates and nature describing poetry
(a branch of modern literature), via refined landscape painting, via cultivation and contrasting grouping of
exotic plant forms.
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visual arts and horticulture, reflects his conviction that emotion, a sense for nature in its
varieties of landscapes, was essential for understanding it.
This orientation indicates that Humboldt consciously was one of the first "American"
nature or natural history writers, and his concept of the cosmos influenced later scholars
in their approach. American nature writing came to full fruition with the Transcendentalists, a good number of whom were indeed very familiar with Humboldt's work. As
Walls outlines, various American researchers traveled to Europe and formed life-long
friendships with Humboldt in Paris or Berlin. Several of these, including George Ticknor
and Edward Everett, later taught at Harvard, where they introduced future Transcendentalists, such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry Thoreau, to Humboldt's work
(Walls, The Passage to Cosmos 116-117). While Emerson never met Humboldt himself,
he had studied his works since the 1820s, reading a translation of Kosmos as soon as it
was available in the 1840s (251, 255).
While Humboldt's call for fact-based data collection and his acknowledgement of the
need for experts invented modern science with its respective specializations into different
fields, the aspects of subjectivity and self-study, the Kantian philosophy of nature, the
emphasis on aesthetic holism, and the role of intuition and reverence were taken up by
Romanticism, which dropped Humboldt's data heavy empirical science, and also by
American Transcendentalism, which in many cases included data collection. Kant's concept of transcendental knowledge was acknowledged as name-giving by the movement,
expressly identified by Emerson in his 1842 lecture "The Transcendentalist" (Emerson,
"The Transcendentalist" 339-340). Emerson stresses the intuitive essence of nature,
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expressed, for instance, in a squirrel's intuitive and instinctive knowledge of what to do:
"Nature is transcendental, exists primarily, necessarily, ever works and advances, yet
takes no thought for the morrow" (339). Emerson thus considers intuitive knowledge as a
necessary beginning point, but unlike Humboldt, he does not favor empirical data
oriented "materialism" (332-333) as deeply enriching in the process of gaining deeper
understanding. Thoreau, however, will follow the claim in Emerson's earlier essay
"Nature" that the true "lover of nature is he whose inward and outward senses are still
truly adjusted to each other" (9) and re-integrate empirical science with his poetic
approach.
Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and many other literati were familiar with the 1852
translation of the first volume of Kosmos (Fraenzle 62), to which Emerson states at
Humboldt's anniversary in 1868: "There is no other such survey or surveyor" (Emerson,
"Humboldt" 457). He praises Humboldt as one of the intellectual "wonders of the world"
and "a universal man" (ib.) whose many scientific talents were all equally strong. As shall
be shown in the following, Thoreau was impressed with Humboldt's work and it was the
reading of Kosmos in the 1850s that clearly changed and matured his own approach to
perceiving and writing about nature.
Thoreau (1817-62) became more of a naturalist in comparison to Emerson, who did
not encourage Thoreau's attraction to wilderness (Lyon 51). While Humboldt used the
term wilderness lightly, for any rather undocumented, scarcely populated and agriculturally used space, wilderness for Thoreau had become a value-laden concept of the
desire for uncivilized, untamed regions and existential experience. Thoreau perceived that
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wilderness was the source for strength and vigor of body and mind. People or societies
losing contact with wilderness degenerated and became "weak and dull" (Nash 88). When
his trips to Maine expose him to a rougher wilderness, he states:
Nature was here something savage and awful, though beautiful. I looked
with awe . . . This was that Earth of which we have heard, made out of
Chaos and Old Night . . . Man was not to be associated with it . . . It was a
place for heathenism and superstitious rites,- to be inhabited by men
nearer of kin to the rocks and to wild animals than we. (Thoreau, The
Maine Woods 70-71)
Gone is Humboldt's strange new world of wonders that nevertheless speaks in a familiar
voice to the visitor and bears fascinating people to meet. Here, nature is savage and
chaotic, Indigenous culture is superstition, and Indigenous people are not acknowledged
as equal men, but falling into the same category as rocks and animals, i.e. as the abstract
wilderness itself. Admittedly, this quote stems from a passage that aims at reflecting
Thoreau's intellectual and emotional excitement while climbing Mount Katahdin and may
thus be read as an overwhelmed exclamation rather than reflective consideration, but it
does provide insight into Thoreau's perception at that time. While Humboldt saw people
in general as part of a landscape, and Indigenous people as intellectually interesting,
Thoreau does not yet acknowledge Indigenous intellectual life and culture, rendering
fruitful intercultural communication impossible. He does not visit the wilderness out of
scientific curiosity and for the sake of encountering other places and people, as Humboldt
did, but travels in order to develop his own grasp of what he and contemporaries saw as
quintessentially American.
In the young United States, frontier life became the celebrated cradle of American
cultural identity and the "image of a wild, unsettled continent [served] as an article of
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cultural nationalism well into the age of industrial revolution" (Buell, The Environmental
Imagination 14). On a spectrum with the cultural refinement of civilization on one end
and the "savage," noble Indian on the other, the pioneer settlers took their place in the
middle. They distinguished themselves with the virtues won from direct contact with
wilderness and "savages," while at the same time functioning as carriers of the ultimately
dominating civilization. Thus wilderness served as the last frontier and, as William
Cronon writes, the "last bastion of rugged individualism" (77), an ideal of masculinity
and a national core value. Consequently, Thoreau was not just a temporary guest in the
landscapes he visited. Unlike Humboldt, Thoreau was deeply engaged in claiming a
place-based identity. Yet after the safe stay on Emerson's property at Walden Pond, the
rougher Maine experience caused Thoreau to promote more of a balance between
savagery and civilization. Thoreau sought a "combination of the good inherent in wilderness with the benefits of cultural refinement" (Nash 92) on the one hand, while his fascination with Indigenous perceptions of nature grew.
Yet the victims of removal and confinement to reservations under Presidents Andrew
Jackson and Martin Van Buren were not suitable to serve as representatives of the pure
nature and primitivism Thoreau and others sought. While the Federal Government
dispossessed and relocated Indigenous communities and oppressed traditional lifestyles
and religious practices, Americans in search of identity sought what David Joshua Bellin
calls the "Indian cure" ("Taking the Indian Cure" 1). This term refers to the belief that
American Indians derive from the environment itself a general and wholesome cure for
the afflictions of impurity and of the disturbed relationships to nature brought by
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civilization. This "cure" could be imitated by non-Natives who sought to free themselves
from the impurities of civilization and to renew their connection to nature. Americans
could thus become Indianized based on a re-naturalized state of mind.17 The result was a
blend of civilization and savagery, a true frontier condition. Re-enacting the Indian cure
was thus to re-naturalize oneself as a natural, healthy, and strong "frontier" American and
as a member of Nature's Nation.
The Transcendentalist focus on experiences in nature pointed directly to Indigenous
people as guides or sources to an attitude and lifestyle that would maintain the wilderness
condition of the country. In the best Romantic tradition, Thoreau saw in the imagined
Indian a paradigm for natural harmony that civilization had somehow lost along the way.
Indigenous cultures presented a gateway back to the "spiritual and mystical values of
nature" (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 7). Bellin argues that Thoreau re-enacted the Indian cure
by "co-opting Indian medicine" ("Taking the Indian Cure" 17) on the one hand via his
embrace of nature as true medicine, and on the other hand via treading in the tracks of the
Indigenous people, searching through former settlement sites, collecting artifacts, and
understanding himself and his fellow citizens as heirs to Native America. Bellin writes
that "the Indians having, in this case literally, sunk into the earth, the white man who
builds his habitation on the ground he is now free to claim consequently has access to the
healing spirit that continues to rise from that ground" (ib.). But it was not only the generic
Indian's place Thoreau sought to take. Certainly, a degree of r Indianness was needed for
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See Philip J. Deloria's study Playing Indian (1998) for further detail on this idea and practice.
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the re-naturalization process, but the result was a frontier situation. Thoreau also had to
re-enact the pioneer settler interacting with Native nations.
This is reflected in his 1849 publication, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack
Rivers, in which Thoreau provides an outline of Indian-(Euro-)American relations. The
narrative of each day, that is each section of A Week, illuminates an aspect of these
relations, including border skirmishes, frontier hero tales, and the virtue of friendship.
Thoreau's generalized idea of "the Indian" as individualized hunter and rebel against
civilization promotes an idea of the past that leads to a critical perspective on the present
of settled America. Sayre suggests that Thoreau sought a synthesis: "The reborn white
savage or Transcendental Indian could incorporate his virtues" (213). Thoreau imitated
the imagined Indian in order to become a true, virtuous American.
This identity quest is also associated with Thoreau's extended stay at Walden Pond in
1845-47. Sayre points out that even though Thoreau probably did not know about the
Indigenous practice of vision quests, he re-enacted his own version during his time at
Walden Pond (59-100). Leading a simple life in the woods was understood as living like
"the Indian" in Thoreau's time. It has been suggested that Thoreau began keeping notebooks with materials on Indian issues during that time at Walden Pond (Sayre 90 and
110; Fleck, Henry Thoreau 8). Further, he imitated what he thought to be Indian, skills
including practicing animal sounds, and sharpening his senses to detect every sound and
sign of another's presence. Yet he did keep regular contact with civilization, leading
Sayre to stress the limited nature of Thoreau's imitation: "Living like an Indian was a way
for Henry to be wild and independent, but to stay home" (147).

59
Yet while Thoreau's attraction to savagism remained to his death, it gained
complexity (Krupat, All That Remains 39) due to a Humboldtian influence that
sophisticated both Thoreau's perception of nature and his acknowledgement of real,
rather than imagined American Indians. Indirectly or directly through his vast scholarly
network, Humboldt and his work inspired most of the Germans and Americans who
decided to study Native America in the first half of the 19th century (Sachs, The
Humboldt Current 93). Impressed by Humboldt's thinking, Thoreau decided to study
nature and Indigenous cultures through a travel to Maine.
In 1846, he made his first trip, an experience he later relates in the first part,
"Ktaadn," of The Maine Woods (1864). Thoreau finds the forest sparsely inhabited by
loggers, settlers, and Indigenous people, i.e. the Penobscot who belong to the Eastern
Abenaki. There, his primitivistic image of "the Indian" clashes with colonial reality,
intercultural contact remains limited, and to the limited degree Thoreau focuses on Native
Americans, his emphasis is on their supposedly degraded condition. When entering the
Abenaki village, Thoreau is appalled by the poor condition of the homes and promptly
yearns for a wilder, prouder imagery: "I even thought that a row of wigwams, with a
dance of pow-wows, and a prisoner tortured at the stake, would be more respectable than
this" (Thoreau 7). In his mind, Indian people rather ought to be savage and bloodthirsty
than colonized.
Further, Thoreau cannot relate to Louis Neptune, the Abenaki who is chosen as guide
to lead them up Mount Katahdin. Jeffrey Myers suggests that a series of cultural misunderstandings and extreme impoliteness out of ignorance may have been the cause for
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Neptune's not appearing at the agreed rendevous (67-68). In any case, Neptune does not
make the appointment, and Thoreau misses the intercultural frontier experience, having
to rely on local white guides. When meeting Neptune again at the end of his trip, Thoreau
displays contempt:
Met face to face, these Indians in their native woods looked like the
sinister and slouching fellows whom you meet picking strings and paper in
the streets of a city. There is, in fact, a remarkable and unexpected resemblance between the degraded savage and the lowest classes in a great city.
The one is no more a child of nature than the other. In the progress of
degradation, the distinction of the races is soon lost. (Thoreau, The Maine
Woods 78)
Thoreau's deep disappointment speaks loudly in this passage. He has set out to find
wilderness and "children of nature" in the form of noble savages, but he finds a colonial
reality that associates the Abenaki's poverty with the urban, non-Native poor. While
Thoreau increases his virtue as an American by visiting the wilderness, the inhabitant
Abenaki appear to him alienated from nature and virtue, in his view jeopardizing their
authenticity. In contrast to Humboldt, Thoreau does not reflect on the causes for the
perceived degradation in either case, ignores the framework of power hierarchies, and
blames the oppressed for their seeming lack of pride and integrity. He even states that the
"aborigenes have never been dispossessed, nor nature disforested [sic]" (Thoreau 80),
when he juxtaposes the Maine woods to English royal preserves. This quote negates
American colonialism and its impacts.
However, Thoreau's further approach to a Native American paradigm became more
complex due to a fundamental change in his studies and perception. In the early 1850s,
Thoreau studied Indigenous calendars with their names for the different moons. The idea
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of the year as a circle with four seasons, also reflected in a day's journey, fascinated
Thoreau and in 1852, he intensified his taking notes on Indian issues, choosing more
voluminous notebooks in which to do so. Sayre states that the notebooks were "a means
of discovery, not only about Indians but about the natural history of America" (122). This
development coincided with Thoreau's reading of Humboldt's Cosmos. According to
Walls, Thoreau also read Views of Nature and the Personal Narratives before publishing
Walden Pond (Passage to Cosmos 262). The model of Humboldtian science encouraged
Thoreau's detailed environmental writing and shifted it from Romantic Transcendentalism to a "Thoreauvian Humboldtianism" (Sachs, The Humboldt Current 98), adapting
some of Humboldt's theory and methodology. It inspired him to pick up and re-work his
Walden manuscript, taking it to twice the original length.
While immersing himself in Humboldt's work, Thoreau developed a daily routine of
study and excursions and began to scientifically identify and observe nature because he
cherished the idea of giving true account of what he saw (Walls, The Passage to Cosmos
263). As a surveyor, he used measurement as a concept and practice that could ground his
imagination and to provide a fix point to understanding larger relationships (Walls,
Seeing New Worlds 109, 111). After wondering about "the solid earth! The actual world!
The common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? where are we?" (Thoreau, The
Maine Woods 71; emphasis in original), Thoreau, struggling up the slope of Mount
Katahdin, found an anchor in measurement. Further, the sharpening of the senses, the
experiential perception, and the rational processing of measurement brought him toward
an understanding based on relationships to material objects and organisms, which Walls
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describes as an "epistemology of contact" (Walls, Seeing New Worlds 126). This
perception also facilitated possibilities for intercultural communication with Indigenous
communities about non-Western epistemologies.
From there, Thoreau could refocus on the second part of Humboldt's cosmos, i.e. the
mind of the beholder. Imagination and sense-making were needed to process the experience of contact and empirical science. As Lawrence Buell says, "nature was a screen for
something else" (The Environmental Imagination 11), i.e. the study of nature was part of
a self-study project, and Walls comments that Thoreau "was drowning his epiphanies
with facts" (Seeing New Worlds 124). Thoreau states in his journal about the role of
empirical facts: "They should be the material to the mythology which I am writing" (qtd.
in Walls, Seeing New Worlds 153). This mythology was intended to be the description
and analysis of natural phenomena (154-155), similar to Humboldt's Cosmos Studies. His
journals document his acquisition of Humboldtian awe for nature and the immense
cosmos when he declares the world and its objects as "wholly undescribed [sic] to our
experience-each field of thought wholly unexplored–the whole world is an America–a
New World" (qtd. in Walls, The Passage to Cosmos 149). No wonder that Thoreau was
also quick to read Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species (1859). Yet his fascination
with the philosophy of living close to the respective local environment kept leading him
back to Indigenous hunters and gatherers in North America. With time, Thoreau's
notebooks for facts and for poetry became increasingly similar to each other, and over the
years, his Indian notebooks grew to eleven volumes of under a hundred to over five
hundred pages each (Sayre 110). Most notes contain materials on Native America, about
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half of them on the categories traditions, history and religion, and superstition (Fleck,
Henry Thoreau 10).
In 1853, Thoreau made a second trip to Maine, which is documented in the second
essay in the posthumously published The Maine Woods. This time, Thoreau employed a
twenty-four year old Abenaki, Joe Aitteon, as guide and as a subject of study. He writes:
"for we had employed an Indian mainly that I might have the opportunity to study his
ways" (95). By that time, Thoreau had matured as a naturalist. He knew more about
natural history and Native America and consequently had an enlarged awareness for the
reality he encountered (Myers 70). He mentions Humboldt in his second essay and
provides more detailed, scientific plant descriptions. He also includes Aitteon's remarks
and the guide's translations of plant and place names, taking crucial steps toward
intercultural communication.
Echoing Humboldt's rough sense for biocultural diversity, Thoreau even shows an
interest in Indigenous languages, sensing a direct connection between language,
mythology, and natural phenomena (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 45). He acknowledges the
complexity and degree of difficulty of the Indigenous language, but unlike Humboldt, he
does not grasp why Indian people could experience difficulties with English. He writes
about the Abenaki: "I observed their inability, often described, to convey an abstract idea.
Having got the idea, though indistinctly, they groped about in vain for words with which
to express it" (Thoreau 140). In this passage Thoreau implies an intellectual and linguistic
inferiority of the Abenaki, while it may have simply been a problem of translation and
foreign language skills because whenever an Indian person is quotedby him, the English
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appears to be extremely basic. Indifference toward the issue of foreign language
competence and the high level of complexity in transmitting concepts from one language
into another clouded Thoreau's approach to intercultural communications.
Further, while Thoreau considers the Abenaki a more "refined company" (Thoreau
133) than the lumberers, he is not as apt to learn as Humboldt. During their meeting,
Humboldt listened to his later guide Carlos del Pino all night (Sachs, The Humboldt
Current 59). Thoreau, in contrast, believes himself knowledgeable about those he meets
and tends to lecture them about their tribal past: "I found that they knew but little of the
history of their race, and could be entertained by stories about their ancestors" (Thoreau,
The Maine Woods 136). Luckily, the Abenaki enjoy Thoreau's speech for the sake of the
stories, whether or not they associate them with their own people. Lying awake later that
night, Thoreau listens to the Indigenous language and suddenly fully understands what all
the collecting of arrowheads before had not been able to make conscious to him, in his
own words that "the Indian was not the invention of historians and poets" (ib.). Yet
instead of embracing the reality of the Native Americans he is with and the chance for
intercultural exchange and mutual appreciation, the idea makes him shiver with
romanticist excitement and he writes that he felt "as near to the primitive man of America
. . . as any of its discoverers ever did" (137). This "othering" immediately takes him back
to an imagined, possibly dangerous frontier situation and strengthens a sense of
difference that cannot be bridged.
The story of his last trip to Maine, which took place in 1857, shows the most differentiated presentation of his Indigenous contacts. Thoreau admires Joseph 'Joe' Polis,
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member of the local "aristocracy" (Thoreau 158), as a humorous forty-eight year old man
who is perfectly competent as self-sufficient hunter and as a participant in contemporary
Christian American style village life. Polis teaches Thoreau place-based stories and the
medical use of some plants, indicating that he has been trained by an elder and is "a
doctor" (235), probably meaning a medicine man or shaman. At the same time Polis
admonishes Thoreau to pray and observe the Sabbath, supports Western school education
as a means to better negotiate with the U.S. government, has subscribed to the Bangor
newspaper, and surprises his employer by stating that he would like to live in Boston,
New York, or another of the cities he has visited. Though Thoreau briefly muses about
Polis' understanding of "his superiority and inferiority to the whites" (197), he does not
try to explain the seeming contradictions within Polis' culturally hybrid lifestyle and
provides greater space for him in his narrative, often commenting on what Polis does and
says.
According to Thoreau, Polis takes a liking to him because Polis seems communicative with Thoreau but deliberately vague and tight-lipped with other non-Native people.
Nonetheless, Thoreau has to get used to Polis' communicative strategies. He claims that
Polis shows himself taciturn and precise in general communication, but becomes "longwinded" (Thoreau 289) when storytelling, which seems to occur exclusively when Polis
feels like it. Thoreau notes: "I told him that in this voyage I would tell him all I knew, and
he should tell me all he knew, to which he readily agreed" (168). Both men recognize the
chance for exchange and mutual benefit and a fruitful intercultural communication zone
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seems to open. Further, the concept of sharing one's knowledge implies respect for each
other, in this case meaning cross-cultural respect and acknowledgement of expertise.18
Thoreau discovers that Polis' knowledge is not "all labelled [sic] and arranged" and
that there seems no need to do so because Polis would "rel[y] on himself at the moment,"
for instance turning the animal instinct of way-finding into an "educated sense" (185).
Thoreau seems to realize that Polis' practices are another version of an epistemology of
contact he was refining for himself.19 At one point, Thoreau even allows himself to
entertain the possibility of the existence of Indigenous science in the form of traditional
ecological knowledge:
Nature must have made a thousand revelations to them [the Indians] which
are still secrets to us . . . I let science slide . . . That is for pale daylight . . .
I believed that the woods were not tenantless, but choke-full of honest
spirits as good as myself any day . . . and for a few moments I enjoyed
fellowship with them . . . One revelation has been made to the Indian,
another to the white man. I have much to learn of the Indian, nothing of
the missionary. (Thoreau 181)
Here is a moment when Thoreau tries to listen and allows himself to attempt other ways
of knowing than the familiar one. While his perception of spirits may not reach beyond
romanticist ideas, the significant point here is the acknowledgement of other knowledges
and their validity. The idea of learning from Indian people and not the missionaries
18

As with Humboldt, however, Thoreau tends to omit his guides' names, identifying his respective
guide simply as "the Indian" throughout the text. This emphasis on cultural and perceived racial difference
creates a mental distance between Thoreau and the reader on one side and the indigenous person on the
other.
19
However, Thoreau falls back into generalizations wherever Polis seems to affirm his preconceived
ideas of Indianness. When Polis seeks to kill muskrats for food, for example, he imitates the sounds of the
animals to lure them close. Thoreau is in a frenzy of excitement, stating that he "thought that I had at last
got into the wilderness, and that he was a wild man indeed, to be talking to a musquash [muskrat]! . . . He
seemed suddenly to have quite forsaken humanity, and gone over to the musquash side" (Thoreau 206207). Thoreau fully understands the cause and effect of this hunting strategy and does not belittle it, but his
way of perceiving and describing the action places it in the framework of savagism, not rational subsistence
practice.
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places Thoreau squarely in Humboldt's footsteps. Sadly, the moment passes and does not
repeat. Thoreau does not document any attempt to better understand the mythology Polis
obviously shares with him.20
Instead, the text indicates that Thoreau missed crucial instances of learning when
offered by Polis because he does not understand the function and depth of the Indigenous
oral tradition. Thoreau comments on Polis' storytelling style: "An Indian tells such a story
as if he thought it deserved to have a good deal said about it, only he has not got it to say,
and so he makes up for the deficiency by a drawling tone, long-windedness, and a dumb
wonder which he hopes will be contagious" (Thoreau 172). Due to his own cultural
background, Thoreau cannot appreciate the story as told in the manner of an oral culture–
the performative elements, rich detail, mnemonic devices, such as repetition, and the
concept of a story being understood within the listener's mind rather than by providing a
clear message or moral in the end (Silko, Yellow Woman 50). Polis' and "the Indian's"
supposed deficiency in making the lesson clear and keeping the story short and precise is
a false perception based on Thoreau's insistence on his own culture-specific expectations.
Undoubtedly though, Thoreau's experiences in Maine deeply influenced his personal
philosophy in that his guides taught him "a deeper appreciation for intangible qualities of
the wilderness" (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 46). The third essay is more specific in ecological
detail and focuses more on ecological interactions than the previous two. Further, listing
20

Thoreau follows in Humboldt's footsteps in assuming a general simplicity to indigenous religion, declassifying it from religion to "superstition" (Thoreau, The Maine Woods 177). Thoreau states this about the
"simple faith of the Indian," here not meaning Polis, but "the Indian" in general: "There was, indeed, a
beautiful simplicity about it; nothing of the dark and savage, only the mild and infantile. The sentiments of
humility and reverence chiefly were expressed" (179). Despite Thoreau's interest in mythology and
indigenous ecological knowledge, the image of the romanticist Indian is that the Indian requires child-like
simplicity in matters of religion and philosophy.
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the Penobscot names of plants becomes prevalent here because Thoreau came to understand that the names may give hints as to where to find a plant or how it relates to other
elements in the ecosystem.
Native Americans, in whichever realistic, imagined, or blended version, most
certainly were on Thoreau's mind. On his deathbed, Thoreau's last audible words were
"moose" and "Indian," uttered without context, and Emerson even mentioned in his
eulogy Joseph Polis as one of the men who had the greatest influence on Thoreau (Sayre
184). Fleck reflects this understanding: "No one can deny the importance of Thoreau's
education at Harvard, yet the Penobscots of Maine were surely of equal significance in
the development of Thoreau the philosopher" (Henry Thoreau 45).21
Myers argues that Thoreau had fully developed an ecocentric worldview in which
humans are one with their environment, and thus racial hierarchies and concepts of
superiority are unfeasible (51, 65). While Thoreau overcame Emerson's "othering" of
nature and people of color, he still acknowledged the impact of cultural differences that
allowed people to become each other's teachers and at the same time caused oppression
for lack of social justice (51). Though in theory this is an appropriate description of
Thoreau's mindset, this study argues that the analysis of The Maine Woods illustrates
Thoreau's ongoing tendency to favor preconceived ideas of Indianness that jeopardized
his developing intercultural open-mindedness and undermined the notion of man as one
21

Thus, the question whether or not Thoreau ever planned to write and publish on Native Americans is
a moot point. Sayre argues convincingly that Thoreau was interested in material on Native America mainly
for his own pursuit of Indianness and for his overall intellectual development (100-105). Thus he suggests
that a book about Native America would in many ways have been "a new book about himself" (103),
calling him the "most Indian-like of classic American authors" (ix), while Richard Fleck places him
"spiritually closer to an Algonquin than to a European" (Henry Thoreau 4). The real and the imagined
Native America had deeply shaped Thoreau's feelings, thoughts, and writing about nature and the cosmos.
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with his environment due to the contradictions Thoreau continued to struggle with in a
grey zone of imagined ideals and historical reality, reminiscent of the disorientation in
space he had experienced while in the cloud mist high on Mount Katahdin.
In conclusion, Humboldt saw Indigenous people as knowledgeable participants in the
landscape and thus as valuable and needed, as people of equal intellect and rights, and as
people to learn and work with. Despite resenting some of what he saw, Humboldt was
ready to accept unexpected differences because they helped him to develop his holistic
Cosmos Studies and reinforced the idea of interconnectedness and relatedness as core
principles. Thoreau, in turn, seemed torn between wishful imaginations, real people, and
the disappointment of not encountering whom or what he expected. He mirrored the
ambiguity of this time period, seeking the Indian cure, while also realizing his complicity
in wilderness reduction and cultural assault, and somewhat acknowledging Indian people
as contemporaries. To some degree, Thoreau, as a direct descendant of the English
Romantics, reversed Humboldt's research motivation, in that his interest in Indigenous
people and nature was mostly part of a self-study project without a coherent advocacy for
the interests of Native Americans or the environment. While the Humboldt brothers
conducted what would now be labeled linguistic and anthropological studies according to
the best practices and progressive ideas of their time, Thoreau used a blend of
information from different types of literature about Indigenous people, romanticist
imagery, and his personal encounters for the sake of inspiration.
The ideological obstructions to Thoreau's understanding of Indigenous peoples and
paradigms have in many ways remained an issue in intercultural communication in the
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United States until today and are what Native American authors and activists deal with in
their work. Nevertheless, Thoreau's move toward Humboldtian science, his scientific
scholarship, and the teachings by his Native American guides bore fruit in understanding
nature as being steeped in dynamic processes. He was thus able to grasp Humboldt's
notion of unity in multiplicity and the concept of nature as a living whole, showing great
potential in recovering Humboldtian Cosmos Studies for intercultural communication.
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CHAPTER 2
19TH CENTURY LEGACY: MARGARET FULLER, JOHN MUIR, AND THE
NATURE-CULTURE DIVIDE
Die Fortschritte des kosmischen Wissens wurden
durch alle Gewaltthätigkeiten und Gräuel erkauft,
welche die sogenannten civilisirenden Eroberer
über den Erdball verbreiten. (Humboldt, Kosmos,
Vol. 2, 337; emphasis in original)22
While Henry David Thoreau still demonstrated a strong allegiance to Alexander von
Humboldt's research philosophy and methods and exerted genuine effort in his encounter
with Indigenous people, the 19th century displays an increasing effort to distance Native
Americans, both politically and scientifically. Margaret Fuller (1810-50) and John Muir
(1838-1914) mirror the ideological development of 19th century federal Indian and
environmental policies. Federal Indian policies gave birth to Manifest Destiny, removal
of tribes from their homelands, sequestering Native Americans on reservations, and the
subsequent fragmentation of these reservations with the enactment of the General
Allotment Act of 1887. In regard to the environment, federal policies featured a changed
conceptualization of nature and wilderness embodied in conservation policies and the
establishment of the national park system. These ideological developments took intellecttuals far away from Humboldt's pluralist path. Joni Adamson claims that "separation of
nature and culture into two contrastive worlds creates blind spots" (American Indian
Literature 16), as can be seen in Thoreau, Fuller, and Muir's difficulties in grasping
Indigenous ontologies. The nature-culture divide as well as increasingly obstructed

22

Translation by author: The advances of cosmic knowledge were bought with all the violence and
atrocities that the so-called civilizing conquerors spread across the globe.
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intercultural communication, in turn, decreased chances for considerations of multispecies and biocultural relations.
Like Thoreau, Fuller and Muir's writings have deeply influenced U.S. perceptions of
the natural environment and notions of environmentalism. Their motif of loss and
vanishing Indigenous cultures has similarly persisted until today. Any discussion about
the characeristics of today's intercultural communication regarding cosmopolitics and the
efforts of Native American authors and activists has to acknowledge the legacy of these
nature writers. Further, this chapter analyzes Fuller's encounter with Native Americans as
a preparation for the later analysis of Leslie Marmon Silko's novel Gardens in the Dunes
(1999). While this chapter illustrates Fuller's writing on Native America as fundamentally
pre-determined by 19th century ideology, Chapter 6 will outline why Silko regarded
Fuller's gendered and compassion-oriented approach to Transcendentalism as having the
potential for successful intercultural communication. As the following discussion
outlines, both Fuller and Muir showed signs of a humanist and liberal approach to Native
Americans, but at various points succumbed to pre-conceived notions of Indian people as
"children of nature" with a static, idealized past and a vanishing present.
While Ralph Waldo Emerson drew from Humboldt and Humboldt's source Immanuel
Kant in order to reflect on the Transcendentalist movement, Emerson and others were
selective in adapting Humboldt's approach. The Transcendentalists were roughly united
in continuing Humboldt's thoughts about man's place in the cosmos, and they devised
individual ways to explore their cosmos, preferably through pure, wild nature. While they
often combined spiritual explorations of nature with Humboldt's call to explore and
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collect scientific data, the overall approach centered on intuitive self-study and a sense of
place. Humboldt's interest in empirical research and liberal pluralism were deemphasized.
Instead, the concept of wilderness became central.
During the first decades of the 19th century, wilderness was perceived in two different
ways. Federal Indian law reflected the Puritan association of wilderness with hellish
wasteland and uncultured savages. The idea of the Native people as a "paradigm example
of human savagery" (Williams 35) had prevailed in the American colonies and had found
its way even into the rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence (41-45).23 The so-called
Marshall Trilogy, named after John Marshall, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court from
1801 to 1835, outlines the perceptions and consequent identification of America and its
Native peoples until today. As Eric Cheyfitz has commented, the trilogy forms a
"narrative of cultural and political bias" (49) which has been perpetuated in legal and
other genres of literature. The first case in this trilogy, Johnson v McIntosh (1823), takes
an all-around approach in defining America and its inhabitants as savage wilderness in
the Judeo-Christian tradition. A key part of Marshall's opinion deserves to be quoted
verbatim:
But the tribes of Indians inhabiting this country were fierce savages whose
occupation was war and whose subsistence was drawn chiefly from the
forest. To leave them in possession of their country was to leave the
country a wilderness; to govern them as a distinct people was impossible
because they were as brave and as high spirited as they were fierce, and
were ready to repel by arms every attempt on their independence. (qtd. in
Getches, Wilkinson, and Williams 66)
23

Further, the Founding Fathers express at various instances what Williams calls the "s-word" (39) an
allusion to the "n-word." In his Indian policy of 1783, George Washington most infamously promoted a
more peaceful acquisition of Indian lands based on the widely shared assumption that "the gradual
extension of our settlements will as certainly cause the Savage as the Wolf to retire; both being beasts of
prey though they differ in shape" (qtd. in Williams 42).
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Indigenous people were legally defined as inferior, incapable of "properly" using the wild
land, meaning in the European agricultural way, as well as unpredictably dangerous.
Thus, the doctrine of discovery is adopted into U.S. law, stripping Native nations from
absolute sovereignty, including their land title, and reducing them to mere occupants of
the land (i.e. of the wilderness). Robert A. Williams Jr. states in his analysis of the case:
"As measured by today's racial sensibilities, Johnson v. McIntosh has to be considered
one of the most thoroughly racist, nonegalitarian, undemocratic, and stereotype-infused
decisions ever issued by the Supreme Court" (56). Yet, it is foundational for federal
Indian law.24
At the same time, American scholars cast aside the Puritan conceptualizations of a
spiritually positive association of wilderness with Eden as God's temple (Nash 35-38, 4446). Wilderness was perceived as separate from humans and human culture, leaving
Indigenous peoples at an in-between place, at times associated with wilderness, and at
times not. By the 1840s, writers from the East undertook excursions into the wilderness
of the West and wrote "descriptive essays which dripped love of scenery and solitude in
the grand Romantic manner" (60). The scholars shared Humboldt's conviction that
"through engagement with nature, humans alter their cultural activities, resulting in
24

The second part of the Supreme Court trilogy, Cherokee v Georgia (1831), confronted Chief Justice
John Marshall with the question of who these indigenous peoples were in a legal definition. He responded
with creating a new category, the domestic dependent nation. This legal definition has ensured that all
Indian affairs, especially all affairs concerning Indian land, remain exclusively in the hand of the Federal
Government. Therefore, American federalism thus includes three types of government, i.e. federal, state,
and tribal. The final case, Worcester v Georgia (1832), defined the state-tribal relationships more closely
by emphasizing the Native nations' internal sovereignty which ought to be free from any state control,
though not free from federal control. Though complete internal autonomy of Native Nations is no longer
the case due to congressional plenary power and federal legislation, the premises of the Marshall Trilogy
have continued to inform law and policy, and thus identity politics.
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greater political and intellectual liberty" (Jenkins 95-96), which aided in envisioning a
U.S. American nationalism as evolving independently of European heritage. In fact, the
desire for natural experience, the concept of primitivism, and the increasing value
bestowed on the idea of wilderness found their way into the development of a national
literature in the antebellum era.
Romanticism and American Transcendentalism, combined with the positively reevaluated concept of wilderness as a space to probe rugged individualism for survival, led
to the idea of wilderness as "a cultural and moral resource and a basis for national selfesteem" (Nash 67). Wilderness provided a sense of the sublime and alternative moral
resources to those of civilization, while at the same time challenging and refining male
heroism, physical toughness, and vitality (51, 67, 92). Further, wilderness and Native
people, if they were associated with it, became a projection screen for a social critique
that was often combined with the search for a national identity. Margaret Fuller's work,
for instance, added a gender component to such mainstream perceptions.
Fuller unfavorably reflected on the association of wilderness with rugged masculinity,
as an early passage in her first original publication, Summer on the Lakes in 1843 (1844),
shows. Deafened by the immense sound of the Niagara Falls, she imagines "naked
savages stealing behind me with uplifted tomahawks" (14). Though this image is
reminiscent of captivity narratives and the rendering of Indian attacks on innocent white
settler women, the image of the brutal savage warrior does not repeat in Fuller's book.
Rather, it serves to connect Indigenous, i.e. natural, original, or raw, male violence to the
raw nature of the falls, underlining a grasp of female passivity and vulnerability. Here
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Fuller is developing the concept of male threat and the male desire to control and oppress
nature, and indirectly to control and oppress women and Indigenous peoples who all are
considered closer to nature and further from reason. She later outlines the hardships of
settler women, as well as occasions of misjudgment and mistreatment of Indigenous
peoples by male U.S. American representatives.
Identifying women as oppressed and misunderstood, she also gained deep interest in
other parts of the population who were excluded from participation and selfrepresentation. As Laura Dassow Walls states, she "extended transcendental cosmopolitanism to those without the privileged access Emerson took so much for granted:
women, the working class, the dispossessed" ("Global Transcendentalism" 519). Driven
by her values of compassion and friendship, Fuller worked for the emancipation of slaves
and critiqued the treatment of Native Americans, developing a political attitude against
warfare and removal aimed at Indigenous peoples.
Indeed, Fuller seems to echo Humboldt's secular and liberal convictions when she
criticizes Christian missionaries, concluding that the different denominations and the
government "have sinned alike against the first-born of the soil" (Fuller, Summer on the
Lakes 125). The Indian people, she claims, were better off with their own religion than
with the mockery of Christianity backing up "slave-drivers and Indian traders" (125).
Fuller even appreciates Indigenous knowledge. When "an Indian girl" tells her about
medicinal use of a plant, Fuller muses that "those students of the soil knew a use to every
fair emblem" (52). Later she bemoans that the feeling of superiority of the colonizer in
America was caused by the general collapse of ethical integrity in any mass movement
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because the "mass has never yet been humanized" (155). In masses, she argues, the
civilized man lacks consciousness. In contrast, she praises the simple virtue of 'the Indian'
and claims that "the civilized man is a larger mind, but a more imperfect nature as the
savage" (147). She here shares Humboldt's critique of mass civilization. Finally, she
criticizes accounts that display disdain for Indigenous people by pointing at the phenomenon of "aversion of the injurer for him he has degraded" (83-84). She is upset about the
Anglo-Americans' distinct sense of exclusive possession of the land and game that had
been taken from Native Americans.
In juxtaposition to her observations on the hardships of settler women and unjust
treatment of Indigenous people, Fuller also outlines a view of wilderness as a garden
space, contrasting the image of the male Anglo-American effort to tame the wilderness
with the association of the West as a space of female liberation and expression. As
Annette Kolodny discusses in detail, Fuller wanted to be inspired by the prairie landscape
of Wisconsin and Illinois and to imagine what it could mean for a better social order. The
result is a turn toward the beautiful, picturesque, and imagined potential of the West,
which evolves in tension with the dispossession of Indigenous inhabitants (Kolodny,
"Margaret Fuller" 115-117). Uncovering and yet seeking the picturesque, as well as
advocating for oppressed groups and yet requiring Indian land cession are fundamental
and dynamic contradictions in Fuller's views both of nature and Indigenous people. Thus
her compassionate approach to Native America held a high potential for intercultural
advocacy, but was intrinsically ambiguous given her idea of the West as space for U.S.
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American social fulfillment. In fact, written evidence of social and moral critique of
colonialism may hardly be found, neither with Fuller nor with other 19th century scholars.
While Humboldt promoted Kantian concepts of equality among human beings and of
a republic in which everyone is free (Sachs, The Humboldt Current 117), the Romanticists and Transcendentalists did not necessarily or generally subscribe to this despite
their overall attentiveness to social critique. While Thoreau's essay "Resistance to Civil
Government" became "a resistance manifesto of global reach" (Buell, "Manifest Destiny"
193) and many Transcendentalists were abolitionists, there was a general support for the
nationalist agenda. Since the abolition of slavery implied the idea of assimilating former
slaves into the dominant capitalist, Christian society, abolition fit their interpretation of
nationalist ideology. Native Americans, however, presented a more complex problem.
Many abolitionists welcomed neither the separatist implications of tribal sovereignty
and membership nor the practice of Indigenous religions (Krupat, All That Remains 48).
Joshua Bellin observes that "leading Transcendentalists were almost entirely silent on
Native American political, territorial, and religious sovereignty" ("Native American
Rights" 198). Moreover, Emerson, who closely followed the Cherokee resistance against
removal in the 1830s, and many after him felt that time had run out for contemporary
Indigenous people (200-201). Since the United States was a nation with an explicit
colonial foundation, its nationalist agenda did not allow for cross-cultural exchange and
culturally relativist practices with the aboriginal landholders; rather, Native American
cultural sovereignty presented an enemy to the national project, rendering an intercultural
communication zone almost impossible.
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In direct contrast to Humboldt's integrative and liberal vision for the U.S., the 1830s
to 1850s were characterized by a Native versus non-Native dichotomy that connected
supposed race with hierarchical categories of cultural achievement. Both, "civilization"
and "the Indian" or " savage" were understood in the singular, without space for internal
heterogeneity (Krupat, All That Remains 27-28). Such a perception denied any benefit
from intercultural communication. Further, Humboldt was re-interpreted and indirectly
associated with the U.S. core value of progress, later embodied by the famous figure of
Columbia25. Just as Columbia's schoolbook and telegraph wire facilitate westward
expansion, pushing supposedly wild or savage animals and people out of the picture,
Humboldt's science was appropriated for Euro-American domination.
In his 1868 speech commemorating Humboldt's anniversary, Emerson utters his
praise of the research icon in military images, using expressions such as "marches like an
army" and "such a battalion of powers" (Emerson, "Humboldt" 457), which reflects the
mindset of Manifest Destiny. Despite Humboldt's outspoken critique of colonialism in
South and Central America, he was made a lead figure for the effort of conquest by "right
of science, progress, and knowledge" (Walls, Seeing New Worlds 106). Finally, Emerson
taps into the contemporary American reverence of anything Germanic, indicating his
belief in the superiority of Germanic nations (Emerson, "Humboldt" 458-459) and their
genetic relationship to the young United States; U.S. Americans were interpreted as
Germanic and as related to the Norse (Kolodny, In Search of First Contact 135-136).
25
While Jan van der Straet's 1575-80 painting (entitled "Amerigo Vespucci awakens a sleeping
America") displayed a stereotyped Indigenous woman as personification of the continent America,
Columbia, the progress-bearing Caucasian goddess in John Gast's famous painting "American Progress"
(1872), embodies the republic rather than the continent and the leads Western civilization westward.
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Like many scholars, Emerson believed that the true founders of American nationhood
had been the Germanic Norse under Leiff Erikson.26 Along with the Norse, Humboldt
could then be claimed as well: "Humboldt's Cosmos seemed made for America, and
Americans adopted it into their founding mythology" (Walls, Passage to Cosmos 216).
Even Fuller, with her compassionate, gendered perspective was not immune to
Columbia's push west. The rich resources and the mixture of genres present in Summer
on the Lakes in 1843 allow Fuller to rethink the imperialistic and paternalistic order of
the 19th century, identifying women as well as Indigenous peoples as victims of
exploitation. However, Fuller defines a decisive difference between the two groups based
on what Christina Zwarg circumscribes as Fuller's "troubling conflict between her
growing faith in the limitless opportunities that might open for women and her sense of
the deadly limit that had already been imposed upon Native Americans" (625).
This tension remains unresolved throughout in Summer on the Lakes and derives from
the multiple roles of Euro-American women within patriarchal society and nationalist
ideology. As Susan Gilmore has analyzed, women were given "irreconcilable roles of
colonial agent and moral arbiter, as cultural ambassador and native exemplar" (203-204).
In the end, Columbia is a female figure representing and pushing forward Euro-American
culture and Unites States nationalism in a Manifest Destiny framework. Feeling restricted
in the East, Fuller imagines a better environment for female development in the prairies
of the West, despite the corresponding restrictions and hardships in the lives of settler
26

Annette Kolodny's In Search of First Contact (2012) offers an excellent analysis of a Norse origin
myth for the United States. The supposed Norse-American history, including the expulsion of the Norse by
Native Americans, was even used as a justification for Indian removal in the 1830s (128-131). Leiff
Erickson strongly competed with Christopher Columbus as a discoverer and founder of non-Indian civilization until the World Wars of the 20th century made reverence for anything Germanic impossible.
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women. This leads Fuller to accept territorial dispossession of Indigenous people for the
sake of a U.S. identity search and the development of the nation's social potential.
Claiming freedom from Europe, American intellectuals, following a logic of
inevitability, positioned themselves and their fellow Americans as the true heirs of the
continent, replacing the Indigenous population both materially and symbolically. As
Philip Deloria states, "Indianness lay at the heart of American uniqueness" (37). While
Native Americans were fighting very real political, legal, and military wars to defend
their homelands, intellectuals had discovered the vanishing, romanticized Indian as a
token for various purposes. Consequently, the gap between real and imagined Indian
people led to military action on the one side and primitivist metanarratives on the other.
The search for what Thomas King calls the "National Indian," a unifying mythical figure
with a glorified past and vanishing present from whom the "freedom of an emerging
continent" (79) could derive, began. Similar to van der Straet's America figure, the
National Indian provided a unique, non-European model for the land and its character, as
well as its legal and moral ownership. Once identified as part of a U.S. origin myth, the
generic "Indian" had to vanish so that the land could be considered a true wilderness, i.e.
free from human inhabitation, to be explored by the new heirs. In fact, the very condition
of vanishing and dying gave the imagined Indian "a sense of nobility" (King 33).
The image of the noble, nature-oriented Indian as critique of European social
complexity was ready at hand, coming from Europe via the spread of Romanticism with
its fascination for folk culture, mysticism, and nature (King 33). As Robert Berkhofer
explains, the "use of the Noble Savage and the primitivistic tradition was dedicated to the
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establishment of a new social order consonant with the liberal ideas of the age" (76).
Within the U.S. nationalist movement, American Romanticism popularized the trope of
the dying Indian, maybe even as the last of his tribe (88). According to Krupat, various
genres from sermons to plays to history writing stipulated that Native peoples were
vanishing either metaphorically, based on the perceived progress of civilization, or
because of assumed scientific factors, for instance lack of brain size and unsophisticated
language (All That Remains 29). In literature, dying chiefs or noble warriors had to give
their last speech (Deloria, Playing Indian 64-65), implicitly declaring white Americans as
their heirs. Medicine people were represented as teaching white intellectuals who
consequently sold their findings in the form of potions and books (Bellin, "Taking the
Indian Cure" 11). This transfer of authenticity and supposed knowledge was conducted
through literature and performance.
Fuller's Summer on the Lakes in 1843 also displays such instances. She rejoices in
traveling along the trail of Black Hawk's group who had been brutally attacked when
trying to return to their burial grounds in the summer of 1832. Fuller simply calls the
attack "the latest romance of Indian warfare" (37), and despite having read widely, she
does not seem to be aware of Black Hawk's autobiography of 1833. In accordance with
many of her contemporaries, she feels that the time of cultural integrity and thus authenticity might have passed, leaving Native Americans in a "broken and degraded condition"
(166). Meeting Chippewa and Ottawa communities when gathered for their annual payments at Mackinaw, Fuller finds herself alienated among the "shrieking savages" (116).
She interprets their situation as generally one of "ignominious servitude and slow decay"
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(119). Torn by compassion and a sense of justice on the one hand and disappointment
with real American Indians as well as a fatalistic belief in Manifest Destiny on the other
hand, she states this about Indian people: "I scarcely see how they can forbear to shoot
the white man where he stands. But the power of fate is with the white man, and the
Indian feels it" (83).
Thus Fuller contributes to the making of a National Indian with a vanishing chief's
speech, i.e. her rendering the meeting in 1837 between Washington Governor Edward
Everett and Chief Keokuk, representative of the Sax and Fox tribes. Fuller criticizes
Euro-American society with the image of stoic Indian warriors of "a monarch's pride"
walking through a city and uncovering that "all this luxury / Brings less food to the mind
than to the eye" (Summer on the Lakes 127). She also acknowledges that Indian land was
taken "by force or fraud" (128). Yet despite the shortcomings of her colonial society, it
doubtlessly represents the "Human Culture [that] rolls its onward flood / Over the broad
plains steeped in Indian blood" for the one reason that an "unimproving race" has to
vanish (ib.). When re-narrating Everett's speech, Fuller expresses her admiration of his
oratory skills without ever questioning them as rhetorical manipulation for political
purposes. She mentions that Everett's praise and well-wishes for Keokuk's son brought
tears to the eyes, or, she corrects herself, maybe just the heart, of the father (130). She
seems to express desire, rather than knowledge, for an emotionally guided Indigenous
leader, and stresses a sentimental speech in contrast to the land cession treaty negotiations
the Sac and Fox were facing.
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Despite her attempt to uncover the picturesque, Fuller thus does her part in creating or
perpetuating romanticized imagery in accordance with imperialist nostalgia. She laments
that the settlers do not see the beauty of the land which was cherished by the Indigenous
peoples "whose habits do not break in on that aspect of nature under which they were
born" and who should thus be the "rightful lords" (Summer on the Lakes 39) of such land.
A little later, Fuller compares Indian people in a village she encounters with "Greek
splendor" (43) and the men with Apollo. The likening of present people with antique
remnants implies Fuller's assumption of their dawning extinction. Later, rain forces Fuller
and her companions to seek refuge in an Indigenous encampment at Silver Lake. She
notices extreme poverty, lack of food and basic property, and several sick people, but
cannot help herself but to describe some Indian men as French-Roman in their attitude or
appearance, remembering a dance in Milwaukee and her association of the face paint
with "the gay fantasies of nature" (87). Even in, or maybe because of, the very presence
of Native Americans, Fuller integrates her romanticist images of "the Indian," drawing
from the Romantic tradition's affinity to the Mediterranean Antique as a golden age.
Most importantly, both Thoreau and Fuller ultimately studied Native America to
better understand their own place in the world, not to support Indian people. Many Transcendentalists did not believe in persistent political activism per se due to their
aspirations for society's moral advancement with the concept of individual self-study as
the primary means of such advancement (Buell, "Manifest Destiny" 190). Fuller and
Thoreau felt that they had studied Native Americans well and used that as the basis from
which to process their real life impressions. Instead of Humboldt's close observation and
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critical reflection, Fuller "reinscribed the Indians in terms and hierarchies already
established by the library's historians and ethnographers" (Tonkovich 83). This
disconnect is reflected in a dualistic perception of nature and culture as well as the
concept of wilderness, all of which still informs U.S. environmental discourse and
intercultural communication.
As much as Summer on the Lakes reflects Fuller's personal experience, impressions,
and thoughts, it also is a literary excursion, being that she cites th work of others
extensively and provides commentary similar to a book review. When she reflects on
Native American issues, she places herself in a dialogue with other writers, even
disagreeing with them at times and criticizing their bias. Therefore, her book may very
well be read as "an experiment within and against the library" (Tonkovich 95), an
exercise in both following and resisting the supposed experts. Sadly, Fuller seems to have
been unaware of Pequot author William Apess' 1830s publications, including autobiographical works and his now well-respected Indian Nullification of the Unconstitutional
Laws of Massachusetts (1835). Thus Fuller omits Indigenous voices in her readings and
reviews. Even if Summer on the Lakes may be an experiment against the library, it still is
an exclusively non-Native discourse about Native America with little opportunity to
grasp an Indigenous paradigm. It illustrates an obstruction to fruitful intercultural
communication that in many ways persists until today and has to be addressed as such.
Moreover, Fuller comes to see herself as the poet-scholar who is the only one to fully
understand and express the Indigenous essence. At the end of her book she writes: "I feel
acquainted with the soul of this race; I read its nobler thought in their defaced figures.
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There was a greatness . . . which he who does not feel will never duly appreciate the
majesty of nature in this American continent" (Fuller, Summer on the Lakes 166;
emphasis in original). Rather than to interact with real people, Fuller aims at
understanding Indianness and listening just enough to the supposed Indian muse, so that
she, Fuller, can interpret for the American future the imaginatively projected, glorious
Indian past.
As Gilmore has observed, Fuller frequently mentions obstacles or borders, from
geographic features to the hem of her skirt, that stand between her and Indigenous people
(205). She physically maintains her role as expert observer, while at the same time
chasing after the glorious past of the National Indian, undermining her potential as
observer and advocate. At last, Fuller repeats her sense of resignation regarding Native
Americans:
I have no hope of liberalizing the missionary, of humanizing the sharks of
trade, of infusing the conscientious drop into the flinty bosom of policy, of
saving the Indian of immediate degradation, and speedy death . . . Yet, ere
they depart, I wish there might be some masterly attempt to reproduce, in
art or literature, what is proper to them. (Summer on the Lakes 133)
Thus, she calls for collecting and preserving Native American narrative tradition, similar
to George Catlin's effort with his paintings as part of salvage ethnography, i.e. "the
capturing of an authentic culture thought to be rapidly and inevitably disappearing"
(Deloria, Playing Indian 90). She re-narrates the story "Muckwa, or the Bear" as an
example of the failure of unequal relationships. No other story in her book receives its
own subheading, stressing the significance she attributes to Indigenous oral tradition. As
part of her salvage ethnography, she even acknowledges that the "historian of the Indians
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should be one of their own race" but that this was "not to be hoped" (Fuller, Summer on
the Lakes 154) and so non-Natives must gather fragments. Further, a national institute
ought to collect "all the remains of the Indians" (154). Indigenous people, she implies,
will soon be reduced to museum study.
In the second half of the 19th century, John Muir agreed that time had run out for
Native Americans and that they no longer could be seen as part of nature, especially not
as part of wilderness. Like Humboldt and Thoreau, Muir also developed interest in
Indigenous cultures, especially their mythology and language. Yet, likewise in accord
with Thoreau, he preferred the fiction of the pure, pre-colonial Indian to the reality of his
time: "Nothing is worse for Thoreau and Muir than a degraded Indian" (Fleck, Henry
Thoreau 26). Fuller and eventually Muir placed Indigenous people most strongly on the
side of culture, disconnecting them from supposed wilderness. In contrast to Fuller,
however, Muir shared Thoreau's interest in Humboldtian science which drew him away
from the library and into extensive intercultural contact.
While Fuller remained in the vicious circle of ideological contradictions and Thoreau
became gradually more open-minded, Muir's initial distance wavered during his Alaska
travels and radically opened into an intercultural communication zone. Muir eventually
surpassed Thoreau's savagism and was able to perceive Indian people as equally complex
as any other cultured individual. He admired Indigenous skill and craftsmanship, appreciating the knowledge behind it. Nevertheless, he refined an idea of wilderness and conservationist principle that would exclude Indigenous existence. Further, he found most
Indian communities either too civilized or too degenerated to maintain their authenticity
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as part of the wilderness. In later years, he altoghether dropped Indigenous subject matter
from his writings and conservationist activism.
Although Muir never met Thoreau, and started his career only after Thoreau's death,
he saw in him a "philosophical and literary guide" (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 14) for his own
writing. Muir fully embraced primitivism and rejected Thoreau's concept of balance
between the wild and the cultivated, instead he saw wilderness as "medicinal" (Nash
128). More than as a moral source and alternative to civilization, Muir cherished the
exposure to non-human life in the ecosystem. Only in the wilderness could he experience
how the "totality of creation existed in undisturbed harmony" and develop "man's sense
of his relationship with other living things" (ib.). These concepts are much like
Humboldt's unity in multiplicity and his awareness for multispecies relations. Indeed, in
1865 young Muir writes that he wanted to "become a Humboldt" and study the interconnectedness of the natural world (qtd. in Sachs, The Humboldt Current 27). Like his
role model, he traveled and studied natural history, feeling truly at home in the wilderness, not even seemingly disquieted in the most dangerous situations. In Ken Burn's
documentary on U.S. National Parks, Muir is quoted as living in an "unconditional
surrender to nature" (Burns at al.). As a nature writer, Muir echoes Humboldt and
expands the genre to "include wild-country adventures [and] deepened its evolutionary
and ecological content with his emphasis on flow and harmony" (Lyon 60).
While the ecological enthusiasm translated well from Humboldt to Muir, the openmindedness for Indigenous ontology and knowledge encountered hesitation. Muir's
earliest encounters were with Ho Chunk/Winnebago Indians who had been dispossessed

89
of their land in Wisconsin only a few years before the Muirs immigrated there from
Scotland. Economic distress led the Ho Chunk to occasionally ask for food and to steal a
pig (Worster 49-50). Muir soon overcame his fathers anthropocentric Calvinism (Fleck,
"John Muir's Evolving Attitudes" 20), but it took him travel experience and time with
Indigenous guides to overcome his initial scared and dismissive attitude toward Native
America.
My First Summer in the Sierra, published only in 1911, is still characterized by
culture shock, yet also a dawning respect for American Indians. Muir worked with a
"Digger" [Maidu/Miwok] shepherd, whose name he never reveals, in the Californian
Sierra in 1869. Muir repeatedly describes his Native American coworker as silent and
alert, even stating that he remained reserved toward the rest of the group "as if he
belonged to another species" (My First Summer 13). Yet Muir admires the man's
simplicity and the self-sufficiency of life style when recognizing that he was much more
adaptive to his surroundings than the non-Natives who, in the mountains, depended on
blankets, flour, beans, and other items. He muses, for instance: "Like the Indians, we
ought to know how to get starch out of fern and saxifrage stalks, lily bulbs, pine bark, etc.
Our education has been sadly neglected for many generations" (My First Summer 106).
Muir appears to admire as much as be intimidated on several occasions by the ability
of Indian people to suddenly appear in the camp without being seen. He calls this the
"wild Indian power of escaping observation, even where there is little or no cover to hide
in" (My First Summer 72), and generalizes: "All Indians seem to have learned this
wonderful way of walking unseen, - making themselves invisible like certain spiders I
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have been observing here" (71). One of these visitors he describes as "grim and silent . . .
as motionless and weather-stained as an old tree-stump that had stood there for centuries"
(ib.). These excerpts show Muir's identification of Native Americans as part of the
perceived wilderness. They are wild, behave like animals, and look like trees. Thus, there
is little human or cultural about them. Rather, in Muir's view their wildness is what
makes them authentic.
Indeed, Muir's most frequent association is that between Indian people and squirrels.
He admires for instance that "Indians walk softly and hurt the landscape hardly more than
the birds and squirrels" (My First Summer 73), comments on the "delicious [hazel] nuts
[that] are gathered by Indians and squirrels" (87), and calls the Indigenous women's wild
rye gathering a "squirrelish employment" (303). Given Muir's deep enthusiasm for
squirrels and his repeated, positive remarks about these animals, the association of
Indigenous people with squirrels implies a fundamentally positive viewpoint within the
framework of 19th century savagism. Further, it is notable that most of these Indiansquirrel references occur when Muir is generalizing and thus refer more strongly to his
idea of "the Indian" than his encounters with real people, as the following quoted
passages will show.
In contrast to the frequent and generalized Indian/nature versus white/civilization
associations, Muir at the same time denies Indigenous people their status as authentic
inhabitants of the environment. He complains about an old woman:
Her dress was calico rags, far from clean. In every way she seemed sadly
unlike Nature's neat well-dressed animals, though living like them . . . Had
she been clad in fur, or cloth woven of grass or shreddy bark . . . she might
then have seemed a rightful part of the wilderness; like a good wolf at
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least, or bear. But from no point of view that I have found are such
debased fellow beings a whit more natural than the glaring tourists we saw
that frightened the birds and squirrels. (Muir, My First Summer 78-79)
According to Muir, items taken from civilization, such as calico, reduce Indigenous
authenticity. Further, any adaptation to civilization includes a loss of purity and cleanliness that the natural environment, here personified as "Nature" via capitalization, provides. Thus, Native Americans in a colonial condition are no longer clean nor deserve the
association with squirrels. Instead, they now scare the animals away. They cease to be
"good" and are worth less than wolves or bears. Moreover, associating Indigenous people
with tourists implies that they have forfeited their right to call the area their home. They
have become outsiders who need to be regulated and removed from any permanent
inhabitation. This view foreshadows Muir's later stance within the wilderness protection
movement.
On a similar occasion, Muir encounters a group that is suffering obvious poverty and
starvation. He is repulsed by their dirty faces and attempts to beg, concluding that he
"prefer[ed] the society of squirrels" (My First Summer 295), which he counts with Native
people in their pure condition, as discussed above. When trading food items with a Native
American hunter, Muir muses: "A strangely dirty and irregular life these dark-eyed, darkhaired, half-happy savages lead in this clean wilderness, - starvation and abundance,
deathlike calm, indolence, and admirable, indefatigable action succeeding each other in
stormy rhythm like winter and summer" (277-278). In the end, Muir's abstract remarks
about "the Indian" in general and his experiences with living people to not complement
each other. He concludes, "most Indians I have seen are not a whit more natural in their
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lives than we civilized whites. Perhaps if I knew them better, I should like them better"
(303-304). Indeed, his very ambivalent attitude toward Native America later gains in
complexity.
Muir's interest in Native America increased in the 1870s, when he began keeping
notes on Indian issues. In contrast to Thoreau's numerous notebooks, Muir's notes on
Indigenous cultures rely more heavily on direct experience and are not organized into
notebooks (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 85). In Muir's ambivalent view, Native Americans who
lived under pre-colonial conditions were a part of the environment and ought to be
respected. Most tribal people, however, had been severely impacted by colonialism, or as
Muir would say, by "civilization," and thus had forfeited their purity or authenticity.
Muir's ambivalent perspective is clearly recognizable in his Alaska essays. His travels to
study glaciers in Alaska in 1879, 1880, 1881, and 1890 brought him in close contact with
various Tlingit, Inuit, and Chukchi groups. The posthumously published Travels in
Alaska (1915), which he had composed from journal entries and previously published
magazine articles (Fleck, "John Muir's Evolving Attitudes" 21), documents the 1879,
1880, and 1890 travels. The Cruise of the Corwin (1917), posthumously compiled from
letters, journal entries, and a 1884 article (Muir, Cruise of the Corwin 15), reflects his
1881 trip. Muir probably was familiar with Thoreau's The Maine Woods by the time of
his first Alaska trip (Fleck, "John Muir's Evolving Attitudes" 22). Possibly influenced by
Thoreau's increasing capability to perceive Indigenous people as complex persons and
contemporaries, Muir also changes the way he writes about Indigenous peoples.
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His reputation as a naturalist had reached Alaska Territory before him when he
arrived at Wrangell Island in summer 1879. Having been purchased only in 1867 from
Russia, Alaska Territory displayed strong ethnic tensions. Muir writes that he is warned
that the "Indians were a bad lot, not to be trusted" (Travels in Alaska 19), but while
travelling with Presbyterian Reverend Samuel Hall Young, Muir encounters few
problems and his talks are very well received by the respective tribal leaders. Muir is
critical enough to acknowledge Indigenous agency behind such a warm welcome. He
observes that even "chiefs who were not at all inclined to anything like piety were yet
anxious to procure schools and churches that their people should not miss the temporal
advantages of knowledge, which with their natural shrewdness they were not slow to
recognize" (127). This brief remark subverts Muir's longer passages of Alaskan Native
atonement and sacrifice for the greater good, then interpreted as gateways to the desire
for Christianization. In seeing that the Alaskan Natives were conscious of the "temporal
advantages of knowledge," Muir recognizes that the tribal communities may be acting
based on their very own, strategic, and diplomatic agendas, including the preparation of
cross-culturally competent culture brokers and appropriating non-Native knowledge to
their own ends. After the change of colonial supremacy to the United States, the Tlingit
hoped to actively influence the expected changes and to reduce the harm to themselves by
connecting to missionaries and scholars with "presumed links to Washington"
(Cruikshank 161).27
27
The Stickeen, the local Tlingit tribe at Wrangell, who lives at the two ends of the village (Muir,
Travels in Alaska 20-21, 27), even adopt Muir and name him Ancoutahan (33). The feared Chilcats demonstrate a particular interest in Muir and make him lecture several times. Possibly, they appreciate him as an
abnormal non-Native person due to his interest in and knowledge of the local environment. They even offer
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Among his Indigenous guides and crew members, the men of Muir's first travel party
play the most important role. His 1879 crew consists of the Stickeen elder Toyatte,
Kadachan, who is a Chilcat leader's son, the Sitka Charley, and, of course, Reverend
Young. Kadachan's storytelling and Toyatte's integrity become cherished elements in the
canoe travel to Chilcat territory. Muir's reverence for the elder is so strong that he
dedicates his last words of the first Alaska essay to praise his oratory skills and to provide
a form of eulogy on Toyatte's death. In contrast, Alaskan Natives play a lesser role in the
second essay in Travels in Alaska. Besides Reverend Young, the 1880 crew consists of
the Stickeen Captain Tyeen, Hunter Joe, and Smart Billy. Though Muir includes more
phrases in native languages in his last two essays, and even mentions his attempt to speak
Chinook in 1890, Alaskan Natives slowly disappear as a topic. The shortest essay in the
collection, on the 1890 trip, contains hardly any reference to them at all. Thus most of the
following interpretation is based in Muir's first and longest essay in Travels in Alaska, in
which he fully dedicates its last chapter to Native Alaska, as well as the Cruise of the
Corwin, which covers Muir's encounters with the Inuit and Siberian Chukchi in 1881.
Muir's experience of Alaskan Natives is different than his encounters in California.
Only in Alaska is he able to observe tribal and family life, and the translaters is his part
allow for interaction. Here, Muir learns to perceive Indigenous people as complex human
beings, not as mere elements of the natural environment or as degraded problem groups.
One of the reasons for Muir's open-mindedness toward Alaskan Natives, Inuit, and
Siberian Chukchis is probably his deep admiration for the respect, mutual support and
him women for marriage in order to convince him to stay (173), sensing the advantage of knowledge
exchange and of having an inter-cultural diplomat in residence.
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warmth in their social life. Even though Muir is irritated by the many "hideously
blackened" (Travels in Alaska 29) faces, he accompanies a Stickeen group berry picking
during his very first days at Wrangell, remarking positively about the group's sociable
mentality, their "kindliness and serene good nature" (33), and their non-violent childrearing practices. In Siberia, Muir concludes thusly:
The Chukchis seem to be a good-natured, lively, chatty, brave, and polite
people, fond of a joke, and, as far as I have seen, fair in their dealings as
any people, savage or civilized. They are not savage by any means, however, but steady, industrious workers, looking well ahead, providing for
the future, and consequently seldom at want. (Muir, Cruise of the Corwin
170)
Apart from the savage versus civilized rhetoric so common in Muir's time, this might
easily be the most appreciative statement Muir would allow himself about anybody. In
the Cruise of the Corwin he further writes about the Inuit:
These people interest me greatly, and it is worth coming far to know
them, however slightly. The smile or, rather, broad grin of that Eskimo
[Inuit] baby went directly to my heart, and I shall remember it as long as I
live . . .there was a response in their [Inuit boys'] eyes which made you
feel that they are your very brothers. (Muir, Cruise of the Corwin 69)
Thus, the welcoming attitude and the supportive and integrative community values
among Alaskan Natives and Inuit allow Muir encounters based on humane and common
sense treatment. Being directly exposed to and participating in universal human emotions
and relationships, Muir is able to overcome perceived racial differences and to develop a
critical, liberal willingness to contemplate Indigenous cultures. He finds himself among
people with the same spectrum of intellect and emotion as himself and thus remarks even
about his very first night under the roof of an Indigenous host: "I never felt more at
home" (Travels in Alaska 131).
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The urge to see tribal cultures as close to and part of nature had not disappeared since
his Californian summer, but Muir is now able to understand cultural expressions and
man-made changes as potential parts of an ecologically sound life. Visiting an abandoned
Tlingit village in 1879, Chief Kadachan informs the admiring Muir about the significant
age of the totem poles, as well as the preparation, costs, and erecting ceremonies that are
involved with their creation. Muir understands the totem poles as family histories (Muir,
Travels in Alaska 73) and describes the totem poles and buildings in detail, concluding
that "[t]heir geometric truthfulness was admirable. With the same tools not one in a
thousand of our skilled mechanics could do as good work" (72). Interestingly, Muir
emphasizes the constructions' natural appearance and beauty that he associates with the
"skill of a wild and positive kind, like that which guides the woodpecker in drilling round
holes, and the bee in making its cells" (ib.). Thus, he likens Alaskan Natives to the animal
world and to the concept of wilderness in strong contrast to civilization, while at the same
time praising natural and/or Indigenous craftsmanship. Muir's nature-culture dichotomy
endows the nature category with value and a certain degree of divine purity. From this
perspective, the linking of the former villagers' craftsmanship with that of animals is a
well-meant praise, despite its allusion to savagism.
Muir is not free from 19th century ideas about race, evolution, and hierarchy. At times
he describes and evaluates tribal communities based on their phenotypes, supposed
genetic heritage, and even brain size (Travels in Alaska 77, 197; Cruise of the Corwin
36). Sachs writes about Muir and his contemporary scholars: "Sometimes they celebrated
the differentness of the native peoples they encountered, though at other times that dif-
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ferentness triggered a knee-jerk racism" (The Humboldt Current 31). Such gut reactions
to difference, as well as perceived stages of degeneration, well explain why Muir would
comment positively about some communities, but negatively about others.
Overall, however, Muir's focus has shifted toward understanding the Indigenous
worldview rather than considering outer appearances. On the occasion of his adoption
into the Stickeen tribe, a dance is given. Muir admires the dancers who imitate animals
with life-like accuracy of movement and behavior and is thrilled about his first potlatch
(Travels in Alaska 34-36). Despite Muir's acknowledgement of a rich material culture and
even of the extended pre-colonial trade networks (Travels in Alaska 118), he is more
interested in Indigenous expressions of human-environment relationships. He senses that
the Indian beliefs are connected to deep ecological understanding. Both the Tlingit and
the Inuit demonstrate to Muir that being happy and content in a place is necessary for life,
and Muir understands it as a key for adaptation, sustainability, and resilience.
In all the Indigenous communities he visits, Muir observes spiritual bonds between
humans and animals. Even the mass killing of wild reindeer by the Inuit, usually a phenomenon that would deeply disturb Muir, is commented on with an understanding of
extreme alterations of times of abundance and of scarcity, as well as tribal axiology. Not
to kill the animals when possible, as well as failing to perform the appropriate ceremonies, might offend the animals' spirit and cause them not to offer their bodies again
(Cruise of the Corwin 111). Thus like Humboldt and Thoreau, Muir develops a special
interest in mythology and language, perceiving nature as direct source for or basis of
them: "Both Thoreau and Muir could see the direct natural sense of Indian languages . . .
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Every word is steeped in nature; this is important to a nineteenth-century philosopher
whose every thought is steeped in nature" (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 44). Muir states, for
instance, that:
I greatly enjoyed the Indian's campfire talk this evening on their ancient
customs, how they were taught by their parents ere the whites came
among them, their religion, ideas connected with the next world, the stars,
plants, the behavior and language of animals under different circumstances, manner of getting a living, etc. (Travels in Alaska 123-124)
In contrast to Thoreau who tried to teach the Abenaki about their tribal past, Muir has
learned to listen and to acknowledge a wealth of tribal knowledge. Further, Muir engages
in intellectual discussion, as manifested in a brief conversation on wolves in 1879.
Praising the wolves' strategic and smart hunting skills, the Indigenous crew members
wonder whether Christianity assumes them to have souls. Muir sadly does not relate the
preacher's answer to this, but instead focuses on ecological aspects. He asks why the
wolves, being seen as "masters of the woods" (Travels in Alaska 124), had not killed all
deer due to their ability to do so. He recalls how: "Kadachan replied that wolves knew
better than to kill them all and thus cut off their most important food-supply" (ib.). This
comment reflects a deep understanding of ecological dynamics within tribal knowledge
and at the same time fuels Muir's interest in oral tradition. He even includes a story of a
disrespectful boy whose soul is captured by a crab and has to be re-gained ceremonially
(236-237).
Yet as Julie Cruickshank's study Do Glaciers Listen has shown, Muir and his conversation partners struggled in communicating their respective cultural paradigm, preventing
Muir from grasping the underlying tenets of Indigenous ontology (Cruickshank 166). The
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Tlingit hosts were initially fascinated by Muir's "language of sentience" (166) because he
used metaphors that corresponded with the Tlingits' concepts. However, Muir drew his
metaphors from different feelings and experiences, e.g. glaciers as animals, images of
labor and birth, and an assumed passivity of humans toward the glacier's behavior (170).
This view does not reflect the Tlingit's complex association of personhood (68) with the
shape-shifting capabilities of glaciers (69), the potential human causes for making a
glacier surge due to lack of appropriate behavior (73-74), the danger of crevasses, and the
role of ceremony (73). In fact, Muir often conducts physically risky behavior, even in
direct contradiction to the crew's captain Toyatte, leading to increasing disapproval by his
Indigenous crew (172).
His growing insights into Indigenous worldviews, as well as his own experiences, for
instance the life-threatening climbing tour with Young's dog Stickeen, causes Muir to
think more about relationships and commonalities among people and animals along the
lines of Humboldt's concept of unity in multiplicity and his notion of interconnectedness.
He tries to understand Tlingit concepts of animals having souls as well as concepts of
"spirit" (Cruikshank 166). Richard Fleck summarizes the effect on Muir's philosophy of
nature: "As all men are brothers, Muir is suggesting that all creatures are brothers and
equal in the eyes of their creator, an idea innately similar to that of the Native American"
(Henry Thoreau 30). Rooted in the idea of multispecies relationships within a framework
of varying dynamics, dependencies, and hierarchies, Muir showed an interest in the
animal rights movement at the end of the 19th century: "Reading Darwin had convinced
Muir that animals and humans were related, and he struggled with questions about the
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equivalence of species and the implications for what he perceived as the near-human,
moral, and intellectual qualities of animals" (Cruikshank 174). Finally, Muir comments
in the face of a bloody killing of three polar bears: "Of all the animals man is at once the
worst and the best" (Cruise of the Corwin 136).
Thus, Muir's advocacy for wilderness and his conservationist agenda derived from an
understanding of and appreciation for nature, which strongly evolved due to his encounters with Indigenous peoples. Both Thoreau's and Muir's worldviews and land ethics were
heavily influenced by their knowledge about Indigenous languages, practices, and epistemologies. Their agendas, however, neither left space for a more anthropological approach
to the study of Indigenous peoples, nor for publications on Indian issues or political
advocacy. As prime examples of those who conduct cultural studies without positive
consequences for the studied subjects, Thoreau and Muir did not consciously perceive or
act upon their intellectual indebtedness.
While Thoreau acquired an interest in Indigenous perspectives, Muir eventually lost
interest in human diversity and inhabitation due to the notion of contamination. His
earlier disappointment with the perceived impurity of Californian Indians moves toward a
greater critique of his own colonial society. Both in Anglo-American society and in Indigenous communities, Muir feels that civilization "had distorted man's sense of his
relationship with other living things" (Nash 128). Muir declares that the Tlingit were
"less superstitious in some respects than many of the lower classes of whites" (Travels in
Alaska 126) and the Inuit "better behaved than white men, not half so greedy, shameless,
or dishonest," repeatedly praising Indigenous craftsmanship and skill (Cruise of the

101
Corwin 68). Muir here expresses a higher respect for Indigenous people than many of his
contemporaries. Muir bemoans what assimilation and other pressures of colonization
have done to disturb Native American lifestyles, calling, for instance, the introduction of
alcohol to the Inuit "one of the worst crimes ever committed" (qtd. in Fleck, Henry
Thoreau 67).
When traveling further north in 1881, Muir meets the Aleuts whom he describes as
"more civilized and Christianized than any other tribe of Alaska Indians" and comments
on their hunting engagement with the Alaska Commercial Company, which he criticizes
for its mass butchering of seals and distributing of alcohol (Cruise of the Corwin 25-30).
Even here, he states, "they are fading away like other Indians" despite their good
economic situation: "Altogether, in dress and home gear, they are so meanly mixed,
savage and civilized, that they make a most pathetic impression" (26). Muir makes a
similar observation concerning the Inuit on St Lawrence Island and mentions the story of
several hundred villagers starving to death in the winter after too much alcohol consumption has prevented them from producing and preserving the usual amount of food in
summer (35). On Diomede Island, he finds villages deserted with bones and corpses lying
around unburied after the possibly disease-induced 1878-79 winter of starvation (98). A
general motif of loss penetrates the Cruise of the Corwin, and Aaron Sachs observes this
darker tone makes it sound the most Humboldtian (The Humboldt Current 311).
Muir calls for attention, warning that "unless some aid be extended by our government which claims these people, in a few years every soul of them will have vanished
from the face of the earth" (Cruise of the Corwin 99). Seeing the Federal Government
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responsible for the presence of culturally foreign and locally impractical items that
disturb the traditional and survival-ensuring lifestyle, he thereby reminds the U.S. of its
trust responsibility toward Indigenous people. Sadly, Muir's heartfelt outrage about
destructive colonial influence did not translate into advocacy and the topic disappeared
from Muir's agenda. After The Cruise of the Corwin, he rarely wrote about Indians again
(Sachs, The Humboldt Current 320). Sachs observes: "During the second half of Muir's
writing career, when he focused on producing a series of preservationist propaganda
tracts, Indians disappeared from his landscapes" (28). Like Thoreau, Muir never adopted
Humboldt's pluralism and found that he could not fit his newly won appreciation for
Indigenous cultures into his preservationist program.
In The Mountains of California (1894), Muir includes material from his Alaska
travels, and proposes the alternative lifestyle of Native Alaskans as a counter-image to
the proposed dam that would flood the Hetch Hetchy valley (Fleck, "John Muir's
Evolving Attitudes" 25). He also includes Chief Tenaya's speech on occasion of his
people's expulsion from Yosemite. Yet while George Catlin wished for national parks to
contain nature and its respective Indigenous people, and Thoreau suggested in The Maine
Woods to establish "national preserves" where animals and "some even of the hunter
race" may co-exist with those who visit "for inspiration and our own true recreation"
(Thoreau 156), Muir desired a wilderness empty of humans, and found Indigenous people
too impacted by civilization to maintain their supposed role as natural elements of such
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wilderness.28 Despite his extensive contact with Indigenous peoples, Muir had no sense
for the possibility of causal relationships between biological and cultural diversity or for
the dependence of some supposed wilderness regions on long-term Indigenous
management.
By 1910, Muir's note-taking on Native America ceased (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 85),
and the 1915 and 1917 publications that relate his earlier Alaska travels were heavily
edited. Cruikshank points out that "both the specificity of Tlingit local ecological
knowledge and Muir's attention to Tlingit perspectives slid from the published record of
those encounters" (175). As Walls suggests, Muir joined the wide-spread opinion that
"Eden had room only for the innocent, and after a century spent denying Indians their
humanity, white Americans could see in them only their own guilt" (The Passage to
Cosmos 294). His interest changed in favor of a rather exclusive nature-culture divide and
his urge to protect supposedly pure wilderness.
While Humboldt transgressed the frontier, which he never specified as ideological
construct, and Thoreau attempted to experience it, Muir eventually considered the frontier closed (Sachs, The Humboldt Current 332). However, as William Cronon shows, "in
the myth of the vanishing frontier lay the seeds of wilderness preservation in the United
States;" wilderness served as an "insurance policy to protect its [America's] future"
28
Later National Park policies maintained Muir's judgment, and the perceptions of indigenous people
as part of the national parks' "natural" tourist attractions changed quickly: "Indians made wages from tourist
assumptions about primitive Indians being "part of nature," but in doing so, they demonstrated to authorities and the public that present-day Indians were "too modern" to deserve ancestral connections to the land"
(Warren 300). While Yosemite NP, for instance, allowed its original inhabitants to live both in traditional
subsistence as well as in domestic and manual labor within the park for much longer than in other parks,
they were expelled by the 1950s for not being "natural" enough (ib.). The human/culture-nature/wilderness
dichotomy prevailed over the civilization-savagery one. True wilderness was perceived as free from any
human inhabitation or management. Where it was not empty of humans it needed to be emptied.
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(Cronon 76). Indian people could be sentimentalized as part of wilderness until they lost
their supposed authenticity by acting as modern people and not fitting into their idealized
image (85).
By 1911, Muir had become a preservationist of wilderness (Sachs, The Humboldt
Current 28-29) that, by his definition, had to be free(d) of human inhabitation, as Sachs
comments: "The Muir of the Sierra Club rarely talked about living in nature, about
remaking our overall relationship with the land; human beings, for him, were merely
tourists in the wilderness. Pure nature, in other words, was defined as separate from all
that was human" (313; emphasis in original). Further, as Kevin DeLuca and Anne Demo
point out, Muir stood for a wilderness that reflected the values of whiteness (544, 550551, 552). The argument of preserving wilderness parks for the people in general, hid an
implicit ideology of hierarchical differences in class, color, and ethnicity; hunting as a
food-producing and thus lower class activity was excluded (552). Larger parts of society
could neither use wilderness nor could they afford access to it for the sake of recreation,
including Indigenous peoples who were cut off from traditional use of these areas for
living, environmental management, subsistence, and religious practice.
The legacy of the 19th century, as represented by Fuller, Thoreau, and Muir, thus
culminates in the closure of an intercultural communication zone and, for the time being,
hampers a deeper exploration of multispecies and biocultural relationships. All three
authors agreed with Humboldt in their dislike of missionaries and of the racial prejudice
displayed by contemporaries, even though they did not find themselves completely free
of bias. Yet they did not quite follow in Humboldt's footsteps regarding the Kantian view
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of the equality and equal capabilities of all humans. Along with his brother Wilhelm,
Humboldt insisted on the "Idee der Menschlichkeit", an idea of humanity that would
unite all peoples for the common purpose of the "Entwicklung innerlicher Kraft"
(Wilhelm von Humboldt, qtd. in Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1, 385), the free developing of
the inner (intellectual and moral) strength of mind:
Idee der Menschlichkeit: das Bestreben, die Grenzen, welche Vorurtheile
und einseitige Ansichten aller Art feindselig zwischen die Menschen
gestellt, aufzuheben; und die gesammte Menschheit: ohne Rücksicht auf
Religion, Nation und Farbe, als Einen großen, nahe verbrüderten Stamm,
als ein zur Erreichung Eines Zweckes, der freien Entwicklung innerlicher
Kraft, bestehendes Ganzes zu behandeln. (Wilhelm von Humboldt, qtd. in
Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1, 385)29
This approach opened all doors for reciprocal, intercultural learning, but it was difficult
to apply to Native America from within the U.S. American nation-building narrative.
Fuller was compassionate, applying a call for humanity. As Chapter 6 of this study will
show, some of Fuller's approaches and notions truly provided potential for intercultural
communication and have been appreciated as such by Laguna author Leslie Marmon
Silko in the novel Gardens in the Dunes (1999). Historically however, Fuller did not
engage in fruitful intercultural communication due to ideological conflicts. In contrast,
Thoreau eventually approached such communication, and Muir quickly and strongly
developed it. His naturalist approach increasingly allowed for viewing Indigenous people
as complex human beings and as contemporaries. Sadly, one consequence was to
29

From the 1850 translation: "[O]ur common humanity—of striving to remove the barriers which
prejudice and limited views of every kind have erected among men, and to treat all mankind, without
reference to religion, nation, or color, as one fraternity, one great community, fitted for the attainment of
one object, the unrestrained development of the physical powers" (Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 358).
Note by author: The expression "innerliche Kraft," literally translated as "inner strength" would make
little sense in regards to physical aspects. Further, Humboldt's striving was focused on the workings and
refinement of the human mind.
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perceive Indigenous peoples as corrupted by the vices of civilization, be it in the form of
alcohol or repeating rifles and economic trade relationships that depleted wildlife.
While U.S. scholars in general adopted Humboldt's rigid science, they sacrificed any
understanding of a co-adaptation between people and land, of ecological knowledge
grown over centuries of original inhabitation, of biocultural relationships, and of the mere
compassion that so characterized Humboldt. Therefore, Indigenous people found
themselves in a grey zone between the human and the natural sphere, eventually being
defined out of both due to the stereotype of the vanishing Indian that was reinforced
through federal policy. Walls writes about Humboldt's reception history:
American democracy was uniquely prefigured to seize on Humboldt's
aesthetic blending of the individual and the cosmic. In Humboldt's Cosmos they saw not his contested and cosmopolitan planet, not an idea that
would liberate all the peoples of world, but Planet America: themselves.
(Walls, Passage to Cosmos 278)
Ultimately, 19th century "Planet America" dropped the intercultural and multispecies
oriented model. The Humboldtian legacy went into decline by the end of the century due
to professionalization and specialization in the sciences, fewer fieldwork opportunities,
rapid economic growth and resource exploitation, as well as Worlds Wars that rendered
anything Prussian/German unpopular (Sachs, The Humboldt Current 339; Walls, Passage
to Cosmos 313-320).
While the consequences of Columbus accidental arrival in the Americas fueled
knowledge production, it did not unite diverse peoples and support equality, not even in
the United States, whose republican model seemed do promising for that sake. Instead, as
the chapter epigraph states, the advances of knowledge went hand-in-hand with violence
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and oppression; Humboldt's great expectations for the emerging United States were
disappointed. But while the idea of the degenerate and vanishing Indian rose to dominate
the national imagination, the real Native America maintained its creative power of
survival and integrity, nurturing Indigenous paradigms despite all odds.
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CHAPTER 3
COUNTER-NARRATING THE 19TH CENTURY: PLOTS AND POLICIES IN LOUISE
ERDRICH'S TRACKS
Wir können auf die Sinnesart der alten Völker nur
aus den Aeußerungen der Naturgefühle schließen,
welche in den Ueberbleibseln ihrer Litteratur ausgesprochen sind; wir müssen daher diesen Aeußerungen um so sorgfältiger nachspüren und sie um
so vorsichtiger beurtheilen.
(Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 2, 7)30
The first Nanapush stole fire. You will steal hearts.
(Erdrich, Tracks 33).
Chippewa31 and German writer Louise Erdrich's novel Tracks (1994 [1988]), set in
the early 20th century, demonstrates the outcome of 19th century perceptions of people
and nature within an Indigenous community. The novel outlines the effects of the shift
away from Alexander von Humboldt's pluralist stance toward racism and discriminatory
policies, as well as mapping, privatization, and commercialization of land and its
resources. It strongly reflects the practice of those features Humboldt bitterly criticized in
Spanish colonialism and, in his enthusiasm for the newly founded United States, did not
envision for its future. Tracks is a prime example for the practice of Native American
authors in deconstructing Euro-American and specifically U.S. notions of nature and
Indianness, as displayed in the previous chapters of this study.

30

Translation by author: We can only learn about the mentality of the ancient peoples through the
utterance they have given to their sentiments about nature, which are expressed in the remnants of their
literature; we thus have to trace and evaluate these utterances all the more carefully.
31
While called Chippewa south of Lake Superior in the United States and Ojibwe or Ojibwa north and
west of Lake Superior in Canada, the people's self-denomination is Anishinaabe, with varying spellings
(Brehm 699). Thus, both the terms Chippewa and Anishinaabe will be used in the following analysis.
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More than mere critique, however, Erdrich and other Indigenous authors provide
subversive counter-narratives. Erdrich combines the complex narrative strategy of two
antagonistic narrators with the powers of Anishinaabe cosmology, humor, and adaptive
skill, all of which makes Tracks a cosmopolitical text. The bioculturally diverse
Anishinaabe cosmos presented in the novel undermines and counters the legacy of the
nature-culture divide, the wilderness concept, and the notion of cultural purity. Facilitating Western readers' deeper understanding of the poetic and scientific richness of tribal
oral tradition and its identity as a true literature, Erdrich fulfills Humboldt's call to draw
from that ancient but still ongoing literary tradition to allow her narrator and protagonist
Nanapush to steal not only the hearts of the readers, as the chapter epigraph indicates, but
their very minds, enriching them with cosmopolitical perspectives.
Tracks is part of a series of novels evolving around extended families living on an
unnamed Chippewa reservation in North Dakota. The novels are inspired by and modeled
after Erdrich's own reservation of the North Dakota Turtle Mountain Chippewa. Tracks is
not only chronologically the first in the saga, encompassing the years 1912 to 1924, but
also was the first novel manuscript Erdrich wrote. Two other novels were written and
published before she returned to the Tracks manuscript to shorten and publish it (Stookey
3). According to Erdrich, the first four novels of the series are associated with different
elements, with Tracks standing for earth due to its strong discussion of Chippewa
environmental ethics and land rights (Wong 45). Indeed, Tracks provides a haunting
account of disease, community fractionalization, displacement, and land loss as elements
of colonization. Erdrich offers a comprehensive critique of the spatial control exerted
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through the General Allotment Act of 1887 and it subsequent amendments, i.e. the
inward turn of Manifest Destiny that aimed at eating away islands of Indian land after the
nation's outer expansion had been limited by the oceans.
Tracks portrays the loss of the forest, the land, and the community during the allotment and assimilation era of federal Indian policies. Erdrich follows the struggles of
several fictional families to keep their land and outlines tribal responses to the Federal
Government's unstated agenda of breaking up tribal and geographical cohesion by
asserting financial pressure on the allotted plots of land. In the center of the scenario of
crumbling cohesion and hybridity within the tribal community is an extended family,
encompassing the Pillager, Nanapush and Kashpaw clans, that tries to resist the assimilative and fractionalizing forces of American colonialism, but ultimately struggles in
vain. Thus, the term 'plot' in the chapter title most directly has a triple meaning, referring
to the story that is told by Erdrich via two narrators, to the plots of land that are fought
for, and to the Federal Government's unstated agenda of breaking up tribal cohesion and
identity.
While Tracks superficially reads as a story of cultural decline in the shadow of 19th
century federal Indian policies, it also counter-narrates and subverts this segment of the
U.S. nation-building narrative. While the Federal Government's plotting against tribal
integrity is reflected by narrator Pauline Puyat, her counter-narrator Nanapush, as well as
the activist Fleur Pillager, assert Indigenous agency. Pauline and Nanapush's accounts
evolve around Fleur Pillager and her explicit practice of Indigenous spatial control,
echoing the tracks she leaves in the consciousness of others. Detailed textual analysis
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shows that though interpreted and evaluated through two different lenses, the mystification of Fleur, the incidence of ceremonial and shamanistic power, and the active role in
Fleur's development of the Pillager forest, the lake, and spiritual and mythological forces
embed the effects of imposed land issues in a tribal paradigm. Nanapush's stories strongly
outline the relational paradigm and multispecies components within the Anishinaabe
cosmos that facilitate tribal survival. The narrative strategy and the underlying agency of
the Anishinaabe environment in the novel create a subversive counter-narrative to the
surface story of cultural decline, posing Nanapush and Fleur's healing powers as the force
to redress the effects of destructive federal policies.
Where, as Erdrich states, "[a]ny human story is a political story" (qtd. in Chavkin and
Chavkin, "An Interview with Louise Erdrich" 138), elder Nanapush's long life provides a
decisively deep perspective in time to the political history of the Anishinaabe community
and their reservation. Speaking and writing English due to his Jesuit education, Nanapush
worked as government interpreter until telling a tribal leader not to sign the Beauchamp
Treaty32 (Erdrich, Tracks 100) nor any other land cession, warning: "Land is the only
thing that lasts life to life" (33).
Treaties led to reservations and Nanapush deeply criticizes the 19th century idea of
reservations as assimilation camps when pointing at the connection between reservation
life and exposure to poverty and disease: "On the reservation, where we were forced
32

This fictional treaty serves as a synthesis of various land cession treaties in Anishinaabe history.
According to Thomas Peacock and Marlene Wisuro, the major treaty period for the Anishinaabe lasted
from 1781 to 1927 and "resulted in the establishment of reserves in both Canada and the United States and
the ceding of most of the traditional homelands" (51). Nanapush's early declaration, "I refused to sign the
settlement papers that would take away our woods and lake" (Erdrich, Tracks 2), whether it refers to the
infamous McCumber Agreement of 1892 or the paperwork of the Dawes Act, outlines his fundamental
attitude of suspicion toward the federal government.
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close together, the clans dwindled" (Erdrich, Tracks 2).33 Tracks is penetrated by the fatal
impact of virgin soil epidemics34 on Indigenous communities, especially during the many
winters of food shortage. The loss of whole families is illustrated dramatically with the
Nanapushs and Pillagers (2-3). Comparable to warfare, yet more devastating, disease had
led to massive loss of knowledge with the death of elders, tribal leaders, medicine people,
tribal historians, and other Indigenous knowledge carriers. Nanapush is one of the last on
his reservation who can raise and educate the young within tribal cosmology and an
expert framework of knowledge. Many community members are paralyzed by the
"invisible sickness" (6), a depression and speechlessness caused by mourning for the loss
of family, emotional scars and lonesomeness, as well as the lack of guidance, education,
and advice.
Finally, Nanapush's accounts in Tracks lay out his growing awareness of the implicit
impact of the 1887 General Allotment Act, also known as Dawes Act or Land in
Severalty Act, that imposes a Western concept of land and space on Indian people.
Allotment split the communally held reservation land into small parcels (160, 80, or 40
acres) of private property, providing minimized space to specific tribal members, and
designating much so-called surplus land to be sold to non-Natives by the Federal

33

The northern Anishinaabe used to live in smaller patrilinear bands, socially organized by totemic
clans, that changed homes seasonally, depending on fish availability, berry and other wild food harvests,
and hunting (The History and Culture 44-45; Cleland 40, 42, 50). Confinement to reservations that, if
located on tribal homeland at all, consisted of a fraction of the originally inhabited area generally resulted
in an end to traditional subsistence economy and an unfamiliar crowdedness. Even where tribal people
turned toward the colonial demand of agriculture, support with equipment and materials frequently was
insufficient. Reservation life in most cases resulted in poverty and malnutrition (Cleland 267).
34
Virgin soil epidemics occur when a disease reaches a geographic area where it has not naturally
occurred before and where people have built no immunity against it. Therefore, virgin soil epidemics tend
to be highly fatal. Examples for the Americas would be the introduction of measles, smallpox, or the flu in
colonial times, often causing such high mortality rates that the survival of whole communities was at stake.
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Government.35 Hidden behind the rhetoric of philanthropy, intended was the collapse of
tribal economic and social organization. As Emily Greenwald states, it "sought to
atomize Indians, to break down their economic and social bonds by dispersing them onto
individually owned parcels of land" (2). After a 25-year trust period, the patent was
handed to the Indian owner and the land became subject to state jurisdiction, taxation,
and descent and partition law (10, 31). Payments of property taxes were almost
impossible for many Indian land owners due to the increasingly miserable economic
situation, and many had to sell their parcels or lost them through foreclosures.36
In the Anishinaabe worldview, land use rights are based on clan membership. The
Pillager clan's land in Tracks has become theirs because of the appearance of the spiritual
being Misshepeshu and the family's special connection to a specific place (Erdrich,
Tracks 174). While each clan or extended family has a place of sustenance, they have
reciprocal responsibility for the sustainability and economic maintenance of that area.
Such rights and responsibilities of usage were not based on surface areas and borders that
could easily be marked on a map, but resulted from events and relationships that
produced meaning. In contrast, allotment policy imposed European style spatial control
with a concept of ownership based on selling and buying individually owned real estate.
35

While most tribes lost vast amounts of reservation land, Anishinaabe allotments reached far beyond
the 1882 Turtle Mountain Reservation in North Dakota and spread into South Dakota and Montana due to
the great number of tribal members (The History and Culture 17-18). These were called the Turtle
Mountain Reservation Chippewa Land Allotments because they remained within the administrative unit of
the reservation. In Tracks, Margaret Kashpaw has an allotment within the tribal homeland, but her children
have allotments in Montana (Erdrich, Tracks 57).
36
The first land lost was that designated surplus land during the initial allotment. Foreclosure and land
sales furthered the overall land loss. A total of 90 million acres, or two thirds of Indian land in 1887, were
lost, only 3 million of which would later be restored under the Indian Reorganization Act. The benefits to
the tribal people were doubtful. Individuals who embraced allotment and rejected tribal membership,
demonstrating a new identity as "civilized yeoman farmer" (Wilkins 111), received the "benefit" of U.S.
citizenship, though without voting rights.
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The different Anishinaabe families' land plots are redesignated objects of a settler nation's
desire, and become contested spaces while at the same time remaining sacred sites of
power and healing.
Tracks begins in 1912, at the end of the 25-year trust period, illustrating the pressure
of the property tax payments, and the renewed fear of losing land and livelihood. Erdrich
even indicates that Indian people had not been informed about the full provisions of the
Dawes Act. Nanapush vehemently argues that trust land means that no taxes could be imposed (Erdrich, Tracks 174-175) and seems fully unaware of the 25-year period of grace.
Yet Erdrich demonstrates that colonial spatial control, in particular the allotment
system, targeted much more than plots of land. It also aimed at breaking up communities,
destroying tribal cohesion, and changing Indigenous peoples' worldview toward a EuroAmerican paradigm. Though these goals were part of the unstated agenda of allotment
and remained hidden behind the rhetoric of humanitarianism (Greenwald 2), Erdrich
uncovers the federal plotting against tribal identity and existence. During the period
presented in Tracks, Nanapush witnesses community estrangement as companion to the
ongoing land loss. The fragmentation caused by external pressures has affected the tribe
on a deep, psychological level. This is what Nanapush means when he states: "'We
Indians are like a forest,' I had said once to Father Damien. 'The trees left standing get
more sun, grow thick.' But now I spoke differently. A crippling poison had followed on
the tail end of disease" (Erdrich, Tracks 184). This poison is what federal Indian policy
and the resulting misery and fractionalization have done to the people's minds and hearts.
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The elders understand that the lines and colors on the map separate land and community. The annual property tax list shows surprisingly high amounts of fees, and the
map threateningly illustrates the encroachment of certain families and the economic
activity of a lumber company on the reservation (Erdrich, Tracks 172-173). Leaving
Matchimanito Lake and the Pillager land at the center of a huge patch occupied by the
lumber company, the map illustrates a siege, plainly and helplessly expressed by
Nanapush:
I had already given Father Damien testimony on this Anishinaabe land,
which was nibbled at the edges and surrounded by farmers waiting for it to
go underneath the gavel of the auctioneer. There were so few of us who
even understood the writing of the papers. Some signed their land away
with thumbs and crosses. (Erdrich, Tracks 99)
But Indian land owners are not only besieged by non-Indians and the lumber company.
Ironically, some Indigenous families are also profiting from their neighbors' land loss.
Those receptive to federal policies, assimilated, Christianized, and possibly educated in
boarding schools, had not only secured the better allotments two decades before, but also
better understand the procedures and documents. Pauline Puyat says, for instance, that the
Morrisseys "were well-off people, mixed-bloods who profited from acquiring allotments
that many old Chippewa did not know how to keep" (Erdrich, Tracks 63).
Driven by the desire to secure their families during a time of poverty and political
insecurity, community members use chances to take over others' land to expand their own
land base to a size that could make it economically promising. Nanapush notices that Boy
Lazarre and Clarence Morrissey stick together "because their families had signed the new
purchase agreement with the Turcot lumber company, and now spoke in its favor to any-
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one whom they could collar" (Erdrich, Tracks 111). Bernadette Morrissey even takes on a
job with the Indian Agent, which saves her own land and aids the colonial project. She
sends the debt announcements, keeps the property records organized, and allows nobody
to be overlooked by the federal gaze.
The will to secure one's own family at the cost of others, opportunism, and internalized colonial ideology undermine tribalism. The community members turn against each
other culturally, politically, and geographically. Though calling each other names as
"blanket Indians" (Erdrich, Tracks 91) for the holdouts and traditionalists and "treaty
Indian[s]" (100) for the government-friendly clans, the cohesion of the people is
disrupted in more fundamental and complex ways. Erdrich illustrates how losing the
ability to (re-)unite leads to disintegration and dislocation. Home in the form of people,
forest, traditional diet, and land is lost in a self-perpetuating cycle.37
An example of this vicious, but common fate can be seen in the three clan family
featured in Tracks. At first, Nanapush, Fleur Pillager, and the Kashpaws demonstrate
sanity and cohesion, a safe haven amidst the uncertainty of the community. Although
Nanapush's land is foreclosed (Erdrich, Tracks 184), he does not talk about his pain and
longing for his land. It has dissolved with the loss of his family, and Fleur's cabin at
Matchimanito Lake becomes a home with a the new family life that melts three clans
together. Nanapush considers both Fleur and Eli Kashpaw as his children (34, 105), and
37

Lawrence Gross suggests that the "postapocalypse stress syndrome" (50) impacts the people's ability
to cope with overwhelming forces as well as with each other. Despair, survivor's guilt, and stress manifest
themselves in abandonments, aggression, and alienation. Gross understands this mental condition as a
possible explanation for behavior illustrated in Tracks. The novel indeed provides many indications of
postapocalypse stress syndrome, such as Pauline's predetermined and self-inflicted loss of community and
child abandonment, Napoleon's alcoholism, Morrisseys' and Lazarres' opportunism, Nector's betrayal of
Fleur, and Fleur's urge to intimidate others.
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Fleur and the spiritually significant forest on her land integrate the elder. Yet they are not
safe from stress-induced quarrels, bad decisions, and even betrayal, all indicators of
impending displacement (Jepson 26).
Hoping to make enough income to pay their allotment fees and to keep their land
from a total clear-cut, the family starts the extensive collecting of cranberry bark they can
sell to a dealer. Nanapush remembers the smell of the drying bark string as the "odor of
both salvation and betrayal" (Erdrich, Tracks 176) because this severe damage of the
bushes violates the cultural ideal and duty of land stewardship. Moreover, when Nector
and Margaret Kashpaw are sent to pay the property taxes for all allotments and are faced
with an additional late fee, they decide to use all money to save their own clan's
allotments, betraying Fleur and sacrificing the Pillager forest with its many animals and
ghosts. Even more irony occurs when Eli joins the lumber company that clear-cuts Fleur's
allotment in order to earn money that could at least buy back the land itself (213). In his
desperation, he does not see that he is destroying what he sets out to save.
Thus, allotment addresses both Euro-American problems–the conquest of supposed
wilderness and the "Indian problem"–in the same piece of legislation. When encroachment and patriarchal power are manifested at the cost of Indigenous social and economic
systems,38 Nanapush understands the connection between federal Indian and environ-

38

Erdrich also illustrates the gendered aspect of a colonial ideology that focuses on white male authority and the understanding that anything besides itself can be sacrificed for so-called progress. Since women
are seen as close to or representative of the land, they become targets. Upon abducting the holdouts Nanapush and Margaret, Boy Lazarre and Clarence Morrissey take Margaret's hair, knowing that such an act is
one of the most shaming traditional gestures in the Indian community. Lee Schweninger suggests that this
act of shaving hair is also "comparable to the razing/raping of the virgin forest" ("Writing Nature" 46). The
Lazarres and Morrisseys have become engaged in agriculture and adapted to the colonial gender roles,
losing understanding of and respect not only for the land, but also women and elders.
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mental policies as expressed by colonial ideology. To a degree, the similar treatment of
nature and Native people makes sense in the Anishinaabe worldview, because humans
and their homeland are thought of as deeply connected in all areas of life. Nanapush
states: "I weakened into an old man as one oak went down, another and another was lost,
as a gap formed here, a clearing there, and plain daylight entered" (Erdrich, Tracks 9).
Nanapush's comment on the invasion of logging and the destruction of the tribal homeland for agriculture can be understood in a twofold way, i.e. the trees also stand for
desperate tribal people who lose trust in their culture and community and accept
assimilation.
Nanapush's statement mirrors what is encapsulated in today's understanding of
biocultural resilience: "The interconnection between human societies and ecosystems –
mediated by cultural beliefs, knowledge, practices and languages – implies that a loss of
resilience anywhere in an integrated biocultural system is likely to contribute to loss of
resiliency elsewhere" (Maffi, "Biocultural Diversity and the Future of Sustainability"
193). In a nightmare, Nanapush further perceives the interrelated threat to both people
and the land:
The second chapter of Tracks, the first story told by Pauline, addresses another event illustrating an
ideology stating that women and animals are embodiments of the land, elements to be controlled and
destroyed if so desired. Pauline tells about a group rape of Fleur that took place near Pete Kozka's butcher
shop in Argus after Fleur had shamed the men with her poker skills and eventually won their savings – men
who feel sexually attracted to and are bewildered by her. Though Fleur's rape is not described explicitly,
Lily Veddar's assault on a sow, which occurs during the chase after Fleur, stands in for it. The man-sow
fight has sexual overtones as the sow strikes Lily's genitals, just as Fleur hurts the men's pride as male
authorities. Lily's resulting, deliberate, and brutal maneuver seems to unite the sow and the man into one
entity, similar to a rape. Following an ecofeminist approach, Lee Schweninger points out that the patriarchal, colonial ideology places the butcher's sow and the indigenous woman in similar categories as
conquered and controlled objects with a doomed existence: "Because like minorities, women, and people of
lower classes or castes, non-human life-forms have little or no legal standing or representation, they are
continuously, mercilessly, and thoughtlessly oppressed, exploited, displaced, and/or exterminated"
("Writing Nature" 37-38).
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I stood in a birch forest of tall straight trees. I was one among many in a
shelter of strength and beauty. Suddenly a loud report, thunder, and they
toppled down like matchsticks, all flattened around me in an instant. I was
the only one left standing. And now, as I weakened, I swayed and bent
nearer to the earth. (Erdrich, Tracks 127)
This nightmare represents the loss of Nanapush's family during the last epidemic as well
as integrating the noise of the loggers' machines and the clear-cutting of the forest. It
even anticipates Fleur's action to let the manipulated trees fall with the wind when she
and her last patch of forest are surrounded by the lumber men. Most of all, however, it
identifies Indian people with the destiny of their homeland. Thus, Nanapush has to counteract the seeming destiny of his people becoming a "tribe of single-spaced documents,
directives, policy. A tribe of pressed trees" (Erdrich, Tracks 225). He seeks a middle
place between the Anishinaabe worldview as the vernacular or folk landscape, and the
colonial system as the official landscape (Adamson, American Indian Literature 112113). Nanapush becomes a tribal official, implicating the colonial system from within,
but more importantly, he acts as a healer and storyteller within the vernacular landscape,
contributing to the persistence of the tribal cosmos.
Erdrich's novel is heavily informed by Anishinaabe mythology. With possibly
conjured storms, ceremony, possible shape shifting, and even a journey into the land of
the dead, Tracks invites its readers into a specific, relational reality. Dorris warns of
misconceptions, saying "what may appear to other non-Indians as magical realism or art
is in fact the style of people who are primarily oral, and who are part of an oral rather
than literal culture that values creating stories and dialogue and ideas" (qtd. in Chavkin
and Chavkin, "An Interview with Michael Dorris" 203). In Native American ontology,

120
reality is not magical, and Native American literature assumes some sort of realism or
absolute reality, i.e. the idea that elements of reality exist within and independent of
human interpretation. Such an absolute reality can be represented (and influenced)
through language or literature. Sean Kicummah Teuton describes this as "tribal realism,"
in order to distinguish it from 19th century European notions of realism. Tribal realism is
an expression of "Indigenous oral philosophy" (xvi), an articulation of tribal epistemology (33) and a "communally conferred objectivity" (12). Within this framework, Erdrich
lets the land and natural environment speak through spirits and the impact of mythological beings, especially Misshepeshu and the Pillager forest. Thus the natural environment appears as an actor within the cultural landscape. People's perception of the natural
environment changes, however, when the cultural landscapes change or are abandoned.
Up to the 20th century, the reservation had been characterized by old-growth forests
and Lake Matchimanito, a spiritual and mythical center of the community and source of
power for the mysterious protagonist Fleur and her clan. Only members of the Pillager
clan or their protégés can survive the lake and forest.39 Later, with the deterioration of
community cohesion, increasing assimilation, the invasion of the lumber company, and
Fleur's loss of control due to weakness, grief, and betrayal by her affiliates, the surveyors'
map and bureaucratic pressure prove more powerful. The slow undermining of the power
of Fleur and her land illuminates how forced allotment puts social cohesion, trust in tribal
ontology, and environmental ethics in peril for the featured Chippewa community.
39

Several people have drowned in the lake, those who helped Fleur against drowning herself died
shortly after, and the forest is said to host all their ghosts. Fleur's forest speaks a "language" (Erdrich,
Tracks 42) that makes people want to die. Even the non-Indian Agent is not immune to the influence of
those powers. He first spends a night following bodiless lights and voices and upon his second return to the
forest is known to have become mad, "living in the woods and eating roots, gambling with ghosts" (9).
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This geographic setting of Fleur's realm of power provides insight into the
Anishinaabe worldview. Fleur's power derives from her tribal paradigm and its principle
of relatedness. Anishinaabe ontology outlines three realms of existence: the sky vault,
earth, and the underworld (Cleland 71). Tension has existed especially between the
Thunderers in the sky vault, who are predominantly good, and the Sea Serpents and
Underwater Panthers in the lower world of water, who tend to present evil and darkness
(Angel 22-23). The natural landscape is alive and inhabited by various types of mythological and spirit beings from all three worlds. These animate and personified spirit
beings are called manitous (Callicot and Nelson 102). All of them display the potential of
embracing either good or evil, depending on the situation, and are influenced by human
conduct, e.g. a ceremony.
The interconnectedness between the physical and spiritual is also reflected in a drastically extended concept of personhood. The concept of life or being is a tripartite one,
identifying the body or outward manifestation, the shadow or essence, and the spirit or
life force as "interdependent and interchangeable" components of being (Cleland 65).
This view of existence can apply to much more than human and animal species.
According to Baird Callicot and Michael Nelson's study, Ojibwa Environmental Ethics
(2004), all persons or animate beings are members of a family, clan, and tribe and live in
communities similar to those of humans (104-105); even some manitous live in extended
families (104). Kinship terms within and between different groups of beings thus play a
significant role in identifying relatedness.
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Finally, interaction between beings is by no means reduced to their physical manifestations. As described by Bagele Chilisa for a generalized Indigenous paradigm (213-214),
relationships in the Anishinaabe tribal world encompass people, the environment and
land, as well as the cosmos. Knowledge arises in conjunction with dreams, visions, ceremony, and similar spiritual activity. Since humans mostly receive their power through
blessings from other beings (Callicot and Nelson 106), spatial control, such as Fleur's, is
based on spiritual power, ghosts, and shamanism. Gerald Vizenor describes a shaman as
generally "a person who dissolves time, establishes an ecstatic relationship with the spirit
world, and learns to speak the languages of animals, birds, and plants" in order to heal
disease that is known to result from imbalance or disruption of the relationships between
an individual and the cosmos (The People Named the Chippewa 146).
Among the characters who live such a "geospyche" (Cajete, Look to the Mountain
84), practicing shamanistic powers and relying on the natural law that governs their
cosmos, are the elder Nanapush, as well as the siblings Moses and Fleur Pillager. In their
articles on Tracks, Victoria Brehm (1996) and Nora Baker Barry (2000) have connected
them to the Grand Medicine Society, the Midewiwin.40 However, Erdrich does not

40

Anthropologist Charles Cleland states that the Midewiwin Society focused on "perpetuating
knowledge and skill related to herbal curing" (183). Its core is a healing ceremony that aims at protection
from disease, yet it could also enhance contact to a spirit helper (Angel 12, 181). This connection to the
spirit realm was based on individual power, not priesthood or otherwise organized society, despite an
understanding of several degrees of Midewiwin (72, 182). According to Brehm, the Midewiwin rose in the
mid 1700s, integrating existent beliefs and practices into a new context (690). Due to continuing epidemics,
warfare, and cultural assault, the Midewiwin became a traditionalist counter force to missionaries and the
assimilation movement (Cleland 183). The Grand Medicine Society declined at the end of the 19th century
when its sacred scrolls, medicine bundles, and other objects were destroyed and lost, partially due to federal
efforts (Angel 16-17). Thus, Erdrich would allude to the Midewiwin at the time of its decline. Disease,
persecution, and general poverty may have left the Midewiwin dysfunctional at the point of time portrayed
in the novel. Those who in the past would have been members are now on their own. The community no
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reference any form of initiation for Moses and Fleur who obviously have great shamanistic powers. Pauline's statement that Fleur "got herself in some half-forgotten medicine"
(Erdrich, Tracks 12) may indicate her dedication to the fading ways of the Midewiwin in
the beginning 20th century. Indeed, Barry suggests that those with active shamanistic
powers, i.e. Nanapush, Fleur, and Moses, are what traditionally would have been third
and fourth degree members of the Midewiwin, having acquired enormous power and
knowledge ("Fleur Pillager's Bear Identity" 25, 28). Brehm, however, states that Nanapush has been initiated into the first degree of the Midewiwin (704-705, fn.56). This
would fit to the observation that Fleur and Moses Pillager are considered much more
intimidating and abnormal than Nanapush, whose social relations among the tribal
community are stronger.
Nanapush seeks human contact and saves lives. In the past, he used yarrow and
another secret plant to cure Moses from a dangerous disease and renamed him "to fool
death" (Erdrich, Tracks 35). He also uses plant medicine to save Fleur from consumption
and to later conduct a healing ceremony (188). Nanapush further provides Eli with love
medicine (45-46) and on another occasion conducts a hunting ceremony that allows Eli,
half-starved during a harsh winter, to hunt a moose. Through vision and song the elder
enters Eli's mind and guides him in his hunt so that Eli can bring home the meat that
saves his, Nanapush's, and Fleur's life (101-104). Indeed, Nanapush emphasizes his skill
to "think like animals" (40) as his most significant power.

longer reserves them a place, and thus Nanapush and particularly the more powerful Moses and Fleur all
live on their own as well.
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Moses, in contrast, does not have a strong physical presence in Tracks and never
talks, but his appearances and his power are impressive. As a boy, Moses seemed confused and looked for visions, finally connecting with a local spiritual being: "He gained
protection from the water man, the lion in the lake, and started to keep with him a litter of
an old Frenchwomans's cats" (Erdrich, Tracks 36). Moses' Pillager clan settled at the lake
upon the appearance of Misshepeshu (174). Here, Erdrich may have been inspired by the
historic Pillager clan who ended their migration at Leech Lake (Angel 51). The clan
history and rights of use based on the lake monster sanction Moses' choice to seek
protection on an island in the lake. Moses indeed escapes the deadly disease that has
killed the rest of his clan, except for himself and Fleur. It is said that he "defeated the
sickness by turning half animal and living in a den" (Erdrich, Tracks 35).
Moses sometimes buys supplies for both of them in town, appearing "covered in dirt
and leaves" (Erdrich, Tracks 36), with a necklace of cat claws (36) and a "garment made
of tanned furs" (187). Thus, he appears even closer to the earth than even Fleur.
Nanapush consults Moses in his role as "Jeesekeewinini" (188). Angel identifies this role
as that of common spiritual leaders, not necessarily Midewiwin members, who can
summon "spirit helpers with whom they communicated by drumming and singing" (30).
Indeed, Moses drums and sings during a ceremony that aims at healing Fleur from her
mourning and paranoia (187-191).
While information on Nanapush and Moses as medicine people remains limited,
Fleur's powers and destiny as a shaman are at the center of the plot. Though Fleur is not
more eccentric and strange than Moses, she occupies the consciousness of others much
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more strongly. Fleur has the knowledge of a "mashkikikewinnini (herbalist shaman)"
(Brehm 693), which is a traditional healer and not usually a Midewiwin member (Angel
33-34). The textual identification of Moses and Fleur as traditional healers and the lack of
any explicit allusion to the Midewiwin, call for caution in identifying the characters of
the novel as Midewiwin. In any case or in any role, though, Fleur is not consulted as a
healer. Instead, she actively intimidates people.
According to Nanapush, Fleur lacks the higher tribal education and guidance
necessary to handle her powers well. She lost her family and left Nanapush when she was
still too young to have "stories or depth of life to rely on. All she had was raw power"
(Erdrich, Tracks 7). Her growing confidence causes her make one of her biggest mistakes, i.e. taking her power for granted. As Nanapush explains, "power . . . is momentary,
quick of flight and liable to deceive. As soon as you rely on the possession, it is gone.
Forget that it ever existed, and it returns" (77). Fleur does not apply her power in the right
ways. As Gross suggests, the effects of the postapocalyptic stress syndrome may have
turned Fleur's pain and anger about loss, marginalization, and her recent rape into using
her power to threaten and intimidate (51). Her expectations of others are too high, and
she also expects too much from herself. Fleur thinks that she is doing what is best while
actually harming herself and her environment, ultimately losing most of her power and
destroying the very assets she needs for survival: She loses her new family bonds, her
second child, and her land.41
41
After her land loss in Tracks, Fleur spends years wandering with her small cart, peddling, and
moving between the white and Native community. In Four Souls (2004), she tracks down the house built
from her trees and sets out to enact revenge upon its owner, John James Mauser. She marries him and
seems to cause Mauser's slow economic demise. In the end, Mauser runs from his debtors and Fleur returns
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A closer analysis of Fleur's main sources of power in Tracks further enlightens the
Anishinaabe paradigm. Barry states that in "Chippewa religion there are five great
beings: Misshipeshu (lion or lynx), Thunderbird, Sacred Bear, Great Turtle, and Windigo" ("Fleur Pillager's Bear Identity" 26). Brehm lists Myeengun (wolf), Mikenok
(tortoise), Magazee (eagle), the great serpent (no Indigenous name given), and Micipijiu
(678) and adds that most records of oral literature were recorded long after contact and
may be compromised to various degrees. Bear, wolf, and lynx are associated with
warriors (Barry, "Fleur Pillager's Bear Identity" 25) and are closely connected to Fleur in
the novel, especially in Pauline's stories. Pauline describes Fleur as animalistic: "her
glossy braids were like the tails of animals . . . half-tamed . . . her teeth, strong and sharp
and very white . . . her fifth toes missing" (Erdrich, Tracks 18) and having a "white wolf
grin" (19). Loreena Stookey finds that Fleur's "raw power" (Erdrich, Tracks 7) is
"emblematic of her culture's traditional animism" (Stookey 83). Fleur is perceived as wild
or wild-looking when first rescued by Nanapush, when wooed by Eli, and when she has
lost her second born (Erdrich, Tracks 3, 170). Nanapush knows she can cause men to die

to the reservation where she tricks the new owner of her land into a poker game. Her card-savvy son
finishes the game and wins back her land.
As described in The Bingo Palace (1994), Fleur returns to the reservation as a healer who is no longer
associated with evil and appreciated in the community (Jacobs 167). She eventually trades her place among
the living for the sake of her great grandson's survival and moves to Moses on an island in the lake where
both seem to have reached a state of immortality. Barry suggests: "Fleur and Moses Pillager appear to be
those mides of the sky orders who have somehow avoided an ordinary death, an ordinary passage between
this world and the next" ("Fleur Pillager's Bear Identity" 34). Connie Jacobs suggests that Fleur is more
than a usual human and rather a mythical "spirit woman" (150) or "otherworldly character" (154) who does
not die, but simply "adopts different form" (155). Fleur and Moses' final form of existence may, however,
also be explained by the general interchangeability of body, shadow, and life force in the Anishinaabe
concepts of life (Cleland 65), which can make an existence in between the material and the spiritual
possible.
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(43), and people want to see Fleur tamed, "harnessed" (45), or "driven from the
reservation" (12) when she is at the height of her power in Tracks.
A less elaborated and yet frequently mentioned association is that of Fleur as a wolf.
When Nanapush finds her as lone survivor of disease and half-dead of fever, he says:
"She was wild as a filthy wolf" (3). In the creation narratives, the wolf is Nanabozho's
adopted younger brother, a pattern that is reflected by Nanapush adopting Fleur as family
(Jacobs 160). Pauline also describes Fleur as a "wolf" (Erdrich, Tracks 88). The wolfassociation occurs most during moments of great power and those of great despair. It is
"the white wolf grin a Pillager turns on its victims" (Erdrich, Tracks 19) that "signals the
exercising of Pillager power" (Stookey 18). During her final coup against the loggers
who come to take her forest, Fleur "bared her teeth in a wide smile that frightened even
those who did not understand the smiles of Pillagers" (Erdrich, Tracks 223). When
winning the butchers' earnings in poker, Fleur shows her "wolfgrin" (Tracks 22), but she
also is "hunched and drawn as an old witch woman, lean as a half-dead wolf, and
desperate" (Tracks 162) when she poker plays for her and her children's lives with the
butchers, who froze to death after the rape, and loses her second born to them.
The more predominant image in connection with Fleur is that of a bear. The Noka
(bear) clan is one of the original totemic clans whose mysterious founder beings emerged
out of the Atlantic Ocean (Cleland 50). This means that the first human members of the
bear clan were transformed from bear form (66). The historical Pillager band from Leech
Lake was part of the bear clan (Jacobs 153). According to Connie Jacobs, Fleur stems
from a Pillager band that separated from the main group and moved onto the Plains,
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taking Mishibizhii with them (154). She even identifies Fleur as "human embodiment of
the Great Spirit Bear" (159). The interchangeability of human and bear forms could
indicate evil practices. Bearwalkers, potentially, but not necessarily evil Midewiwin
members, were presumed to switch into bear form at night to reek havoc (Angel 182;
Callicot and Nelson 108), and Pauline indicated this regarding Fleur's nightly wandering
(Erdrich, Tracks 12). Nanapush compares Fleur with a bear when warning Eli of the risk
he takes in wooing her (46).
While the suspicion of Fleur as a Bearwalker is not further explored, the overall
shamanistic bear power is strengthened through the appearance of a drunk bear during
Fleur's first birth-giving (Erdrich, Tracks 58-60); this "spirit bear" (60) disappears
without tracks. During the birth of her second child, Pauline describes Fleur's grip on her
as that of "the talons of a heavy bear" (157). Given the dominant role of the bear in the
creation narratives, it can be assumed that it is the bear power that also enables Fleur to
walk into the land of the dead: "The traditional Ojibwa thus finds him- or herself in a
world in which the inner subjective dimension of experience is more fixed and permanent
than the outward physical dimension" (Callicot and Nelson 109). Anishinaabe
epistemology allows for dream journeys as those of the spirit that may leave the body and
interact with other spirits (Cleland 65) in ways that directly impact reality. In this case,
Fleur's failures and achievements during the dream journey decide the life and death of
both her children and herself.42

42

In The Bingo Palace (1994), Fleur has reached her full power and seems to take on the shape of a
bear when instructing her great-grandson Lipsha.
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The strongest and most powerful association with the spirit world stems from Fleur's
relationship to Misshepeshu43, the water lion or lynx. Cleland translates the name and
concept as "underwater panther" (71) who could cause storms by slashing its tail.44
Brehm similarly describes the water spirit as a "great horned cat, the underwater lion, the
night panther who could raise storms with a flick of his tail" (677). In Tracks, Misshepeshu unites all kinds of features from living beings, plants, even minerals with his
"green eyes, copper skin, . . . horns, fangs, claws, fins. His feet are joined as one and his
skin, brass scales, rings to the touch. . . . he takes the form of a lion, a fat brown worm, or
a familiar man. He's made of gold. He's made of beach moss" (Erdrich, Tracks 11).
While bear and wolf are spirit powers of the middle world, the earth, and Fleur seems
unconnected to the winged beings in the upper world, the air, Mishibizhii and the Sea
Serpents, who do not appear in Tracks, are the most powerful representatives of the water
realm and domain of monsters, the lower world (Angel 22-23). Though the water beings
are strongly associated with the Great Lakes, they can move along any surface or underwater route and inhabit lakes (Cleland 71), including Manitou Lake, which may have
served as namesake for Matchimanito Lake in Tracks.
43

There are different versions in the spelling of its name. In the following, it will be spelled
Misshepeshu when talking about the spirit in the novel. In contrast, historian Michael Angel's spelling
"Mishibizhii" (22) shall be used when referring to Anishinaabe oral tradition.
44
While good spirits were protective and curative, evil powers were the strongest, and so while potentially good, Mishibizhii could easily turn out evil due to its enormous power and depending on who would
use it. Consequently, it became the guardian of the highest degrees of the Midewiwin, and could be employed for healing as well as for sorcery (Brehm 692). Angel states that Midewiwin members might have
caused evil power from Mishibizhii when they lost proper control (183). Mishibizhii's power is reflected in
the expectation that it may raise storms, or calm the waves, respectively. The idea of a storm created by
Fleur with the aid of Misshepeshu is reported twice in Tracks. First, Fleur's rape is retaliated for by a
tornado that targets the butcher shop, but otherwise keeps the town Argus intact (28-29). A storm occurs
again at the end of the novel when it lets the trees that Fleur has cut fall in a circle just at the right time to
stun and harm the loggers (223-224).
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Being incised on disks from at least the late Woodland culture, AD 1250 to 1400, on,
Mishibizhii is a pre-contact phenomenon that has shifted its roles during time. In the
creation stories, it was to "enforce wise use of renewable resources to prevent their
exhaustion" (Brehm 682). Mishibizhii controls the supply of animals and fish for hunting
and provides medicine, consequently being associated with "what is precious" and "whatever is most threatened" (698). Thus in Tracks, Misshepeshu's habitat is the lake in the
center of Fleur's threatened forest, the Pillager land and its resources are confirmed as
precious and special. Its appearance confirmed the clan's new homeland and provided the
Pillagers with special powers. Moses and Fleur inherit the shamanistic powers and their
affinity to the lake and place of dwelling. As Nanapush warns, "the water thing was not a
dog to follow at our heels" (Erdrich, Tracks 175). Another dislocation may not be
sanctioned by the spirit world, and Fleur's decreasing ability to keep the lumber company
away proceeds hand in hand with her gradual loss of Misshepeshu as a source of power.
At the beginning of Tracks, Fleur's association with Misshepeshu could hardly be
stronger. Pauline even describes Fleur in similar terms as Missepeshu; Fleur's old green
dress clings to her like a "skin of lakeweed" (Erdrich, Tracks 22), and "her hips [are]
fishlike, slippery, narrow" (18). Even Nanapush is puzzled: "we didn't like to think how
she did this – she kept the lake thing controlled" (35). As a child and again later as
teenager, Fleur almost drowned in the lake. Nobody else has ever survived similar
situations and thus people conclude that "Misshepeshu, the water man, the monster,
wanted her for himself" (11). The notion of the two as mates evolves further when Eli
observes Fleur stepping out at night and diving into the lake that is covered with a thin
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ice crust. He even finds "a curl of black weed from the bottom of the lake" (107) in her
hair and later assumes that Fleur's second pregnancy may result from the visits in the
lake.45 Even when she deliberately tries to drown herself after having lost the loyalty of
her family, her land, and her second child, she is rescued by Eli and survives against her
will (212-213); the water monster seems to need her alive.
These aspects demonstrate that Fleur is closely connected to several core facets of the
tribal Mishibizhii stories, and with it to the basic tenets of Anishinaabe cosmology. Even
Pauline realizes that "[b]etween the people and the gold-eyed creature in the lake, the
spirit which they said was neither good nor bad but simply had an appetite, Fleur was the
hinge" (Erdrich, Tracks 139). Misshepeshu increasingly retires into inactivity because
Fleur takes his support for granted and overestimates her control and because people
simply turn away and stop believing in the tribal universe.
While others assimilate and change from traditional ways to Euro-American
agricultural land use for their allotments, Fleur fights desperately for her land, understanding that the forest and lake are anchors for the tribal universe. Assimilation changes
the perception and knowledge of people, resulting in a change of ethics. As Rinda West
summarizes: "The triumph of the lumber companies and the government is also a kind of

45

The image of Fleur and the water spirit as mates stems from Anishinaabe animal groom tales.
Mishibizhii is the embodiment of male sexuality, a "demon lover" (Brehm 686) who may attack women
while they are on water. The stories then were meaningful to reinforce the power or position of women as
well as Misshepeshu's power to control hunting by punishing greed and exploitation. In some stories,
resisting women beat or cut off Mishibizhii's tail that wraps around their boat, and the cut off tail piece
transforms into copper. Brehm observes: "The resistance to Micipijiu Fleur displays as a child and
adolescent suggests her independence; not until Eli betrays her she does seek the demon, for by then she
realizes her people are in trouble" (693). Lulu is symbolic for Fleur's survival of Misshepeshu's attack; she
is her souvenir, her piece of copper because in Love Medicine (1984), Lulu is described as green-eyed, with
penny-colored skin and a face as vigilant as that of a cat; she is a seductive woman and bears eight healthy
sons, which hints at an inherent, special, life-giving power (Brehm 694).
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deicide: the desecration of Matchimanito represents the displacement of Misshepeshu and
the transformation of the people's way of life from its traditional, bioregional economy to
a cash and paper nexus" (170). Based on Christopher Tilley's understanding of a biography of place as dependent on social identities (27), the development on the allotted
reservation and the fundamental axiological changes it causes result in a whole cosmos
under attack.
Erdrich emphasizes the high stakes by designating two of her characters who are
separated by age, gender, and cultural affiliation to be antagonistic narrators of the novel.
The two homodiegetic narrators, Nanapush and Pauline, each with an agenda on their
own, engage in "mutually referential focalization" (Dennis 166), i.e. both render the
moments of history as mutual counter-narratives and with limited knowledge. Instead of
a singular history, this produces within the narrative structure itself different versions of
reality, puzzlement, and open unanswered questions, exemplifing shifting tribal
interpretations and paradigms. Erdrich artistically creates not an intercultural
communication, but combat among narrators.
Narrator Pauline Puyat speaks from an assimilated and psychologically troubled point
of view, telling her story to nobody in particular at an unknown point of time. Elder
Nanapush, in contrast, provides an interpretation based on a Chippewa worldview and his
ongoing mission to reconcile and reunite his community. He tells the story to Lulu, the
daughter of the third protagonist, Fleur Pillager. Fleur is known only through the two
narrators' accounts, forcing the readers to derive their very own understanding from the
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episodes they learn about her. As seen in the analysis above, she remains mysterious and
thus is created her complex life story.
Pauline and Nanapush's dialogic and alternating narratives each reflect their type of
influence on the tribal community, but additionally seem to be contesting for the
allegiance of the extended audience as to the validity of their view of the world. The
reader, hearing both renderings, may grasp what is beyond each narrator's knowledge or
understanding, but also realizes that the reality is too complex to be reflected by any
single story. The interpretative generation of the novel out of two conversational accounts
within the reader's mind "creates a middle place between the oral tradition and
contemporary literature" (Adamson, American Indian Literature 103).
Helen May Dennis elaborates that "the narrative strategy of focalization exploits the
phenomenological truism that one can never know the object of perception, but only
one's perception of that object" (167). Tracing some element of truth, for instance
regarding Fleur's mysterious personality and actions, is further complicated by understanding that both narrators, obsessed with talking about Fleur, express more about
themselves than delivering evidence of who Fleur really is. The narrators each provide
their own theory of what happened.46 The stories of Nanapush and Pauline revolve
around Fleur's life and land, the tracks she leaves in the consciousness of others,
including the reader as indirect participant in the attempt to make sense of the events.

46
In American Indian Literature, Environmental Justice, and Ecocriticism (2001), Joni Adamson
warns of the "commodified" (96) theory typical of academia and points at the essence of oral tradition as
theory. Anthropologist Julie Cruikshank's work in The Social Life of Stories (2000) further explores the
identification of stories and storytelling as carriers for theory.
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Pauline tells stories of self-righteousness, straining to convince the reader and
possibly herself of her version of truth. She is from a Canadian-Chippewa family of
which the Native side has lost its clan name and its identity (14). Placeless within the
Native community and increasingly denying her Indigenous descent, she, with a troubled
mind, seeks assimilation through Christianity, imagines to be chosen as a martyr by God,
and actively engages in breaking up tribal cohesion. She targets families that keep community intact and adhere to tradition and culture, particularly Fleur's family.
Gross suggests that Pauline's increasing "self-absorption, narcissism, and delusions of
grandeur" (Gross 56), expressed also in fanatic religious expression, is a possible result of
postapocalyptic stress syndrome. In a complementary manner, Patricia Angley claims
that Pauline is a trickster and one that particularly exemplifies the mischievous,
destructive elements of the mythic character (167). Pauline seeks out people's weaknesses
and tricks others into adultery, death, and excessiveness. Yet she may take on a more
severe role, the windigo, within the tribal universe. Nanapush states that grief,
lonesomeness, disorientation, and dislocation can cause depression and mental illness. He
admits that this once made himself reach a state of estrangement and madness he calls
"half windigo" (Erdrich, Tracks 6). In Four Souls, he also associates Pauline's halfbrother Shesheeb as "windigo" (102), indicating this state of mind as a general tendency
in the Puyat family.
A Windigo is a mythical figure of madness, threat, and death. The Windigo is symbolized by an ice skeleton, and people become windigo when symbolic ice numbs their
hearts (Angley 164). Like a Windigo, Pauline cannot feel for other beings, but she feeds
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from witnessing their feelings, while tormenting her own body. She seems to fully
experience the physicality of Fleur's rape, and later feels Sophie having sex and then
getting beaten by her mother. She also is insatiable witnessing the traditional lifestyle
within Fleur's family and is "staring hungrily" (Erdrich, Tracks 189) during the ceremony
for Fleur by Nanapush and Moses, which she eventually disrupts. While everybody fears
the winter and the ice due to food shortage and disease, Pauline thrives in it, especially
after she has tried to kill and then has abandoned her child: "All winter, I never thawed.
My stomach never filled. My hands were chafed raw. And yet I grew strong" (136). She
also takes advantage of tribal mandates of hospitality and asks Fleur's half-starved family
for food, even though she receives a good meal at the convent each day (141-142).
As Joni Adamson reminds us, the Windigo is identified with the "fear of excessiveness" (American Indian Literature 105). Pauline is excessive in all she does; she lacks
any balance due to her broken relationship with her environment. She appears as having a
powerful spirit that has gone astray, having lost its relationships and its intimacy with the
world. Pauline identifies with the owl and like such a predator, Pauline actively seeks
death and makes it "welcome" (Erdrich, Tracks 69). First, she locks Fleur's three rapists
into a meat locker where two die of the cold and one, though surviving, suffers
amputations. Later, she watches a girl die, without alarming others who might have saved
her (67-68). She cares for dying people and does not wash her hands so that she may
carry disease with her to other near-death patients (66-69). She then watches Fleur and
her newborn as they near death without helping, but rapt with expectation. She tries to
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kill her own baby twice, and kills her former mate Napoleon either in the belief that he is
Misshepeshu, the lake monster, or, after the fact, makes herself believe that it was so.
It may be precisely Pauline's self-identification with the owl, a winged creature of the
upper world, which triggers her attempt to confront the devil whom she identifies as
Misshepeshu, the water being and source of Fleur's shamanistic power. Since Christ, like
Thunderbird, is a being of the sky, the upper world, and Misshepeshu, like the devil, is a
being of the lower world, Pauline's esoteric and self-centered interpretation of Christianity makes sense when layered over the Anishinaabe cultural landscape. Her nonsensical performance draws a good audience and ends with Pauline's secret murder of
Napoleon (Erdrich, Tracks 201-204). On the way to the convent, she covers herself in
mud and leaves, coming to feel like "no more than a piece of the woods" (204).
Discarding her clothes and covering herself in mud and leaves are unexplained decisions
and the only instance in which she blends into her natural environment. Otherwise
indifferent to the natural environment, she does not describe it but only describes the
white town Argus, the site of rape and destruction, and the land of the dead, to which she
follows Fleur like a shadow. The colonial, or official, landscape and death are her only
meaningful spatial connections, which makes Nanapush and Fleur suspect her of being a
liar (38-39).
Indeed, Pauline only provides one reference to the land, a story she has heard from
Nanapush: During a colonial hunting expedition, aimed at extinguishing the buffalo, the
animals understood that this hunt would spell doom for them. Reacting to the dead bodies
of their fellow herd members, they became mad and turn against themselves. They
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"grazed on flesh. They tried their best to cripple one another, to fall or die. They tried
suicide. They tried to do away with their young" (Erdrich, Tracks 140). Rather than
understanding herself as being in the role of the doomed and mad buffalo, Pauline
believes that the community is doomed and that she should fetch souls to God to shape
them in her own image (205).47
In an almost epic battle of storytelling, Nanapush necessarily tries to counteract
Pauline's intents, stealing the people's hearts before Pauline can steal their souls away for
her version of the Christian god. As the dominating and thus most persuasive narrator in
Tracks, rendering both the first and the last episode,48 Nanapush has clear motivations.
On the one hand, he tries to save Lulu from marrying a member of the Morrissey family
who has assimilated, has broken taboos, and has socially misbehaved (Erdrich, Tracks
180, 210). He also wants to make Lulu believe that her mother sent her to the oppressive
boarding school in order to protect her from homelessness, hunger, and danger. He keeps
talking insistently to Lulu throughout the novel in a desperate attempt to lead her family,
both Fleur and Eli, back together and back to him, mending the broken family ties (210).

47

With her Western education Pauline has also internalized the ideals of the founder of the offreservation boarding school, General Pratt. She intends to raze the indigenous culture from the Indian
children's memory, rendering them "blinded and deafened" (Erdrich, Tracks 205) to their traditions, when
she later becomes a nun and teacher named Sister Leopolda. As internalized and distorted spirit of
colonization, the "crow of the reservation" (53-54), Pauline, is successful and may achieve her goal of
sainthood because she is nominated for beatification in The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No Horse
(2001). West observes that "Pauline tells stories that infect and deny connection" (180), but they benefit her
actions and intents to break up the tribal community to enhance assimilation.
48
Erdrich's emphasis on this narrative mode is reflected in allowing Nanapush to remain a storyteller
in the Tracks sequel Four Souls (2004), where he is paired with a new rival narrator as well as with two
narrative interludes by Margaret, but again Nanapush provides the framing episodes. While Four Souls also
features repeated unreliability and shows a jealous Nanapush trapping himself in a convoluted and fragile
construct of lies for the sake of securing Margaret's affection, he ultimately still influences his tribe to save
their land (153-157). This demonstrates his dominance as a storyteller and a general hopefulness for tribal
cultural survival.
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On the other hand, Nanapush tells his stories to the reader. Here, he acts as the witness of history and the apocalypse of the land:
I guided the last buffalo hunt. I saw the last bear shot. I trapped the last
beaver with a pelt of more than two years' growth. I spoke aloud the words
of the government treaty, and refused to sign the settlement papers that
would take away our woods and lake. I axed the last birch that was older
than I, and I saved the last Pillager. (Erdrich, Tracks 2)
In Tracks, the talkative Nanapush is the most successful connector of humans and their
homeland. Douglas Barnim suggests that Nanapush processes the traumatic experience of
loosing land, culture, and cohesion by integrating all these into "social narrative memory,
and, ultimately, to a sense of convalescence" (56). Storytelling as an expedient to cope
with trauma and to heal tribal identity is presented as the ultimate means of survival.
Objectivity and truthfulness appear less significant in this process than imagination
because "traumatic recovery is an oscillation between nostalgia and progress" (62).
Traumatic recovery is a practice of social responsibility, an attribute philosopher V.F.
Cordova allocates to the Native American artist as a "scientist, even as a healer" (252).
The artist seeks knowledge and has the responsibility to share it with his or her
community (253). The deep connection between art and society thus shows that "there is
not, nor can there be, a distinction between esthetics [sic] and ethics" (254). Cordova
concludes: "The principles of esthetics [sic] and of ethics are balance and harmony –
beauty. The principle of the artist is responsibility. As co-creator, as healer, as scientist"
(255). This principle is reflected on more than one level in Tracks because Nanapush
practices it within the story level, and Erdrich achieves it through her novel writing. The
role of storytelling for the sake of healing is therefore amplified.
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Nanapush proves even more ambivalent, adaptable, and cunning than the traditionalist Pillagers with their shamanistic powers. As his very name indicates, Nanapush has
an attribute that distinguishes him from other tribal members; he is a trickster. His father
gave him this name because "it's got to do with trickery and living in the bush. Because
it's got to do with something a girl can't resist. The first Nanapush stole fire. You will
steal hearts" (Erdrich, Tracks 33). This set of associations mebedded in his name
indicates that Nanapush does not intent to be a neutral or fact-based narrator, but one who
forms his stories for the sake of persuasion. Talking is his main characteristic as well as
his most powerful tool. Orality is his empire, and of that he is clear: "Nanapush is a name
that loses power every time that it is written and stored in a government file" (32).
Yet though strategic and deliberately formed, the stories of Nanapush also come from
a good heart and are similar to healing ceremonies. Nanapush speaks for the land and
people embedded in Anishinaabe cosmology and history, performing what his father
intended him to do, i.e. "to steal hearts" (Erdrich, Tracks 33). They let Moses survive a
childhood disease, cure Nanapush himself as well as Fleur from the invisible disease of
depression, heal Lulu from frostbite, and heal Fleur of her paranoia and lack of selfconfidence. In his role as the elder and healer whose deep knowledge allows others to
recover their connections to the non-human community, he has trained Eli Kashpaw in
proper hunting technique and zoological knowledge after Eli's mother hid the boy from
the authorities and mission school (39-40). Through ceremony and dream or vision,
Nanapush guides Eli on a crucial hunt during a winter of starvation and consequently
adopts Eli as his son (101-105).
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Thus, Nanapush pursues storytelling as reconciliation of community and as a counterweight to colonization. Both are part of what Vizenor calls the practice of survivance, i.e.
the survival of Indigenous people and also their resistance to colonial dominance through
the continuance of stories: "Native stories are the sources of survivance . . . prompted by
natural reason, by a consciousness and sense of incontestable presence that arises from
experiences in the natural world" (Vizenor, "Aesthetics of Survivance" 11). The elder is
invested in the forest and the urge to heal, a feature Vizenor has identified as typical,
stating that the "trickster is related to plants and animals and trees; he is a teacher and
healer" (The People Named the Chippewa 3-4). Yet as trickster, Nanapush does not shy
away from taking active steps to advance his agenda, as is illustrated very well in his
decision to take revenge from Boy and Lawrence by snaring them like rabbits with
church piano wire over an earth pit (Erdrich, Tracks 121-122).
Finally, humor appears as a distinct tool of survival. In contrast to Fleur's weighty
sincerity, Nanapush and Margaret are not only talkative, but also use humor. They "have
the highest tolerance for disorder and ambiguity" (Gross 64) when integrating the
colonial and folk landscapes and being able to move in between these landscapes. Like
the archetypical trickster, they can cross social boundaries. Gross suggests that tricksters
are best at handling different powers and influences, using humor and trickery to negotiate problems and keep a healthy balance that ultimately allows for survival and renewal
(58, 64). Fleur temporarily loses to the pressure of colonialism and leaves her homeland
defeated, but Nanapush and Margaret remain and watch for their chances to undermine
the colonial system. Nanapush even becomes tribal chairman (Erdrich, Tracks 225) to
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follow a path of resistance hidden in seeming adaptation because as Adamson contends,
"struggling for alternative visions of the world . . . requires a knowledge not only of the
vernacular landscape but of the official one as well" (American Indian Literature 111).
Despite his efforts, Nanapush is not always successful as a healing storyteller. He advises Eli how to win Fleur back after their first separation, but when they split up again,
both also stay away from their adopted grandfather, giving Nanapush no chance to "work
a medicine" (Erdrich, Tracks 210) and bring them back together. Further, the most
unreceptive listener to Nanapush is his antagonistic peer narrator Pauline. He dominates
her only temporarily.49
The people and land Nanapush and Pauline try so passionately to influence are also
symbolized by the Pillager forest and Fleur's powers. It is the most contested land in the
course of tribal reactions to the allotment policy, but also appears as the setting of most
action. Though not the center of human interaction, it is certainly a center of tribal
activity from a holistic Anishinaabe understanding of community. William Bevis writes
thusly: "Native American nature is urban . . . The woods, birds, animals, and humans are
all 'downtown,' meaning at the center of action and power, in complex and unpredictable
and various relationships" (31). The people's fascination and partial fear of the Pillager
forest demonstrate its role as a core piece of the reservation and tribal cultural identity.

49

When Nanapush discovers that Pauline does not relieve herself other than at dawn and dusk in the
belief that such painful self-restriction would take her closer to sainthood, he successfully sets out to tempt
her: "In the old language there are a hundred ways to describe water and he [Nanapush] used them all – its
direction, color, source, and volume" (Erdrich, Tracks 149). The elder's story about water forces her to
break with her rule and relieve herself, but Pauline does not draw a lesson from this experience. Instead,
she pursues her assimilative agenda more aggressively and further contributes to luring tribal members
away from their cultural heritage.
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At the beginning of the novel, the cultural perceptions and interpretations are
meaningful, and the human-land/cosmos connection is healthy. The forest embodies the
power of life and death. As Pauline states, the bodies of the deceased are laid to rest on its
trees and start their travel into the afterlife from there (Erdrich, Tracks 15). Eli carefully
places Fleur's deceased child in a tree and she even covers it with an umbrella (163). If
the travel to the afterlife is delayed or disrupted, the ghosts remain in the Matchimanito
forest. Although the forest is also filled with the ghosts of those who drowned or died in
some relation to events at the lake, it seems to be a very healthy environment: "The oaks
were big and the bush less dense, the berries thick and plump, the animals seemed fatter
and more tender" (35). The ghosts are a natural and neutral element of a healthy environment.
On the other hand, Fleur's presence or power also makes the forest dangerous to men;
the leaves speak a "language" (42) that makes people want to die. Even non-Natives, such
as the reservation agent, are prone to succumb to the temptation of madness and death. In
this and related instances the natural environment indeed appears as a social player, as
Robert Nelson has suggested in regard to many works of Native American fiction, saying
that inhabiting a certain location as homeland involves one "seeing oneself as a living
part of the living place where one's life takes place" (268). Jepson suggests that the
"remoteness of Fleur's land parallels her personal independence" (33), but it is most of all
a place of protection. This powerful forest has to be approached with all due respect for
the natural and supernatural elements of the environment. In the moment Fleur leaves the
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land and is displaced to Argus, she becomes vulnerable and is even raped. The power and
protection of the forest is geographically limited.
With time, though, the foreign worldview and powers of colonialism encroach upon
the forest, altering the human-land or biocultural relationships in a myriad of ways.
People assimilate and create their own, individualistic worldviews, and where the stories
change, they change the ethics mediated through them. If agriculture is progress, logging
is part of it. Forests and ghosts lose value and with that the power of agency. Adopting
Western individualism, tribal members turn away from those who embody the
Anishinaabe universe most persistently. Holdouts like Fleur's family threaten the progress
of the reservation. Fleur believes until the last moment that her empire of tradition and
shamanistic power will not be touched, but overlooks that people stop fearing mythological powers when they stop believing in them. At the other end, the retirement of Misshepeshu indicates that the spirits do not want to deal with non-believers either.
Even the traditionalists experience alienation. Nanapush, the hunter who thinks like
the animals and who can, through ceremony, enter the mind of Eli while he is hunting in
the forest, loses this power along with his food security. The failure of the hunting paired
with the poverty of the reservation and the deadly winter force even Fleur's family to
accept commodity food from the government. For as long as they depend on external
food in substitution for the foods of their traditional subsistence economy, Nanapush is
plagued with nightmares (Erdrich, Tracks 182).
Further, the lumber company announces its approach with loud machine noise that
drives the forest beings closer to the lake (Erdrich, Tracks 220). Nanapush understands
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that the road to the lake now has become a "death road" (209) for the forest. He sees the
trees in a different way now: "The wind in their branches was a shelter of air. I didn't
know why I had ever found them frightful, why I ever wished to translate the language of
their leaves" (209-210). The forest disappears and with it its imprint in the minds of the
people. Here, the forest seems to the elder as a victim and peer in suffering, rather than a
powerful entity.
When the forest is reduced to a square mile around Fleur's cabin, animals as well as
the spirits of the dead crowd together on this last patch. Nanapush is overwhelmed by the
"hum of a thousand conversations" (Erdrich, Tracks 220). The animate environment
seems to be preparing to say its goodbye, and the old man finds the ghosts leaving for
good: "I stopped, stood among those trees whose flesh was so much older than ours, and
it was then that my relatives and friends took final leave, abandoned me to the living"
(220). The effect of dispossession and expulsion may even lead to an existential crisis, as
Christopher Vecsey has demonstrated: "Displacement hurt Indians on all levels of
environmental relation . . . Removal was more than a political loss; it was a crisis of life
itself, a religious crisis of the deepest order" (26).
Where many other Native American novels feature a protagonist embarking on a
vision quest that leads him or her closer to a tribal paradigm, Tracks almost describes the
opposite movement with Fleur as symbolic representative of the tribal community. Her
body as such symbolizes the trauma of the community regarding poverty, discrimination,
despair, and displacement. Jill Jepson stresses the connection between body and homeland by claiming that home and good relationships produce a strong, healthy body, while
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loss or degeneration of homeland leads to a weakening of body and mind (27). While
Nanapush is plagued by nightmares, Fleur becomes physically weak and fearsome. After
her healing ceremony is interrupted by Pauline, and the Kashpaws betray her trust,
causing Fleur to lose her land, she tries to drown herself, but her spirit helper Misshepeshu allows her rescue (Erdrich, Tracks 212-213). This leads to her last act of rebellion
before she leaves her land as a homeless wanderer.
In comparison to Nanapush's survivalist path of increasing cross-cultural competence
and hidden resistance, Fleur's failure seems to lie both in her philosophically not fully
matured relationship to the spirits, as argued above, and in her decision to remain enclosed in the Anishinaabe worldview, not integrating elements of colonial reality sufficiently to successfully interact with it; it is a lesson she learns in the sequel Four Souls
(2004). Thus Fleur finds herself temporarily defeated by the colonialism that invades
their land and tribal cosmos, stealing people's minds and ethics. She does not engage in
storytelling, nor do the narrators document her using rhetorical strategies and oral
communication. Her social and local isolation from others and her ultimate
speechlessness may play a role in her failure to keep colonialism at bay.
As a last act of self-destructive rebellion, Fleur sabotages the last trees on her land.
When the loggers arrive for a last standoff with her and threaten to remove her violently
from her land, an upcoming wind lets the pre-cut trees fall, scaring and hitting the loggers
(Erdrich, Tracks 222-223). Here, again, may be a connection to the buffalo story; mad
self-destruction in the face of doom. It also may be a "one last stand" (Gross 54) of
resistance against colonial threat, a form of "self-domination" and "subversion [that]
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actually does the patriarchy's work" (Schweninger, "Writing Nature" 50). Yet several
indicators speak against an act of thoughtless despair and allow for a different interpretation, one that makes more sense in the framework of Nanapush's goals as storyteller.
The tree spectacle results from careful and hidden preparation over a certain period of
time. The wind comes up at exactly the right time to spare Nanapush and Eli, but to crush
logging equipment and some workers (Erdrich, Tracks 222-223). Fleur's wolfish grin
(223) indicates an application of shamanistic powers as it has reliably done so throughout
the novel. And finally, the trees fall in a circle, completely silencing the noise and voices
of the invaders. This seems like a ceremony, even more than a political statement, even if
the ceremonial elements do not necessarily provide healing, safety, or a solution to
existential danger.
I agree with Angley who, though calling Fleur's action ironic, nevertheless remarks
that "Fleur realizes that power flows through the land, the earth, and as it flows through it
circles back. The land (or the white man's term, "tracts") is not an object of ownership"
(168). The emphasis here must be on the notion of power that circles back. Misshepeshu
as well as the forest can return even if in different shape or condition; the circle shows
that past, present, and future are connected, may even overlay each other. The tree circle
hints at the possibility of repetition, return and renewal. Fleur stands in the middle of that,
literally as well as spiritually. She is indeed, as Nanapush states, "the funnel of our
history" (Erdrich, Tracks 178). The alternating pattern of Nanapush's storytelling in
Tracks and Four Souls further reflects this ceremonial pattern of renewal, creating a
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narrative of social memory that allows for tribal survival and revitalization. His stories
lay the groundwork for remembering and redeeming both Fleur and her forest.
Within the dialogic narratives of Pauline and Nanapush, the deep connection between
Fleur's personal biography and that of her land outline the Anishinaabe cosmos and paradigm, while at the same time keeping it mystical and always a little beyond the full grasp
of the narrators and readers. The very structure of a novel narrated by two of its protagonists facilitates a complex countering of the narrative of colonialism, tribal fragmentation,
and land loss by featuring an animated, cultural landscape at the center of action and
concern. Deliberately or unknowingly both narrators speak from within a tribal paradigm
and its mythology, i.e. from a counter-cosmos to colonialism and 19th century U.S.
American ideology. Especially Nanapush provides descriptions of an animated nature
and its many organisms though his culturally-specific lens, mediating the mind of the
beholder within the Anishinaabe cosmos, trying to steal the hearts of his listeners and, as
a mouthpiece for Erdrich, the hearts of the readers.
Erdrich thus lets Nanapush perform what Humboldt hoped for in his vision of poetic
nature writing. In this chapter's epigraph, Humboldt comments that the little that is passed
down from ancient (Eurasian) peoples' literatures ought to be sought out and examined
most carefully to gain a sense of how these people perceived nature. In Kosmos, Humboldt's overview of nature in world literature is written with explicit intent to demonstrate
that nature affects human thought and sentiment differently, depending on time, location,
and culture (Kosmos, Vol. 2, 50-51). Thus he was eager to learn how the inhabitants of
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different places perceived these, but failed to show a deeper understanding of the poetic
and scientific richness of tribal oral tradition.
Nowadays, Indigenous oral and written literatures are understood as a continuing
tradition from ancient times, providing insight into the deep time of human inhabitation
of various places on earth. Humboldt's call for careful treatment of ancient Eurasian
literatures can today be re-applied to all literatures that are restricted in quantity due to
geographic reasons, their possible nature as oral traditions, culture and language loss, or
other factors. Erdrich emphasizes the necessity of such careful treatment of tribal
literatures as a central task of contemporary authors:
Contemporary Native American writers have therefore a task . . . they
must tell the stories of contemporary survivors while protecting and celebrating the cores of cultures left in the wake of the catastrophe. And in
this, there always remains the land. The approximate 3 percent of the
United States that is still held by Native American nations is cherished in
each detail, still informed with old understandings, still known and used,
in some cases, changelessly. (Erdrich, "Where I Ought to Be" 48)
Deeply embedded in Anishinaabe mythology and yet creatively rendered in a culturally
hybrid medium, Erdrich offers insights into past and contemporary sentiment regarding
nature and the cosmos. Readers do well to appreciate and carefully approach the richness
and valuable contributions of such old Anishinaabe literature in contemporary, creative
artwork. The mystification of Fleur, the incidences of ceremony and shamanistic power,
and the active role of the Pillager forest, the lake, and their spiritual and mythological
forces in the characters' development embed the effects of imposed land issues into a
tribal paradigm, albeit a fictionalized one. The here rendered glimpses of the biocultural
Anishinaabe cosmos leave no space for a nature-culture divide, a wilderness concept, or
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considerations of cultural purity and authenticity. Erdrich thus counters the writings of
non-Native scholars and the story of cultural decline in the shadow of 19th century federal
Indian policies, as discussed in the previous chapter. She practices decolonization, now
no less needed than in the 1900s, by illuminating an Indigenous paradigm and applying a
"positive psychology to focus on the strengths of communities, [to] reveal the positive
aspects of resilience and the acts of resistance, and the survivance needed for social
change" (Chilisa 174). Set in the early 20th century, Tracks emphasizes the survivance of
Native Nations and the preservation of a philosophical and scientific diversity that finds
renewed appreciation in Western science in the 20th and 21st centuries.
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CHAPTER 4
CULTURAL RELATIVIST CONVERSATIONS: AN ECOLOGY OF MIND, LINDA
HOGAN, AND MULTISPECIES RELATIONSHIPS
Wahrhaft kosmische Ansichten sind erst Folge der
Beobachtung und ideeller Combination . . . auch
sind sie nicht das Werk eines einzigen Volkes: sie
sind die Frucht gegenseitiger Mittheilung; eines, wo
nicht allgemeinen, doch großen Völkerverkehrs.
(Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 2, 148)50
Here is a lesson: what happens to the people and
what happens to the land is the same thing. (Hogan,
Dwellings 89)
Alexander von Humboldt's expedition in South America displayed methodologies
that foreshadow and find fruition in 20th and 21st century research, especially that which
acknowledges the global environmental crisis. Offshoots of his transdisciplinary and
pluralist Cosmos Studies also reanimate an intercultural communication zone that had
been suppressed due to 19th century U.S. American politics. This chapter will illuminate
such growing dialogue by tracing the recovery, refinement, and expansion of Humboldt's
conceptualizations in Western science via Franz Boas, Gregory Bateson, Aldo Leopold,
and Bruno Latour, who among others have produced scientific concepts and terms that
help to re-think Western paradigms and to better describe Indigenous ones in EuroAmerican languages. At the same time, Indigenous voices are gaining increasing
visibility, voices that push for intensified intellectual and political interaction. This
chapter will discuss Chickasaw author and activist Linda Hogan's (*1947) response to

50

Translation by author: Truly cosmic views are only a consequence of observation and ideational
combination . . . they are also not the product of a single people; they are the fruit of mutual communication; of a, if not general, yet certainly encompassing interaction between peoples.
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Western scientific developments and furthering of a dialogue in her essay collection
Dwellings (1995). Moreover, detailed textual analysis of Hogan's poetry in Rounding the
Human Corners (2008) outlines her insights into the complexity of human responses to
multispecies relationships and approaches to cosmopolitics. It becomes apparent that
today, Western scholars are no longer just learning about Indigenous paradigms; they
now seem to be learning from them.
As seen in Chapter 1, Humboldt's vision impressed American nature writers such as
Henry David Thoreau. Laura Dassow Walls identifies both Humboldt and Thoreau's
epistemologies with the concept of an "ecology of mind" expressing that "man and nature
were at any level dependent on and expressive of each other, and the "facts' of nature
were energetic co-productions of the human mind operating with and within the field of
natural objects" (Walls, Seeing New Worlds 144). Walls calls this "relational knowing"
(ib.) though not in the sense of kinship-like relations as in Indigenous paradigms, but in
the sense of the positioning of the individual mind within the cosmos and the
impossibility of the contemporary ideal of scientific objectivity (147).
Humboldt's combination of natural and social sciences was somewhat carried on in
19th century versions of anthropology, albeit not free of concepts of race and evolutionary
cultural hierarchies. Eben Kirksey and Stefan Helmreich describe, for instance, how
various 19th century anthropologists practiced early forms of multispecies research out of
their interest in linguistic classifications and the role of animals in Indigenous subsistence
practices and ritual (550). Despite these understandings, the ideologies of Manifest
Destiny and the compartmentalization of the sciences hindered the overall development
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of Humboldt's rich methodologies and theoretical approaches within the 19th century
United States. Particularly, his pluralistic mindset was suppressed by the nation-building
ideology of the break-away settler colony.
Meanwhile, the German Enlightenment and Historicism prospered based on Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottfried Herder, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and the Humboldt
brothers' work in both the natural sciences and humanities. The liberal scholar Franz
Boas (1858-1942), well educated in both realms and later emerging as the father of
modern cultural anthropology, brought Humboldtian approaches back to America in the
late 1880s. He worked toward a new sophistication in the study of nature, culture, and
language within a pluralistic framework.
During his first field trip to the Inuit on Baffin Island in 1883-84, Boas engaged
within Alexander von Humboldt's field of physical geography, or "anthropogeography"
(Bunzl, "Franz Boas" 53), but realized that it could not explain "how environment
determined human behavior" (Walls, Passage to Cosmos 211), for instance population
movements and cultural diffusion. When comparing his scientific findings with Inuit
knowledge, he realized that Indigenous knowledge was more than a result of ecological
determinants (Sanjek 72). Thus, he dismissed geographical determinism (Bunzl, "Franz
Boas" 55) and strongly re-integrated the humanities into his work, especially Wilhelm
von Humboldt's language studies.
Boas was deeply fascinated by the complexity of Inuit culture and their depth of
character (Walls, Passage to Cosmos 211). His visit with the Inuit was followed by
twelve field trips to the Northwest Coast culture area, spanning from the United States
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through Canada into Alaska, between 1886 and 1900 (Sanjek 72). He engaged in participant observation while studying language, behavior, and performances. He worked
especially with Tlingit informant Scott George Hunt to record oral tradition; the two were
in contact over a period of fifty years between 1888-1938 (ib.). And though Boas
conducted his travels roughly in the same period as John Muir did his trips to Alaska,
Boas perceived land and people from the conceptual viewpoint of cultural historicism and
relativism.51 Myths and folklore were the grounds by which Boas tried to prove the
existence of humanist culture in all peoples, overcoming an evolutionary nature-culture
distinction (Bunzl, "Franz Boas" 68).
Boas' paper "The Study of Geography" (1887) addresses the Humboldtian conviction
of interacting aesthetic and affective impulses that blend natural and historical sciences
together, as well as the judgment that every phenomenon was worthy of study for the
mere reason of its existence. Boas adopted Humboldt's holistic approach, even though he
stressed the need for extensive data collection on the particular rather than resorting to
generalizations (Walls, Passage to Cosmos 212-213). Additionally, Boas overcame the
idea of the primitive otherness of people by focusing instead on the history that has
produced the cultural specificity. As did the Humboldt brothers, he identified a value in
cultural diversity as enriching for all mankind (Bunzl, "Boas, Foucault, and the Native
Anthropologist" 437-438; Bunzl, "Franz Boas" 17-19).

51
While Boas tried to accommodate the dominant evolutionary thinking in the 1880s, he deliberately
conducted his studies toward a historicist framework, especially through his focus on myths and folklore in
the 1890s (Bunzl, "Franz Boas" 58-60). Consequently, winter ceremonies and secret societies are at the
core of his study The Social Organization and Secret Societies of the Kwakiutl (1895).
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Furthermore, and in contrast to previous researchers, Boas was interested in how
culture was seen by Indian people themselves, which required an understanding of their
respective mythologies (Sanjek 72-73). Boas followed Alexander von Humboldt's call to
study the literature of peoples by collecting and transcribing oral texts, continuing
Wilhelm von Humboldt's still unpopular linguistic relativism, i.e. his defense of nonWestern languages as no less complex and sophisticated than, for instance, German or
English. While certainly also an expression of salvage ethnography, Boas' motivation was
more than conserving vanishing cultural aspects in museums; he aimed at studying nonliterate peoples' cultures and histories based on philological scholarship that he applied to
their very own texts (Bunzl, "Franz Boas" 17-19). He understood that languages reflect "a
coherent and distinctive perceptual whole and are historically unique and worthy of study
for their own sake" (Walls, Passage to Cosmos 213).52 Thus, they had to be examined
based on their inner form, not in comparison to European languages. Boas' ecology of
mind, if one wanted to apply this term, consisted of the speculation that a relativist
approach could reveal an interplay between the environment and language, and in turn
between language and culture (Bunzl, "Franz Boas" 67, 70), following the notion of
biocultural interrelations.
52

Like the Humboldt brothers, Boas initially assumed a connection between language, social customs
and physical characteristics, but he discovered that the three were not directly corresponding in their geographic distribution. Environmental and social conditions could change physical phenotypes without a
difference in genetic heritage. Following indicators of historical cultural exchange and interpenetration,
Boas found that race was disconnected from culture and language and that each aspect needed to be studied
by different means (Sanjek 72-73). In his essay collection Race, Language, and Culture (1940), Boas fully
developed his anti-evolutionist and anti-racialist conclusions. More than even the Humboldts, Boas realized
that present peoples did not reflect a unidirectional development, especially not a development from simple
to complex as the theory of a savagery-barbarism-civilization ladder stipulated (Bunzl, "Franz Boas 59).
While Alexander von Humboldt speculated that some peoples had degenerated from supposedly higher
levels of intellectual sophistication, Boas questioned the theory of such stages and stressed the historicity of
all peoples.
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The connections between language and epistemology and the notion of an ecology of
mind continued to be topics of reflection for Gregory Bateson (1904-1980). As with
Boas, Bateson's anthropological concerns were influenced by his interest in the natural
sciences, especially biology (Levy and Rappaport 381). After conducting research on the
concept of ethos and for a photographic ethnography with Boas' former student Margaret
Mead in Bali, Bateson shifted his interest in the 1940s. Combining insights from ethnology, psychology, and behavioral studies, he decided to use the terminology of cybernetics
and communication to express epistemology.
A collection of thirty-five papers over a period of over thirty-six years, Steps to an
Ecology of Mind (1972) outlines the assumption that humans and nature would ideally
live in sustainability in a functioning, self-correcting cybernetic system, which he calls
the Mind. Such a homeostatic and interconnected natural system is characterized by
circular cause-and-effect structures and includes change that serves to keep certain
aspects constant. In contrast and tension with the circular characteristic of nature, Bateson
assumed that human consciousness is dominated by purposeful, linear, and thus
narrowing thought (Levy and Rappaport 385): "Consciousness and purposiveness are
seen by Bateson as an evolutionary Pandora's Box that, once opened, gave man power at
the potential expense of wisdom. For rational thought is by its nature linear, selective,
and distorting of the systemic connectedness of nature" (Keesing 371).
Yet since human consciousness is adaptive, the tension can be mitigated by striving
for a dynamic balance between purposeful thought and pattern-comprehending processes
of emotion and aesthetics that are connected to the unconscious as a realm of systemic
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integration (Levy and Rappaport 385; Keesing 371). The relation between linear thought
and emotion is reminiscent of Humboldt's idea of affective perception as an impulse for
rational study of the particular and as a means to keep an eye on the whole, but Bateson
uses these factors as a scale relation.
Bateson's epistemological concept of an ecology of mind and the need for integration
of human rationality into a larger system is strongly reflective of 20th century concerns
regarding ecological ethics. Ecologist Aldo Leopold (1887-1948) introduced the term and
formative concept of a land ethic as an early call for a change in attitudes and values in A
Sand County Almanac (1949). Leopold saw ethics toward the land as a third step in the
history of ethics, beginning with ethics between individuals and then between individuals
and society: "The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include
soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land" (171). When man becomes a
citizen in a biotic community by developing an ecological consciousness, he connects
both emotionally and intellectually with the ecological energy circuit (171, 179, 181,
190). Expressed in the terms of cybernetics and communication sciences, Leopold's
energy circuit is the concrete, biological manifestation of Bateson's abstract system, the
Mind. The emotional connection to it counters potentially misleading rationality or
purposeful thought.
Cultural perspectives that establish a distance between human and nature, expressed
and enforced through science and practice, can obliterate human membership within a
larger community and create a systemic disorder. Bateson identifies failure of adaptive
consciousness as an epistemological error and ignorance, creating ideological implica-
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tions. These in turn are reflected in situational ethics, such as those Leopold identifies as
destructive and which he aimed to transform. On the one hand, Bateson adopts Boas'
cultural relativism when concluding that each culture produces its own, equally valid
cybernetic system or Mind and with that an equally valid ontology and idea of harmony
and normative behavior or sanity. However, Boas' cultural relativism does not account
for the going astray of an entire culture. In contrast, Bateson's theory acknowledges that
an entire culture can suffer from systemic disorder that renders it insufficiently adaptive
(Levy and Rappaport 385-386).
Bateson considers the "decimation of aboriginal populations, by the degradation of
ecological systems, by economic oppression, and by senseless wars and arms races . . . to
be manifestations of a limited number of deeper disorders of a systemic nature" (Levy
and Rappaport 385). This assumption implies that Occidental epistemology, i.e. Western
culture, suffers from a disorder that obstructs adaption to the Mind as a functioning
system. By enforcing control and the power of change to the natural and social environment, Western culture can disrupt or even destroy the system or Mind. Thus Bateson
identifies what Yuchi-Muscogee scholar Daniel Wildcat has termed a "culture of selftermination," in which people are "attempting ecological suicide on a global scale" (39).
Bateson's call for humility aims at a skepticism toward culturally constructed and
potentially unbalanced science due to its lack of emotion and real impact of the subconscious. Humility consists of a progress toward a middle ground between linear, purposeful thought and affective impulse. It corresponds to Leopold's call for a compassionate re-
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integration into a larger biotic community, i.e. an ecological consciousness of relationship
and interconnectedness that can transform human activity to support the Mind.
Leopold and Bateson, unlike Boas with his dedication to empirical detail and the particular, embrace generalization and abstraction, aiming at a paradigm shift in scientific
thinking. The notion of a multispecies community and holistic, information processing
systems that interweave individuals, societies, and ecosystems is not new for Indigenous
peoples. Both Leopold and Bateson identify a crisis in Western thought and science,
albeit in their own terms and through their own associations. According to Bateson,
mainstream Occidental epistemology does not understand the Mind, thus negatively
impacting the constitutive systems.
Therefore, various researchers have approached alternative conceptualizations and
theoretical models. Bruno Latour (*1947) has been one of the driving forces of actornetwork theory, which assumes material and semiotic, i.e. conceptual, relationships that
allow for agency of non-human entities. This agency reaches beyond natural causality or
symbolic projection (Latour, Reassembling the Social 10) and makes everything part of a
re-defined social realm (10-12). Similar to Bateson's ecology of Mind, actor-network
theory aims at transforming Western epistemology as part of a paradigm shift that can
overcome 19th century American intellectual legacies. In addition to cybernetics and
actor-network theory, re-examinations of race and gender in natural sciences and the
humanities, environmental and human-animal studies, as well as science and technology
studies have further dissolved the ideology of a human-nature division in the 20th century
(Kirksey and Helmreich 550, 566).
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In Politics of Nature (2004), Latour employs the key phrase "political ecology" to reunite the natural and the political realm after centuries of culture-nature distinctions (3).
He calls for a simultaneous preoccupation "with the sciences, with natures, and with
politics, in the plural" (3), a new version of Humboldt's Cosmos Studies. To bring these
sciences into democracy, Latour means that democracy needs to "be extended to nonhumans" (223), especially by drawing from ecology and social sciences (226). Following
Latour's concept of political ecology, Stengers stresses the need for a cosmopolitical
proposal that deviates from the Kantian idea of cosmopolitanism and that re-considers
notions of equality and urgency (Stengers 994). Given the long-term experience
indigenous peoples have with such a political ecology, the possibility for an intensive
intercultural communication zone is stronger today than it may ever have been before.
Indeed, Latour and Stengers' cosmopolitics concept has evolved as a new term to
describe the global Indigenous movement because it is based on relational ontologies
(Adamson, "Indigenous Literatures, Multinaturalism, and Avatar" 146).
A Cosmopolitics or multispecies democracy, however, requires non-human voices
and participation and thus an answer to the question if anyone can speak or translate for
other species. Inspired by Donna Haraway's work in When Species Meet (2008) and her
analysis of non-human entities as agents, multispecies ethnography has been identified as
a methodological concept in interdisciplinary research. It examines "how a multitude of
organisms' livelihoods shape and are shaped by political, economic, and cultural forces"
(Kirksey and Helmreich 545) and calls for "new genres of naturalcultural [sic] criticism"
(565). Delineating humans as biological subjects and understanding multispecies
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relationships as human nature these studies also allow the Western mind a better concepttualization of tribal ontologies. As Latour has expressed, anthropologists have long
struggled with the realization that Indigenous paradigms do not draw "correspondences
between the order of nature and the social order" (Politics of Nature 44), but that they
simply make no distinction.
Yet the subjects examined by multispecies ethnographers and those in Indigenous
ontologies do not always correspond. Sylvie Poirier explains that Indigenous paradigms
treat reciprocal relations as "embodied to the extent that they are constitutive of one's self
(of one's corporeality, bodily-self) and identity" (77). Indigenous ontologies may, for
instance, extend personhood beyond the Western scientific definition of a living organism
and may identify mountains, cradleboards, or weather phenomena as persons, whereas a
multispecies ethnographer might not. Further, multispecies ethnographers may consider
microbes and multispecies interaction on or in an organic body, which in turn may not
correspond to Indigenous notions.
This recognition invites a renewed engagement with Indigenous epistemologies. In
Red Alert! Saving the Planet with Indigenous Knowledge (2009), Wildcat explains and
promotes Indigenous perspectives on various environmental issues, especially climate
change. In accordance with biocultural diversity conservation, he promotes the
application of Indigenous knowledges (pl.) for global problem-solving strategies: "In
order to acquire insights into how to live well in the diverse environments of this planet,
humankind needs multigenerational deep spatial knowledges as well as scientific
knowledge and its application in increasingly powerful technologies" (Wildcat 15-16).
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Kiowa author N. Scott Momaday's "An American Land Ethic" (1970) can be read as
a response to Leopold's "The Land Ethic" (1949). Momaday illustrates the deep connection between the principle of appropriateness in land ethics and Indigenous oral
tradition, which by implication is reflected in contemporary Indigenous literature. He
concludes that people suffer from a psychic dislocation in time and space, a statement
that resonates strongly with Bateson's diagnosis of a systemic disorder in the Western
world. Momaday identifies a human need to re-orient to the individual and communal
experience and memory through an act of imagination and adherence to oral tradition.
This re-orientation would realize Leopold's call toward a re-integration into a multispecies, biotic community.
Momaday's thoughts are continued and specified in "Native American Attitudes to the
Environment" (1976). Similarly to the scientific model of co-adaptation, Momaday
describes the Native American land ethic as a "matter of reciprocal appropriation" (80).
He explains that the human-nature relationship is understood through cultural experience,
and it is connected to the idea of vision, both physical and imaginative. There is a physical and a non-physical reality of land, which are appropriated into one reality of perception. Life and well-being are based on the principle of appropriateness, or what Tewa
scholar Gregory Cajete has termed a "broad-based ecological philosophy" ("Philosophy"
46). This principle, in turn, is reflected in the oral tradition that serves as the threshold for
traditional ecological knowledge.
Annette Jaimes on the topic of a Native American land ethic writes that it "requires an
ethical relationship to the environment combined with a sustainable economy for self-
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sufficiency" (278) in the form of a "mutually benefitting interdynamic of integration and
intra-dependence, as in a living organism" (279). This echoes Cajete's concept of Native
science, in which rational thought is complemented by "the inclusion of heart and being"
in order to better understand "the nature or essence of things" ("Philosophy" 55), which
are subjected to constant change. These facets of an Indigenous paradigm relate to Humboldt's idea of nature as a living whole and the complementary roles of intuition and
reason, as well as to the role of affect in Bateson's ecology of Mind. Indigenous paradigms thus seem to offer functioning manifestations of integrating human rationality and
affection within a sustainable, holistic system.
Like Momaday, Chickasaw and Anglo-American environmental writer and activist
Linda Hogan (*1947) directly comments on Western scientific developments and
additionally complements them by an Indigenous perspective.53 Hogan has participated in
meetings of Native Science Dialogues, which brings together Indigenous and nonIndigenous thinkers to discuss knowledge systems (Stein 114). She understands creative
writing as a very effective way to translate Indigenous knowledge and concepts into
words that can be understood by non-Native people. Some activism, Hogan states,
offends people enough to create a reaction of general rejection, but one "can really
change the world with a good story" (qtd. in Harrison 171). Since the reader can identify

53

Hogan is well-known for her environmental writing in a variety of genres. The close observation of
the natural environment, human-nature relationships, and emotional and psychological reactions to them
also characterize much of Hogan's poetry, including Rounding the Human Corners (2008). Her novels deal
with historical experiences of diverse Native American communities and their deep connection with
environmental concerns. They reflect the tension between American Indian religious freedom and the
Endangered Species Act (Harrison, 167), most strongly in Power (1998) and People of the Whale (2008).
The novels demonstrate complicated and difficult decisions, communities torn by differing opinions, and an
impossibility of any simple right-or-wrong judgment.
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with the narrators or characters in literary works, they provide easier access to culturally
different, or simply differing perspectives and further create emotional engagement of the
reader with the issues the story relates (Cook 2).
The conversational style of storytelling, the reader's affective reaction to passages of
nature writing and autobiography, and the engaging, activist mission also play a fundamental role in Hogan's non-fiction essay collection Dwellings: A Spiritual History of the
Living World (1995). Through insightful intercultural philosophical and ethical discussions, Hogan connects Bateson's notion of interconnectedness between individual,
society, and ecosystem with an Indigenous relational paradigm. She focuses on the
concept of "terrestrial intelligence" (Dwellings 11) and non-human agency, i.e. the ability
of an entity or being to act and possibly make moral choices. This concept directly relates
to actor-network theory and multispecies ethnography. Moreover, the concept of a
terrestrial intelligence acknowledges earth or the cosmos to have its own agency only
insufficiently understood by humans. Hogan states that she uses "lessons learned from the
land" in order to "reflect the different histories of ways of thinking and being in the
world" (12).
Examining these different histories of epistemology, Hogan criticizes several Western
scientific studies and cites researchers from various disciplines in regards to humannature relationships. The intertextual character of the essays in Dwellings is high,
reaching from scientific studies to poetic works, as well as from Jungian psychology to
various tribal literatures and practices. Indicating both an ecological and a psychological
component, she stresses her perception of the global environmental crisis as being a

164
mental or epistemological crisis as well. Thus, Hogan explores a communication zone
between Western and Indigenous science and engages in a conversation on environmental ethics in the modern world.
The unifying structure of Dwellings results from using autobiographical anecdotes as
hooks for each chapter. Katherine Chandler has claimed that the essays, most of which
have been individually published before, do not form a "cohesive assemblage," but are
"linked by reemerging themes and a consistent worldview" (19). Yet one may also interpret this as a habit closer to Native American oral storytelling sessions, in which an
assembly of stories will be provided in reaction to an identified need of the listener.
Leslie Marmon Silko stresses that "a great deal of the story is believed to be inside the
listener; the storyteller's role is to draw the story out of the listeners" (Yellow Woman 50).
In the case of Dwellings, the assumed reader seems to be one most familiar with
Western cultural heritage. Seeing her stories as one of the first encounters the Western
reader may have with tribal worldviews, Hogan refrains from scholarly lecturing. Her
strategy to translate Indigenous concepts is to provide stories that give her readers a
feeling for the essence and significance of diverse phenomena, from an eagle feather to a
single corn plant in the central kiva of Chaco Canyon. Selected impressions, characters
who invite identification, and inter-culturally familiar human reactions and interactions
are favored against lengthy ethnographic explanation. In response to the reader's struggle
with the current environmental and epistemological crisis, the loose essay collection
provides ample opportunities to discover stories and story fragments that emotionally and
intellectually strike a chord.
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Following a brief preface, Hogan immediately presents a tribal perspective in the
autobiographical essay "The Feathers." In the first sentence, Hogan states that she
"prayed for an eagle feather" (Dwellings 15). This statement stipulates both the high
significance of such a feather and its connection to religious practice. Yet instead of
explicitly explaining the tribal and personal meaning of eagle feathers, Hogan provides a
compilation of stories that implicitly translates the feathers' meaning to the reader. The
first story recalls a dream leading to the sighting of an eagle and the finding of a feather.
For a non-Native reader in particular, the story may be challenging. Hogan admits that it
"rubs the wrong way against logic" (17), implicitly meaning a Western logic, but stresses
that such phenomena have been known for "tens of thousands of years" (17) by her
ancestors. It becomes clear that she invites and challenges her culturally distinct readers
to open-mindedly encounter alternative perceptions of the world, rather than to accept
only what fits their concepts of rationality, reality, and probability. Hogan thus confirms
Humboldt's statement, as quoted in the chapter epigraph, that an understanding of the
cosmos is a matter of long-term intercultural, intellectual exchange. Hogan clarifies that
alternative ontologies and epistemologies have co-existed for thousands of years and
deserve consideration.
Hogan's next anecdote in "The Feathers" deals with a feather that develops its own
life by disappearing from a secured box and appearing at will at a different place where it
points at the location of a lost umbilical cord in a traditional bag. The mindset needed to
conceptually deal with such mystical powers of the world, Hogan states with irony, is
"less primitive than the rational present" (Dwellings 19). Hogan turns around the colonial,
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and thus still wide-spread cultural hierarchy by questioning the reach of Western
rationality and science when it comes to understanding the workings of the cosmos. She
reflects what Bateson has identified as systemic disorders or misled epistemologies that
impact the sustainability of the Mind, stressing the necessity of learning about and
acknowledgeing the potential of culturally different perspectives and alternative ways of
knowing.
Other essays in Dwellings focus on specific animals and discuss their existence from
various cultural angles. These narratives also show how similar animals and humans are
in their basic needs of life, especially survival and procreation. Hogan also stresses that
aspects thought to be uniquely human may not be that, as seen in animals sharing the use
of tools, altruism, and art production with humans (113). In "The Bats," the touching
anecdote of two rescued bats struggling to survive and procreate is connected to a passage that puts the reader into the body of a bat:
For them, the world throws back a language . . . Everything answers, the
corner of a house, the shaking leaves of a wind-blown tree, the solid voice
of bricks. A fence post talks back . . . A wall sings out its presence. There
are currents of air loud as ocean waves, a music of trees, stones, charred
stovepipes. Even our noisy silences speak out in a dark dimension of
sound that is undetected by our limited hearing in the loud, vibrant land in
which we live. (Hogan, Dwellings 26)
The poetic language used to illustrate a bat's perception of the world is a capturing. The
pictured environment's ability to communicate and be heard by bats gives it a subject
position with a potential for agency. The final sentence admits to the human longing for a
more differentiated seeing of the environment and a detail of observation that escapes our
rough senses. Again, Hogan juxtaposes Western and Indigenous approaches to the world.

167
A brief remark about American military experimenting with bats as bomb carriers, i.e.
disposable resources, is followed by mentioning some southern tribes revering bats as
"people from the land of souls, land where moon dwells" (Dwellings 26) and as sources
for medicinal powers. This essay illustrates Bateson's approach to explaining the cosmos
or Mind via the terminology of communication as well as the phenomenon of a human
epistemology that can obstruct intuitive perception and respective understanding of the
Mind. Moreover, the notion of non-human actors involved in a network of
communication partially coincides with studies of multispecies ethnographers regarding
non-human communication patterns.
Among Hogan's essays, "A Different Yield" and "Creations" most strongly cite and
refer to other sources. Especially "A Different Yield" reads like a critical column on the
nature, goals, and usefulness of Western science. Hogan discusses scientific studies that
bestow respect on plants and animals by considering them as subjects rather than reducing them to objects and function, based on getting a feeling for the studied organisms.
Refering to Nobel Laureate Barbara McClintock, who studied genetic change and
regulation in corn, Hogan claims that as a biologist, McClintock merely translated "what
the plants spoke into a human tongue" (Dwellings 48), an idea fundamental to the
practice of cosmopolitics. Hogan also draws a connection of this feeling to the artists'
notion of a muse and Native American notions of healers as those "who hear the world
and pass its wisdom along" (50). All efforts are united by the effort of feeling and
listening literally and metaphorically to different species and organisms as parts of a
living environment. This corresponds to Humboldt and Boas' emphasis on affect and
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intuition as well as Bateson's call for emotion and aesthetics as balancing forces of an
adaptive consciousness.
Following along the lines of Bateson's diagnosis of Occidental epistemology, Hogan
then identifies a "broken connection," stating that "a separation . . . has taken place
between us and nature" (Dwellings 52). Following the concept of an ancient covenant
between humans and non-humans, Hogan stipulates that "we have strayed from the
treaties we once had with the land and with the animals" (11).54 With psychologist C.A.
Meier, Hogan cites a "physical and mental breaking point" in human life that pairs
"spiritual fragmentation" with "ecological destruction" (52). The current crisis is as
(environ)mental as the current situation in the U.S. is (post-)colonial.
At this point, Hogan builds on Bateson's approach with insights from Indigenous
paradigms and oral tradition. In order to achieve a balancing act between rational, linear
thought and affective understanding of the circular structures in the larger system, be it
called cosmos, creation, or Mind, the very act of communication has to be transformed to
facilitate spirituality. The solution for the crisis lies in the choices of language use, which
is also the necessary basis for spirituality. In "A Different Yield" and "Creations," but
also penetrating the other essays in the collection, Hogan traces the relevance of language
and story to worldview and spirituality. She reminds the reader that "[i]n nearly all

54

Christopher Vecsey has provided a very helpful explanation of Indigenous concepts of a treaty or
covenant among humans and non-humans: "In their ethical relations with persons of nature, Indians
assumed: first, that natural entities were essentially equal in value or worth to humans; second, that
nonhuman persons expressed their intentions, needs, dislikes, and rights; third, that nonhumans entered
covenants with humans for mutual benefit; there were social contracts between humans and non-humans;
and fourth, there was reciprocity in these relations between humans and nonhumans" (20).
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creation accounts . . . life was called into being through language, thought, dreaming, or
singing, acts of interior consciousness" (Dwellings 80-81).
Cosmological narratives answer people's questions about the world and their place in
it. They explain how people may and ought to deal with the world: "They are the deepest,
innermost cultural stories of our human journeys toward spiritual and psychological
growth" (Dwellings 51). All origin narratives, even in the form of ideologies, are some
sort of myth. The narratives that fancy Western science, progress, capitalism, or the
American Dream, a "language of trade and commerce, of laws that can be bent" (45-46),
provide value systems and prescriptions of how to react to the environment. Thus, if the
old stories of extinction and progress toward an apocalypse have led to a crisis, any
possible solution logically calls for new stories: "We need new stories, new terms and
conditions that are relevant to the love of the land" (94). Consequently, Hogan draws
from various peoples' myths about the world, including the Popol Vuh, one of the earliest
recorded environmental texts in the Americas. Other references reach from Uruguayan
journalist and author Eduardo Galeano and Oglala Lakota Wild West show-star and
author Luther Standing Bear to anthropologist, philosopher, and natural science writer
Loren Eiseley and astronomer-physicist Chet Raymo.
The search calls for a healing language, a "language of creation" (Hogan, Dwellings
59): "We are looking for a tongue that speaks with reverence for life, searching for an
ecology of mind" (60). The ecology of mind, in Hogan's interpretation, encompasses
respect for all organisms and elements of the cosmos as divine pieces of creation (96), as
well as an acknowledgement of a "terrestrial intelligence" (95) that reaches beyond
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humankind's capability of understanding: "Hogan's ultimate destination is a terrestrial,
not a celestial, spirituality. Her search for a life force is centered on earth" (Chandler 19).
Thus, the only sustainable approach to creation is spirituality and the responsibilities it
prescribes, as the subtitle of Dwellings already indicates. Further, as Gregory Cajete has
discussed, religion results as an integrative "theology of place," i.e. a spiritual or sacred
ecology ("Look to the Mountain" 3), in which "no division exists between science and
spirituality" (Cajete, "Philosophy" 53). Hogan claims that "caretaking is the utmost
spiritual and physical responsibility of our time, and perhaps that stewardship is finally
our place in the web of life, our work, the solution to the mystery of what we are"
(Dwellings 115). The call for a more ecologically responsible spirituality is paired with
an invitation to discover or rediscover the power of ceremony and ritual that renews one's
own health and one's ties to the cosmos. Indeed, Chandler writes, "reading Dwellings can
become a ceremonial act in itself, for Hogan's essays are at moments poetic enough to
suggest a form of ritualistic chanting" (27).
The concept of literature describing and functioning as a sort of ceremony is indeed
reflected in the works of many Native American authors. Many protagonists in Native
American fiction are alienated from their tribal community, are disconnected from
elements of the tribal paradigm, and seek re-entry into a meaningful cultural and spiritual
existence: "Indigenism, as a way of approaching life with a more natural and balanced
world, requires one to consider his/her existence as a spiritual quest as well as the sociocultural creation of identity" (Jaimes 291). Hogan understands alienation from land and
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community as a relatively common problem for Indigenous people, but also sees a
potential:
We, too, have suffered the loss of our relationships with animals and
plants by force and conquest, and we have become dependent on the same
forces that have caused such devastation, but we still can look to the roots
of Native tradition for the intelligence that once sustained our lives and
hope to understand it again. (Hogan, "First People" 18)
Thus, the multispecies relationships inherent in the natural environment play a crucial
role for an Indigenous identity quest. In many novels, the protagonist's quest for cultural
belonging is presented as an allusion to a ceremony, or even more specifically a vision
quest within a cosmopolitical framework. Hogan's Dwellings includes a note in the
preface that indicates that the task of some literature is to enable a process similar to
ceremony: "Some of this work connects the small world of humans with the larger universe, containing us in the same way that native ceremonies do, showing us both our
place and a way of seeing" (12). Just as words, phrases, and stories create and influence
reality in actual ceremonies, creative writing, including creative non-fiction, can echo a
ceremonial creation of reality.
Fiction, especially in the form of novels, provides perhaps the best space and time to
develop this idea and to make such a function of literature successful. Two of the most
well known novels of this kind, of course, are Momaday's House Made of Dawn (1968)
and Silko's Ceremony (1977). Narrative structure, returning motifs, and references to
myth and ritual indicate a novel tracing the protagonist's passage through a ritual, i.e. if
fiction echoes ceremony. Hogan sees such literature as fundamentally activist:
"Spirituality necessitates certain kinds of political action. If you believe that the earth,
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and all living things, and all the stones are sacred, your responsibility really is to protect
those things" (qtd. in Coltelli, Winged Words 79).
Hogan's poetry collection Rounding the Human Corners (2008) continues her
reflections on human identity as part of creation, on how humans perceive and interact
with the world, and on relationships and responsibilities. "The whole world / loves the
unlayered human" (xv), Hogan writes in an introductory poem to this collection and sets
out to uncover such essential humanity behind all our complicated presence, psychological and ideological contradictions, and intricacies of history. While Dwellings invites an
intercultural communication about the directions of contemporary societies, Rounding the
Human Corners illuminates individual psychological processes and, as Bateson might
say, the interaction between purposeful thought and the emotional stirrings of the subconscious. The poetry collection thus illustrates various factors and responses regarding
diverse individual confrontations with cosmopolitics.
The first of three parts, "Unlayering the Human," asks the fundamental question of
the nature of the human essence. Hogan begins with musings about the physicality of life.
The verse, "To enter life, be food" (Rounding the Human Corners 1) draws the attention
to the cycles of life and death, as well as the circular structure of the food chain within
the natural system. In "Journey," the narrator identifies as "me, the animal" (2) who, as all
others, is on a journey, drawn ahead like a river. The poem "Inside" further traces bodily
transformations through the fundamental phenomenon of eating, where a "buffalo soup /
becomes a woman," wild grapes become "human wine," and "deer meat becomes hands /
strong enough to work" (3). In the end, these transformations create a fluidity of bodily
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forms that leaves identity "still unknown, still a mystery" (4) due to its multispecies
nature. This section indicates universal processes that, despite their culturally specific
perception, are essentially congruent.
Hogan then considers the psychological underpinnings of human existence. None of
the human body's "five holy places," she identifies in "Gentling the Human," is easy to
work with; "the heart, the spirit, the secret, the mysterious, / and the deeply hidden"
(Rounding the Human Corners 9) complicate any attempt of self-understanding. In
"Mysteries of the Bed," however, she states that when the subconscious is active, there
"lies only an eyelid" (11) between the human and the cosmos. The deeper relationships
between humans and the environment may unfold in the subconscious mind. The final
poems in this section focus on the motives of light, color, and destiny, dealing with a
range of phenomena, including rapture at the beauty of the world, decay, renewal, and the
double-edged sword of evolution. The quest for human nature ends with a sense of
community, sharing, and belonging in "We Will Feed You." This section emphasizes
affective, subconscious, or transcendental knowledge that results in impressions and
premonitions rather than rational explanations.
The second part, "Rounding the Human Corners," features various situations of
human experience that documented instances of separation between humans and their
environment, as the first poem, "Loneliness," paradigmatically exposes. Similarly, the
poem "Alone" deals with the delicacy of birth and death in regards to human interaction
with landscape and animals. "Skin Boats" describes the human yearning to overcome
separation by placing oneself in wood and skin canoes, as if embedding oneself in the
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natural environment and thus becoming part of it again. This section of the book critically
illuminates many breaks in human relationships with each other and the cosmos, while at
the same time providing moments of wonder and interspecies compassion. "The Heron,"
for instance, features the compassionate interaction between the narrator and a dying
heron. The poem "Turtle Watchers" identifies the shoreline as a place of access to interspecies communication and to the "rounding [of] the human corners" (Rounding the
Human Corners 51) for the sake of equal partnership with other species. Since the book's
title derives from this poem, Hogan's overall positive and hopeful attitude for inter- and
multispecies communication and healthy relationships becomes clear. Here, Hogan's
insights strongly correspond to the concept of cosmopolitics because she outlines
intuitive possibilities for such practice.
The third and last section, "Affinity," focuses strongly on compassion and the human
longing for harmony with the environment. "Moving the Woodpile," for instance, addresses the painful remorse and helplessness over an accidentally destroyed wasp nest. "Deer
Dance" illuminates human-animal transformations, and "At the Water" expresses human
longing for an escape from human violence by joining the fish in the freedom of open
water. This section also reflects on the difficulties of being in this world and the dangers
it entails for humans as well as fellow species. "Affinity: Mustang" tells of a women who
joins a horse in its mourning for a lost foal. "Children of Light" is about giving birth to a
girl, while posing the energy of new life against the harm that may afflict her and the
harm her ancestors have experienced. The poem "Hearts" discusses how war creates
anger among its victims, spreading aggression like a magnetic reaction.
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A major motif in the poetry collection is that of light, literally and metaphorically,
and connected with it, color and shadow. As Hogan shows, both the presence and
absence of light can illuminate the quest for a human essence. The poem "Light" in
particular juxtaposes light and shadows at various times and in various environments,
concluding that "it is light, after all, / first and last, we live for, die for" (Rounding the
Human Corners 20). "The Thief of Light," on the other hand, plays with the idea of a
man stealing light. Humans have to move "by feel and memory" (78), led by the
immediate senses, which allows them to re-discover "the feel / of a forgotten footstep, / . .
. / the paths of ancestors" (78). The return to sensibility and subjective experience is thus
significant in both Indigenous paradigms, as indicated in this poem, and in Western
approaches to the cosmos as seen with Humboldt's early example.
Further, the motif of light in Hogan's poems draws attention to an inclusive awareness
of creation. "Shine" focuses on creatures that are not easily appreciated by humans, but
Hogan remarks that the shiny bodies of insects seem "as if the signature of creation / is
written on the small, / the unloved" (Rounding the Human Corners 85). The poem also
talks about worms, spiders, and rats as significant parts of creation. Finally, "The Small"
features the creation of light in the process of decay and the linguistically playful idea
that "the dead at last, / all, finally, [are] enlightened" (17). Thus, following the light is a
way of knowing and being in the world.
Hogan also plays with perspectives and foci as with a zoom of a camera. "Anatomy,"
for example, speaks of the wonderment about the spine being the first and the tailbone the
last pieces of human anatomy to have substance in the cycle of creation and decay. This
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is followed by "Whale Rising," a poem on the sighting of mighty whales. Then, the focus
immediately narrows to the small toe of the human foot. This pulsing enlarging and
narrowing of focus and the respective shift of attention and awe for macro- and microstructures emphasize the need for more complex and subtle forms of attention and
thought.
The collection contains beautiful instances of natural observation, albeit in a poetic
form. "Winter Solstice" draws the image of a calm, cold winter day. The narrator is
caring for the horses when she finds a fresh snake skin. Since snakes should be in hibernation, the anomaly allows for wonderment. The poem captivates with its simplicity and
the sense of peace it displays. Further, the connection of a usual winter day's chores with
the legacy of a "ten thousand years old" (Hogan, Rounding the Human Corners 49)
animal species provides a sense of time depth and seasonality. Snakes are older than
humans and horses and may still be there when these co-inhabitants are gone. The present
day and the whole of evolution are integrated here.
Other variants of such environmental writing are "The Radiant," "The Heron," and
"The Night Constant." "The Radiant" features the ways of the manta ray. The royal
beauty of a ray observed in the wild and a story about a ray flying over a fishing boat are
juxtaposed with a reminder of realism by referring to a habitat of "fished-out places /
beyond the reef where coral is dying" (Hogan, Rounding the Human Corners 45). By
connecting an awe-struck observation with a narrative and with the phenomenon of a
degraded environment, the complex knowledge and human feelings about the
environment are expressed. Most people may know stories about specific organisms, and
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some more may be aware of the extent of our environmental crisis, but only a few may be
able to add extensive personal experience to their understanding of the world.
The poem "The Heron" eventually moves the attention away from the human. The
narrator lifts up a dying heron whose perspective is provided in the last stanza:
You could kill me or help me.
I know you and I have no choice
but to give myself up
and in whatever supremacy of this moment,
hold your human hand
with my bent claws.
(Hogan, Rounding the Human Corners 33)
In this case, a bird speaks or thinks in its own voice, or rather, the "I" in the poem
becomes the spokesperson for the bird as representative of the natural environment.
Human intentions are too uncertain to be known from the animal side and when flight is
impossible, the heron confirms the ultimate bond between humans and nature by
choosing to trust rather than to fight. The bird's thoughts, however, take place only in the
narrator's mind and are a projection of self-reflection about the ambiguity of human
behavior. The poem presents a benevolent narrator who may give the dying heron
company and care, but it also stresses the role of humans as predators.
The complicity of humans in environmental degradation, even if not acting as immediate predators, is also the topic in "The Night Constant." The narrator senses a lion
walking outside in the dark and muses about the increasing destruction of its habitat. This
leads to insight about human self-betrayal:
and with all the lies we tell ourselves
so we won't see the world collapse
but when it does
it is not from what is known
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but from what is never seen
(Hogan, Rounding the Human Corners 76)
The avoidance of learning about and fully understanding the ongoing ecological
destruction allows humans to downplay the critical situation in their minds. It allows
refraining from the immediate individual action and the acceptance of responsibility for
change. Yet even if the will for harmony is given, humans often are helpless in the
execution. "Moving the Woodpile" deals with the human desire to live in harmony with
other species, while the reality is one of almost unavoidable destruction, as if "being
human [one] could not help it" (63). The narrator accidentally destroys a wasp nest when
moving wood:
I've always wished
to hold the truly stolen, broken world together
but my every move is to break
by degrees, acres, even the smallest atom.
(Hogan, Rounding the Human Corners 63)
The human tendency to destroy, even unintentionally, seems something the narrator is
resigned to. To the upset wasps, even the narrator's attempt to give back the broken part
of their nest is the behavior of an "untamed woman" (Hogan, Rounding the Human
Corners 63). Destruction cannot so easily be mitigated. While so-called civilized humans
conventionally speak of everything but their own kind as untamed, they constantly upset
natural processes, thus seeming untamed and out of order themselves from an ecological
point of view. Hogan turns the notion of wildness upside down and singles humans out
as, in Batesons' view, disturbers of the Mind.
Implied by the narrator's attitude in "Moving the Woodpile," Hogan addresses
elements of Indigenous environmental ethics in a series of poems. She suggests com-
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passion and multispecies community as a first step toward improvement of knowledge,
ethics, and behavior. "Affinity: Mustang" tells the story of a women giving company to a
mother horse who has lost her foal. The fragility of the horse that "matches the land, /
belonging" (Rounding the Human Corners 64) is met with the narrator's compassion. The
mare's destiny melts into that of Kiowa ponies massacred by American soldiers. The
Kiowa's singing during the horse massacre allows the narrator to do the same for the
mourning mare. Sharing the sense of mourning in past and present while walking
together, narrator and horse temporarily become "the same animal" (65), interacting
beyond corporeal and cultural boundaries.
While compassion opens the heart for other species, humbleness allows for learning.
In "Humble," a solitary old house at the sea shore is compared to the architecture of the
human body, waiting for the world to "hold it in great kindness" (Hogan, Rounding the
Human Corners 5), which, again, expresses the desire for harmony. The poem ends with
the only verses of the book printed in italics: "I am down on my knees. / Maybe now I can
begin to learn something" (6). Hogan suggests that the only way to grasp the nature of
humankind and to develop an ecology of mind, as outlined in Dwellings, is to let go of
presumed scholarship and to become the disciple of the rest of creation. Her call for
humbleness and engagement in different ways of learning thus directly relates to
Leopold's and Bateson's suggestions regarding the Western epistemological and
axiological crisis. In turn, cosmopolitics as a theoretical framework and multispecies
ethnography provide a potential for pairing diverse intuitive, Indigenous, and Western
scientific contributions to learning from and about the cosmos.
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Awe is presented as a gateway to insight that results in thankfulness and contentment.
These are also, in Hogan's definition, the elements of an earth-based spirituality or
ecology of mind. The poem "Rapture" shows that being alive could become a selfsufficient pleasure, meaning that "no one wants power. / They don't want more"
(Rounding the Human Corners 15). In the absence of greed and hierarchy, a respectful
and sustainable co-existence can be accomplished. Yet the last poem in the book
fundamentally questions humankind's ability to achieve such spirituality and content.
"Call" tells of predators that pretend to be sick and use smaller animals' compassion to
trick them into coming close and then being eaten. The predators are referred to as
"god[s]" (96) twice in this short poem. They "generous[ly]" (96) spare other animals only
after having already eaten. Humans are predators like the lions and wolves named in the
poem, and they spare species and individual organisms only after feeding on them
beforehand or while feeding on others. The environment is only safe when the predators
are not hungry. Thus, after discussing the significance of humble contentment for the
sake of co-existence, Hogan asks at last, can humans become less hungry and decrease
their feeding on everything else?
Hogan clarifies that "the history of your people and your land is in the human body"
(qtd. in Stein 115). Rounding the Human Corners evolves around the concept of physicality and organisms feeding on each other, as well as around compassion and its
nourishment for spirituality. This is the basis of an ecology of the mind, of a positioning
toward a terrestrial intelligence, as Hogan states in reflection on her writing practices: "It
gives me the sense of the world. I am the world, the world is me" (qtd. in Harrison 175).
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In accordance with multispecies ethnography, Hogan thus assumes human nature as a
multispecies one.
The need for new stories, as outlined in Dwellings, calls for a re-orientation of
Western minds toward consideration of Indigenous perspectives. In the story "First
People" (1989), Hogan provides a multispecies, relational ontology: "This is how many
stories begin: Long ago, when animals and human beings were the same kind of people,
they understood each other" (8). Hogan continues: "According to many of the old stories,
too, animals are our elders, our ancestors, our sisters. In many reaches of this Earth, they
were the first people created" (8). The plant and animal world frequently takes
precedence and priority in Native American origin narratives. Humans emerge later
during the creation and intensely interact and often shape-shift with the flora and fauna of
which they are part. These relationships are remembered and encoded in literatures:
"Story is a power that describes our world, our human being, sets the rules and intricate
laws of human beings in relationship with all the rest" (9). Though these communication
and transformation capabilities of mythical times have ended for the most part, they are
not only remembered, but even maintain themselves in other, integrated levels of reality,
i.e. what Euro-American intellectual tradition would term imagination, superstition,
magical realism, or simply the supernatural.
The experience and knowledge won from the past is spiritual as well as empirical,
finding its basis in the "knowledge about the natural law of Earth, from the beginning of
creation, and the magnificent terrestrial intelligence still at work, an intelligence now
newly called ecology by the Western science" (Hogan, "First People"10). The discipline

182
of ecology drew from Humboldt's intellectual heritage his concept of unity in
multiplicity, and the assumption of an underlying network of causal relationships that
imply structure and a form of harmony, i.e. an aesthetic pattern. Ecologists later
dismissed the assumption of basic balance or harmony, but the network concept was
taken further by actor-network theory. It also corresponds to Indigenous ideas of natural
law and relational existence. As the above analysis has shown, Hogan integrates tribal
perspectives with Bateson's concept of an ecology of Mind and his notion of
interconnectedness between individual, society, and ecosystem, thus carrying onward a
cosmopolitan conversation on environmental ethics and the possibility of cosmopolitics
in the modern world. Hogan's writing features a multispecies approach as element of
Indigenous paradigms and illuminates Latour's notion of non-human agency from the
viewpoint of Indigenous epistemology.
Thus the development of Western science and the reanimation of intercultural
communication follow Humboldt's admonition in the chapter epigraph: "Wahrhaft
kosmische Ansichten sind erst Folge der Beobachtung und ideeller Combination . . . auch
sind sie nicht das Werk eines einzigen Volkes: sie sind die Frucht gegenseitiger Mittheilung; eines, wo nicht allgemeinen, doch großen Völkerverkehrs" (Humboldt, Kosmos,
Vol. 2, 148)55. The developments in the last decades also echo Boas' call for cultural
relativism and intercultural cooperation:
Then we shall find, if we were to select the best of mankind, that all races
and all nationalities would be represented. Then we shall treasure and
55

Translation by author: Truly cosmic views are only a consequence of observation and ideational
combination . . . they are also not the product of a single people; they are the fruit of mutual communication; of a, if not general, yet certainly encompassing interaction between peoples.
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cultivate the variety of forms that human thought and activity has taken,
and abhor, as leading to complete stagnation, all attempts to impress one
pattern of thought upon whole nations or even upon the whole world.
(Boas qtd. in Walls, Passage to Cosmos 214)
As Hogan outlines in her work, the new or additional stories needed by everybody,
Western as well as Indigenous, for the development of a sustainable paradigm can only
emerge when people understand themselves as each other's disciples, just as Hogan's
poem "Humble" suggests that humans ought to become disciples to the rest of creation.
As the chapter epigraph stresses, Hogan writes about this fundamental natural law: "Here
is a lesson: what happens to the people and what happens to the land is the same thing"
(Dwellings 89). Latour processes this long available yet hesitantly treated ontological
viewpoint by rephrasing, "nothing happens to the order of the world that does not happen
to humans, and vice versa" (Politics of Nature 45). Thus, he concludes, mitigating the
environmental crisis means to take the possible communication zone beyond mere
human-human or culture-culture relations to a multispecies cosmopolitics. Hogan's
explanation of Indigenous notions of treaties or covenants between humans and nonhumans informs Latour's concept of a political ecology or cosmopolitics, while it may
lead beyond the explanatory framework of multispecies ethnography. Therefore, the
following chapters will examine exemplary literary contributions by Native American
authors who enhance intercultural communication toward cosmopolitics by both
corresponding to and challenging Western intellectual tradition.
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CHAPTER 5
LOST IN TRANSLATION? MULTISPECIES ETHNOGRAPHY FOR A LANDBASED LANGUAGE IN LOUIS OWENS' WOLFSONG
In languages, as in everything in nature that is
organized56, nothing is entirely isolated or unlike.
(Humboldt, Personal Narrative, Vol. 1, 324)
"Only three things you got to have," Uncle Jim had
said. "You got to search for it, and you got to need
it . . . And you got not to be scared." (Owens,
Wolfsong 86)
With Wolfsong (1995), Cherokee-Choctaw-Irish author Louis Owens provides a
prime example of a novel that illustrates an Indigenous relational paradigm and counternarrates Western perceptions of the world. It exemplifies the deep connection between
the Indigenous land ethic, tribal languages, ceremony, and decolonization from a Western
environmental discourse characterized by notions of savagery and wilderness. While
Wolfsong functions as a systematic deconstruction and critique of colonial landscapes,
language, and ideology, Owens' approach to decolonization takes his story beyond
anthropocentric aspects of postcolonial writing as the cosmopolitical analysis in this
chapter will demonstrate. Placing culturally-specific multispecies relationships at the
center of the plot, Owens illustrates the existence of multinaturalism and problematizes
the capacity of languages as a means to communicate across such worlds. In order to
examine the contributions of Native American fiction for intercultural communication
toward cosmopolitics, this chapter also considers the role of fiction to check and balance
multinational declarations as they come from the United Nations and other sources.

56

Note of author: Reading from context, Humboldt meant "organic."
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Cross-reading Wolfsong with the 2010 Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother
Earth demonstrates the capacity of a culturally-specific novel to illustrate the necessarily
more general talking points presented in multinational documents. Wolfsong shows what
some of the principles in the Universal Declaration can mean in a concrete geo-cultural
application and at the same time constructively challenges formulations and definitions.
Owens has designed the novel as a detailed explanation of an Indigenous relational
paradigm as shown in the protagonist's methodical quest for cultural recovery, a process
based on establishing relationships with the non-human environment. Careful not to
compromise Salish knowledge and to only "touch very lightly upon some subjects" (qtd.
in Hausman and Purdy 54), Owens focuses on exploring human-nature relationships
through a protagonist with limited knowledge. Tom Joseph, the protagonist whose fictional Stehemish identity is inspired by Southern Coast Salish cultures, finds himself
deprived of access to his tribal identity, language, and knowledge. Without surviving
tribal mentors, he strives to recover his cultural identity with no recourse but his memory
and the tribal homeland itself, the Glacier Peak Wilderness Area in the North Cascades in
Washington. For that purpose, he increasingly retreats into the forest surrounding his
tribe's place of emergence, the glacier-covered volcano Glacier Peak, called Dakobed by
local tribes. Landscape, plants, and animals are featured as communicative and
interactive, and Tom actively performs what in Western conceptualization can be
described as an improvised multispecies ethnography in order to reconstruct his tribe's
knowledge and identity.
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The plot of the novel is driven forward when a multinational mining company wins
over the local town of Forks to support clear cutting into the heart of the designated
wilderness. Like his late uncle Jim before him, Tom evolves as the central figure of
resistance against this mining project. He sabotages the construction site, which accidentally kills a powerful local entrepreneur. During Tom's consequent tracking by a
search party, he is shot and falls into a glacier's crevasse on Dakobed. His immersion in
the glacier culminates in a largely unconscious vision quest. He connects with his
guardian spirit, the wolf, from he receives a deep sense of cultural and spiritual identity.
Using Tom's gradually growing connection to the wolf spirit as a means to structure the
narrative and as a leitmotif, Owens allows the Salish homeland, especially water in its
different forms, to act as an animated character and co-protagonist, framing Tom's
destiny.
The overall situation of disorientation and dispossession at the beginning of the novel
is symptomatic for many Indigenous individuals today. When Tom returns to Forks in
order to attend his uncle Jim's funeral, he returns to a town that is a distinctive example of
a self-destructive economic system characterized by a brief boom and subsequent decline.
Owens wrote Wolfsong based on materials about a mining company's plan for clear
cutting in the wilderness that he found while working for the Forest Service (Owens,
Mixedblood Messages 209-211). Through the novel, he envisions what could have
become a reality for Darrington, Washington, the generic template of the fictional town
of Forks in the novel.
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The people of Forks ultimately embrace the mining project for the sake of jobcreation. Yet the older generation of loggers encounters present the changes in the present
with a nostalgic passivity, lamenting both the wide-spread loss of the old-growth trees
and the Indigenous people who gave the landscape its fascinating character. One states
that "[s]omehow the loss seemed connected to the dead Indian, Jim" (Owens, Wolfsong
123).
The death of Tom's uncle Jim, a tribal elder with some ceremonial expertise despite
his coercive stay at an assimilatory English-only boarding school, reflects the painful loss
of the Indigenous, pre-Columbian landscape. Tom himself inherits an almost complete
alienation from his Native language. Hiking in the mountains, he wishes he could pray in
the old language, but remains "inarticulate before such beauty, his tongue a heavy, dead
thing" (Owens, Wolfsong 93). With Tom's brother Jimmy and even their mother Sara
resigned and buying into the trope of the "vanishing Indian," Stehemish knowledge and
identity are indeed on the brink of extermination.
Tom finds himself lost in the language of the Other, in this case, dominant Western
culture. His first stage of identity formation thus refers to the part of Uncle Jim's statement on vision quests, which says, "you got to need it" (Owens, Wolfsong 86). Tom has
to recover his tribal heritage, but even his brother Jimmy confronts this desire: "Hell, I
don't even know what Indian means, and neither do you" (112). The argument is partly
justified, and Tom grudgingly admits to himself that only a "hundred years ago I would
have known who I was" (97). His feeling of displacement is a symptom of culture and
identity loss.
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Owens creates the powerful image of Tom as a "one-man tribe" (Wolfsong 195) who
desperately seeks his tribal identity and knowledge, while finding himself surrounded by
a language that places him in a past written by others. Tom realizes that the Indigenous
stories and place-names, for instance the names for the surrounding peaks (94), are as
good as gone and replaced by Western ones. The systematic silencing of Indigenous
people creates wilderness in the sense of eradicating relationships to and knowledge
about a certain region. Indian people and their (hi-)stories are removed to a more or less
nostalgic past and, finally reinforced through Jim's death and burial, to the cemetery. And
worse yet, the Indian cemetery near Forks, an establishment imposed by Christianity,
seems to the preacher to be a "place that wasn't even really a place" (45), deeming Native
presence utterly placeless.
Since everyone, including Tom himself, perceives him as displaced and in a state of
diaspora within his own homeland, his persistent presence makes him a troublemaker.
Tom refuses to assimilate, just like his uncle before him, and old family friend Amel
cannot comprehend it: "Why did it seem that for the Indians he'd known in his lifetime
something was always going wrong?" (Owens, Wolfsong 241). What seems "wrong" or a
problem in the old man's mind is the resistance to being internally colonized. Such more
or less passive resistance to assimilation is an attitude bound for confrontation and danger
because it is seen as troublemaking and framed as a crime. In Uncle Jim and Tom's cases,
they go "wrong" when resisting the Cowboys-and-Indians trope, a rhetoric that connects
Indian people, the concept of savagery, and the concept of wilderness within imperialistic
terminology.
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The choice of language sets the tone in Forks. The customers in the local tavern
display an air of sharp racism when referring to Native people as "wood niggers" (Owens,
Wolfsong 98, 100). The construction worker Dinker inadvertently speaks to the point
when he comments on old Jim shooting at road building machines, "Thinks he owns the
whole goddamn state [variably he says "goddamned woods"] cause he's an injun" (8).
The woods as well as the modern state were indeed owned by Jim's people and some land
claims are likely to be still unsettled, at least in the minds of some of the Native people.
Uncle Jim tells Tom about the historical hypocrisy of land cessions: "They took everything, you know, and said they would pay us. Now when the government gives us money,
they say Indian people are on welfare" (36).
The perception of Indian people as passive and deprived of agency, as shown with the
welfare stereotype, is immediately indicated by an incident in the first chapter. Leroy
Brant, overall a likeable character and part Cherokee, yells at Uncle Jim to stop him from
further shooting the Caterpillar tractors: "Come on down and we'll give you a lift into
town. Buy you a beer . . . We know you, old man. Now come on down before somebody
gets hurt. This ain't cowboys and injuns" (Owens, Wolfsong 3). Such communication is
utterly disrespectful to the elder, denying his identity and fight for his land. It also takes
the Cowboys-and-Indians trope to the next level because here, the "cowboys" have
succeeded in pitting "injuns" against each other. Jim reacts with dignity. For a moment
his gun aims at Leroy, but then he simply walks away, reminding himself with a chuckle
that this was indeed not "cowboys an injuns" (4). The humor in Leroy's and Jim's
different understandings of what the outcome of the situation would have been, if it
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indeed had been a serious confrontation, mirrors Gerald Vizenor's concept of
"survivance" (Vizenor, Aesthetics of Survivance 1) as a blend of survival, cultural
continuance, and resistance. Jim's sense of humor and patience are indeed tools of
survivance.
Stepping into the footprints of his uncle and realizing the deep interdependency of
cultural and ecological integrity, Tom becomes entangled in the destiny of the Glacier
Peak Wilderness Area. In 1964, four years after the establishment of this wilderness area,
the Wilderness Act was passed by Congress and pointedly excludes humans except as
visitors:
A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works
dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth
and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a
visitor who does not remain. An area of wilderness is further defined to
mean in this Act an area of undeveloped Federal land retaining its primeval character and influence, without permanent improvements or human
habitation, which is protected and managed so as to preserve its natural
conditions and which (1) generally appears to have been affected primarily
by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man's work substantially unnoticeable; (2) has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and
unconfined type of recreation; (3) has at least five thousand acres of land
or is of sufficient size as to make practicable its preservation and use in an
unimpaired condition; and (4) may also contain ecological, geological, or
other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value. (The
Wilderness Act Section 2.c; emphasis mine)
The Wilderness Act therefore provides a legal definition of wilderness that denies
multigenerational Indigenous land tenure and inhabitation, excludes Native people from
any form of land claim, and manifests a Western construction of otherness. The
legislation shows no understanding of multispecies relationships, which may include
long-term human management practices that ensure biological diversity and abundance.
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Instead, it echoes the 19th century nature-culture dualism. Native people are placed in the
larger category of cultured humans, and the human/culture versus nature/wilderness
dichotomy prevails over the civilization-savagery one. Where wilderness was not empty
of humans it needed to be emptied. Owens demonstrates the artificiality of federal
wilderness protection and the nonsensical essence of the Wilderness Act by illustrating its
oversights and loopholes. Tom's uncle Jim clearly sees the analogy and underlying
correlation between Indigenous people and their homelands in the face of colonialism.
When our people lived here long ago . . . there wasn't any wild animals . . .
It took white people to make the country and the animals wild. Now they
got to make a law saying it's wild so's they can protect it from themselves .
. . it's like they made a treaty with these mountains and trees and rivers . . .
They busted any one of them treaties [i.e. those with Indian people], and
someday they're gonna bust this one, too. And then maybe this wilderness
is going to have to go on the warpath. (Owens, Wolfsong 81)
In the Western intellectual tradition, the historically grown human-nature dichotomy has
produced the concept of wilderness. After wilderness was conquered for the most part,
the remnants were protected from the conqueror by law. Further, the concept of wilderness has silenced Indigenous peoples, denying their local history, use rights, and
ecological knowledge. As Uncle Jim comments, Indigenous people define the supposed
wilderness as their homeland, not harmless, but familiar. In the tribal view, homeland is
of a permanent nature and people have to sustain it to survive.
Uncle Jim explains his view: "The mountains had been taken from Indian people by
white invaders and had been taken from the invaders by the invaders' government and
made an official wilderness area by government act" (Owens, Wolfsong 80). Not even the
townspeople in Forks claim the area as a wilderness. They may cherish the old-growth
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forest, but are willing to sacrifice it in order to make a living and to participate in modern,
capitalist society. Wilderness is no more than a federal, legislative construct in that
respect. Next to the government, only the environmentalists embrace the concept of
wilderness, striving to keep it "alive."
Owens notes that the wilderness concept is but a "romantic European notion"
(Mixedblood Messages 225), and thus a fiction used to support a colonial agenda. Uncle
Jim indicates that by the precedent set by the history of broken treaties, the conquerors
will break or circumvent even their own law, such as the Wilderness Act. Jim wisely
concludes that the supposed wilderness will fare no better than Indian nations. The
assumption that law could protect nature, where it does not protect Native peoples, is as
questionable as the idea that Western legislation could not be undermined by corporate
pressure and shifts of political attitude. Ultimately, the interests of the capitalist mining
company overrule both local and federal perspectives. The economic engine treats land,
nature, and people as resources to be exploited and then forgotten about. With the current
non-Native inhabitation, the ecologically adapted, knowledgeable past is eliminated in
this place. The lack of memory of reciprocal human-land interaction prevents a relationship between people and the environment and undermines sustainability.
Despite the legal exclusion of Indigenous people from official wilderness, stereotypical concepts, including those of the noble savage and of the ecological Indian, have
caused a continuous association of Indian people with the notion of wilderness in environmentalist discourses. Thus Tom is warned that J.D. Hill, who supports the mining,
would try to use Tom as a token by giving him employment: "If he got a full-blooded
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Stehemish on his side, nobody could stop him" (Owens, Wolfsong 73). If entrepreneur
Hill could boast that Tom worked for him, he could effectively silence the environmentalists who join the town debate to oppose the mining, using their notions of the
Ecological Indian for their purpose.
Even though both the environmentalists and Tom share their wish to save the oldgrowth forest from destruction and the lakes from pollution, they have quite different
ideas about what it means to "save" the forest. Not even Martin Grider, a culturally
sensitive Forest Service ranger who attempts to recruit Tom, can understand that Tom
does not want to guard a wilderness, but maintain his homeland. Further, it seems ironic
that Grider hopes to prove that peregrines are nesting in the mining area and stop the
mining by invoking the Endangered Species Act (Owens, Wolfsong 168). If law has to be
fought with other law, the inherent contradictions in the law put the whole system in
question as a product of ideology, abstraction, and conquest. In stark contrast to dubious
environmental legislation that even reasonably critical people like Grider succumb to, the
novel features Tom's decolonizing self-discovery process. Tom needs to find solutions
that speak a different language, free from colonial terminology and the logic of Western
law, and he has to find them from within tribal culture. He and the supposed wilderness
are indeed going "on the warpath" (81), as Uncle Jim has predicted, by "liberating" water
out of a tank and flooding the mining site.
Owens writes about the American Indian novel that it "represents a process of reconstruction, of self-discovery and cultural discovery" (Other Destinies 5), which he clearly
follows in Wolfsong. It is Tom's challenge to recover the Indigenous ontologies to
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liberate himself from the Western concepts of wilderness and the vanishing Indian. This
has to grow from a process of decolonization, which Bagele Chilisa defines as "a process
of centering the concerns and worldviews of the colonized Other so that they understand
themselves through their own assumptions and perspectives" (13). Thus, Tom moves
away from the human sphere in order to trace his tribe's knowledge and language, longgrown in co-adaptation with the mountains. Doing so he begins the second stage of his
quest for identity, fulfilling the part of Uncle Jim's guideline that says "you got to search
for it" (Owens, Wolfsong 86). Tom intuitively retraces his people's co-adaptation process
with a blend of knowledge, anticipation, awareness, observation, and experimentation.
He listens to the voices of birds and other animals, the voices of the water and the storm,
and the spiritual voices mediated through his people's oral tradition in order to understand
and communicate with the land intuitively and through a relational, multispecies
approach. In his own, intuitive way and to the best of his abilities, Tom conducts Native
science as Gregory Cajete has described it ("Philosophy" 55) by combining memory,
logical thought, and sentiment to grasp the essence of the cosmos, a process similar to
what Humboldt indicates in his Cosmos Studies as a combination of awe and inquiry,
intuition and reason.
In presenting Tom's quest for a guiding paradigm, Owens successfully writes against
the stereotype of a tree-hugging, noble savage spirituality, so often attributed to Indigenous people who have increasingly fought this image on local, national, and international
levels (Adamson, "Whale as Cosmos" 37). Instead, Owens offers insights into a specific
tribal paradigm by cautiously integrating ontological and epistemological considerations.
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Tom's reconstruction of self thus contains all the elements of an Indigenous paradigm as
outlined in Chilisa's Indigenous Research Methodologies (101-123).
Tom has to answer ontological questions about the nature of reality and the meaning
of existence. He has to relate to his surroundings in order to determine who he is. Tom
feels that a necessary ingredient for the break with colonial perspectives and spatial
control is to reconnect with the mythical landscape, the most direct bond between precolonial sustainability and cultural continuance. Logically, the "storied" signposts of the
mythical landscape (Ferguson and Chantaphonph 29) lead him to his tribe's sacred place
of emergence, Glacier Peak, which the local Indigenous people call "Dakobed, the big
white mother mountain" (Owens, Wolfsong 36).
Tom's orientation and gradual movement toward Dakobed reflects a homecoming
within the tribal meta-narrative. Cajete writes: "A people's origin story maps and integrates the key relationships with all aspects of the landscape" ("Philosophy" 46),
indicating from where and whereto interactions, dependencies, and responsibilities are
flowing. Accordingly, the positioning of the individual within a cosmos is dependent on
both a community and a place of reference. Tom's thoughts confirm this principle:
"Through their relationship with the mountain, they [the Stehemish] knew they were
significant . . . Away in four directions the world streamed, and Dakobed was the center,
a reference point for existence" (Owens, Wolfsong 93). Instead of his family's old, poor
house, the tribal meta-narrative provides Tom with a spatial anchor to the tribal universe
and thus with a home place.
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Colonial spatial restrictions are further severed when his family's house is taken back
by natural forces, partially destroyed by a storm and partially grown over by vines. Tom
also removes the grave markers from his family's grave to hurl them into the river. The
removal and drowning of grave markers is a symbolic gesture relating to the practice of
giving the bones of hunted animals into the river in order to allow the cycle of birth and
death to continue (Owens, Wolfsong 34, 36). Tom symbolically releases his family
members from Western linear time and their placement in the Western controlled space
of the cemetery. He is indeed "making things clearer" (206), even though his action at the
time is intuitive.
With this act, questions of matter and spirit, as well as life and death arise. Tom
experiences a bodily connection to the Pacific rainforest. When returning to the "damp,
darker world" of his tribe, he feels "heavier, more solid" (Owens, Wolfsong 23). At the
same time, he wonders about the shadows Uncle Jim used to see in the trees, shadows
that, as the reader knows, re-appear and dance around the elder as he dies (6-7). Tom
wonders, "which was the shadow and which the spirit, which world dreamed the other"
(105). But Tom does not perceive the shadows himself, even when they seek him out.
While resting on his way to sabotage the mine, "the shadows all around moved closer to
the sleeper" (212), possibly anticipating Tom's plans. Body and spirit, as well as the
physical conditions that enable direct contact with the spiritual realm become a central
concern for Tom. His increasing exposure to the forest of the Pacific Northwest, the
physically exhausting conditions of his persecution, and his near-death experience at
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Glacier Peak are crucial ingredients in his search for identity and spatial, social, and
spiritual belonging.
Since Tom's only tribally centered relations can be found in nonhuman entities, the
concept of extended personhood and the integration of human beings as part of a larger
community are amplified. The I/we concept in Indigenous relational ontology, which
Chilisa juxtaposes to an I/you concept in Western society (109-110), shows itself in
multispecies relationships. Vine Deloria Jr. stresses this relationality: "In the moral
universe all activities, events, and entities are related, and consequently it does not matter
what kind of existence an entity enjoys, for the responsibility is always there for it to
participate in the continuing creation of reality" (47). Further, Chilisa points to the
spiritual character of a relational existence that "promotes love and harmony" (112).
Relationships encompass people, the environment and land, as well as the cosmos (213214).
Conceptual insights from multispecies ethnography can facilitate a better understanding of this aspect. As mentioned in the previous chapter, multispecies ethnography
examines the interconnectedness of multiple non-human organisms regarding political,
economic, and cultural factors (Kirksey and Helmreich 545). This type of research
enhances a communication zone between a Western and an Indigenous paradigm.
Delineating humans as biological subjects and overcoming a human-nature dichotomy by
integrating all "organisms whose lives and deaths are linked to human social worlds"
(545) allows considerations of multispecies communities as they tend to be present in
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tribal ontologies. Multispecies thinking effectively approaches the relational characters of
Indigenous paradigms and illuminates a reading of Indigenous literature.
Tom practices the principles of multispecies ethnography during his prolonged stays
in the forest. Hiking in the mountains, hecomes to a crucial understanding: "There was no
demarcation, no place where he could say, 'This is alive, this is not'" (Owens, Wolfsong
83), i.e. many entities can be animated. Uncle Jim has taught Tom about extended
personhood and human beings as part of a larger community: "When our people lived
here long ago . . . there wasn't any wild animals. There was only the mountains and river,
two-leggeds and four-leggeds and underwater people and all the rest" (81). This
statement places humans as equal players in a community of animated beings, ranging
from animals to geographic features.
Robert Nelson has observed that the physical landscape in Native American literature
is often not just a setting, but a character or theme that drives the plot and may influence
beings and events (271). In many cases, a culturally or geographically alienated protagonist seeks his or her collective identity by becoming "a part of that [respective cultural]
landscape's (re-)animation" (274). Indeed, in Wolfsong the Salish landscape is an
animated character that shares the protagonist role with Tom and frames his destiny.
During Tom's first night back home, "he had a sudden impression that the peaks
surrounding the valley had shifted to block the way out. He wouldn't be able to leave"
(Owens, Wolfsong 41). The valley seems to hold him in place as if forcing him to face the
local developments and to react to them. Tom knows of stories that say the mountain
Dakobed "had moved to its present location from over in eastern Washington" (88).
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Given the phenomenon of surging glaciers and of glaciers as beings (Cruikshank 47, 68),
this notion does not seem all that surprising. Dakobed is characterized by its many
glaciers. Further, Tom knows from Uncle Jim that places interact with those who visit
them: "Some places are friendlier than others. This lake [Snowking Lake] is never happy
when people visit" (Owens, Wolfsong 108). Closer to the end of the novel, Tom is
wounded and waits for nightfall to escape by climbing an ice wall, keeping three persecutors at bay with warning shots. Here he again becomes alert of the landscape's
involvement: "Around him he felt the mountains and wilderness grow more still, waiting"
(247).
The word choice and the active verbs in the following citation further illustrate how
alive and active physical environment is at any point of time:
The forest was in flux, fern and salal and bunchberry pushing up through
the humus or thin crust of snow around the trunks or where the sun had
struck, logs lying half buried in snow and gouged and crumbled by prying
roots. The smaller roots had discovered a crack in the rock and were
reaching toward the center. Along the back of a cedar log six-feet through
grew a row of small firs, each about two feet high, marching in file along
the nurselog toward an enormous rootwad. There was no demarcation, no
place where he [Tom] could say, "This is alive, this is not." (Owens,
Wolfsong 83)
This passage indicates a power and determination in plant behavior. The image of roots
discovering opportunities for further growth indicates intelligence. Firs marching in file
echo a parade with deliberate formation. Movement and active presence are character
traits of the environment. In correlation with William Bevis' concept of physical
environment being "urban" and "downtown" (Bevis 31), Wolfsong lets the main action
literally take place in the river valleys and forest covered mountains. The reader
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encounters an independent nature that becomes active through its various integrated
entities, such as water, birds, mammals, and spirits.
Another example of this life and activity of all elements of the landscape occurs as
one of the rare one-page chapters; it features the elderly Sam Gravey finding a gold line
in the rock, but he has a heart attack and dies. In this ironic scene, Sam is the only silent
character, reduced to one simple (re-)action. At the same time, the natural surroundings
are wheeling in movement with changing light and sound. An eagle cries, a hawk takes a
squirrel that watches Sam, in an explosion of light the water swallows the quartz Sam
found, and a loud whisper traverses the tree tops (Owens, Wolfsong 143). While the
landscape seems acutely aware of Tom, Sam's destiny is muted and swallowed by the
pulsating life in the forest.
In a tribal world with mountains, lakes, and plants as mobile and intelligent beings
that may actively influence human action and interaction, a town based on logging and
mining causes major ontological conflicts. Tom acts instinctively on what David Brande
calls Tom's "stubborn belief that if the land was sacred to their uncle it ought to be sacred
to them as well" (207). Tom intuitively adheres to tribal interpretations, knowing that the
seemingly magical tribal realism is predictable to a degree and based on multi-generational science and philosophy. It reflects knowledge embedded within a clearly defined,
tangible landscape.
Under these circumstances, epistemology is a central concern. Tom turns from
Western science, associated with the college in California, to Native science that "is born
of a lived and storied participation with natural landscape and reality" (Cajete,
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"Philosophy" 46). For that purpose, he traces the "lived topographies" (Basso 58), the
rivers, the lake, and the mountains, specifically Dakobed, as part of his multispecies
ethnography. He retraces his people's co-adaptation process with a blend of knowledge,
anticipation, awareness, observation, and experimentation.
Additionally, he traces tribal knowledge through oral tradition and dreams. At one
point, Tom tells his part-Cherokee ex-girlfriend: "You don't have to be a full-blood to be
an Indian. It just matters how you feel, what you think. Your dreams" (Owens, Wolfsong
104). Dreams can uncover knowledge hidden in the subconscious, as well as connect to
ancestral spirits. In Indigenous paradigms, Rinda West stresses, Western distinctions
between "the real and the imaginary, dream and waking experience, story and history, do
not obtain" (70). In contrast, they echo a "geography of psyche" (28) that defies Western
nature-culture dualism and allows for a different way of knowing.
Tom has several dreams, the last being the trance that leads to his guardian spirit
vision. During the first night after his arrival from California, Tom dreams of voices
speaking in a language he does not understand. His tongue feels swollen and bloody
(Owens, Wolfsong 41). This characterizes his present situation of language loss and also
alludes to Jim's conviction that the boarding school cut out and replaced Indigenous
children's tongues (5). In the same dream, his uncle fires his old gun and dances (41). The
reader knows about this action, Jim's last activities and his death, which are described in
the first chapter of the novel. Finally, the dream shows Tom climbing a wall of ice with
the help of a knife, accompanied by the howl of a wolf and "a running shadow" (ib.) This
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part of the first dream later blends with the last one, Tom's vision. It points at the moment
Tom receives his spirit helper and escapes his persecutors.
During a hike, the second dream occurs. Tom encounters the spirit of flame and cedar
singing a song, crying souls, and the land in "movement, all flux, a wailing arc from birth
to death" (Owens, Wolfsong 160). In the dream, Coyote appears and Dakobed moves to
its present place (159-160). Still dreaming, Tom feels the wolf spirit approaching him as
a shadow and calling his name (161). This dream seems to forecast Tom's act of
sabotage, the explosion of the mine's water tank that releases a flash flood of about ten
thousand gallons of water into the lake valley (166). Tom's act of rebellion is part of a
practical return to tribal, mythological order, indicated by the presence of the trickster
Coyote and Dakobed in the dream.
In addition to these multilayered dreams, tribal stories function as keys to understanding. Animals and their mythological counterparts play a significant role. Wherever
Tom goes, animals appear and acoustically communicate. From the croaking frog to the
whistling marmots, Tom feels that the animal kingdom seeks communication. Since the
ravens are particularly present to shout and bark (Owens, Wolfsong 55, 87, 136, 219, 243)
Tom feels "in some strange way that the message was for him if only he knew the
language" (137).
Chris LaLonde has pointed out the role of Raven as mythological figure in Wolfsong
(36-41). Raven is the trickster in the oral traditions of many Pacific Northwest peoples,
and Owens alludes to him as such (Wolfsong 121, 225). Indeed, LaLonde provides some
compelling evidence that links Tom to Raven, the trickster: "[T]hroughout the narrative
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we learn that he is and has been sexually active, that he can be quite violent, that he is
willing to play a destructive trick, and that he is an unwitting sufferer of the trick he
plays" (36). However, there are no explicit statements within the novel that identify Tom
with the trickster Raven.
Rather, Raven or ravens become his talkative company and misunderstood allies. In
their own way, they seem to have influence over Tom's actions. Ravens are very present
early on and appear at various times during the novel, watching, commenting, and
seemingly questioning Tom's actions. The climax of their acoustic force is reached during
Tom's act of sabotage. Preparing the dynamite, a "raven ratcheted a question at him" and
Tom is "wondering what it had tried to tell him" (Owens, Wolfsong 219). Further, several
ravens and a peregrine fly restlessly in anticipation of the explosion (219), and afterwards, the ravens are "laughing" (221).
Later, Tom understands their reaction when he remembers the story of Raven who
"dreamed up death and then mourned bitterly for his lost daughter, the trickster tricked by
death" (Owens, Wolfsong 225). Tom plays with a potentially deadly force when
exploding the water tank. He does not consider deadly consequences, but accidentally
kills a person. Thus Tom creates a contemporary analogy or reinterpretation of the
trickster story. The ravens question him during the preparation of this act and laugh when
the unavoidable death toll is paid and (hi-)story repeats itself.
In similar fashion, Tom remembers the ravens "mocking" him (Owens, Wolfsong 87)
when, in his youth, his improperly conducted vision quest failed miserably. Yet as he
now approaches his new vision quest, pausing to regain strength for his last stride, a
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"raven made grave announcements" (243). In conclusion, the ravens incorporate the
knowledge of the trickster Raven and accompany Tom in an advisory function, even
though Tom does not fully understand their communicative attempts.
Owens associates, but does not equate Tom with Raven, nor with the other, more
widely known trickster figure, Coyote. He identifies the Coyote tradition along with the
Raven stories as Tom's heritage, for instance when Tom muses about the establishment of
the world as his people know it: "Dakobed… the mountain under whose ice Coyote had
loved Goat Woman and brought the roof of the world tumbling in" (Wolfsong 91). During
the night during which search troops cut off Tom's escape path, he hears two coyotes
exchanging yelps "so wild and expectant that he strained to understand" (226), thus
making him alert to the approaching pursuers. The mythical Coyote story seems to also
explain the existence of bergshrunds, which are crevasses so deep that they uncover the
rock underneath a glacier. Thus the trickster Coyote has some responsibility for and
maybe influence on Tom falling into a bergshrund after being hit by a bullet, "[d]own,
down, down to where Coyote brought the roof of the ice world tumbling in" (239).
The exposure to glacial ice substitutes for the more traditional dive into a lake as
Tom's vision quest. While "coyotes explained his failure in exquisite detail to the world"
(Owens, Wolfsong 87) after Tom's failed quest years before, they become extremely
present, both acoustically and physically, during Tom's escape from his persecutors and
his final stages toward a vision. In the last moments of the novel, Tom dreams of a wolf
singing and is woken and called to action by the yelping of coyotes who seem to
announce the arrival of Tom's guardian spirit, the wolf (248). While the ravens

205
accompany Tom most intensely during his sabotage, the coyotes lead him toward the
time and place of his vision.
The wolf and its voice naturally are the center piece of Wolfsong. The wolf as spirit
guardian, "wolf spirit, staka'yu" (Owens, Wolfsong 34), links Uncle Jim and Tom. The
Stehemish used to call Jim "Wolf" (34) and Jim had called Tom "Little Wolf" (36) long
before he decides to send his spirit guardian to his nephew. Tom has to learn the right
language, the right song, in order to connect with the spirit and the natural power it
represents. In contrast to the ravens and coyotes, though, there are no wolves left in the
valley, and no ordinary, physical wolf can interact with Tom. Just as some characters in
the novel do (150-151), Owens claims to have heard a wolf howl in that region without
ever finding signs of its presence. Thus he connects the destiny of the wolf with that of
Indigenous peoples and their habitat: "I thought of the wolf in the novel as a kind of
metaphor for the resilience of the natural world and of Native people" (qtd. in Hausman
and Purdy 54).
Yet in the past, Uncle Jim had suggested to Tom to "[n]ever doubt the wolf" (Owens,
Wolfsong 53). Indeed, at various instances, a dog or wolf like being is ambiguously
circumscribed as "it" appears (42, 105). Still dreaming, Tom feels it approaching him as a
shadow and calling his name (161), which again may be a call to receive his vision.
Driving along the new road to sabotage the mine, he almost hits it, half-heartedly telling
himself that it may have been an abnormally big dog (211). With each appearance, the
being seems to decrease the distance to Tom. At the glacial slope of Dakobed, Tom
dreams of a wolf singing: "He tried desperately to understand the words of the song"
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(248). Coyotes barking wildly wake him up. Then Tom hears a wolf whose howl silences
the coyotes with a "tunnel of sound" that "ascended until it filled the world": "[S]uddenly
he understood. It was the dream" (248). Tom connects to his guardian spirit, learns the
song, and escapes.
The multispecies ethnography Tom practices within his tribal paradigm allows him to
arrive at a transpersonal self, an existence within a network of relationships of the
extended human and nonhuman community. Sustained by tribal knowledge and mythology, Tom can place these relationships and interdependencies in a functional web of life.
In this fictional case study, Owens allocates a special role to water that can be interpreted
in relation to the third element that Uncle Jim outlines for a vision quest in the chapter
epigraph, stating, "and you got not to be scared" (Wolfsong 86).
The sound or voice of the water seems paramount in Wolfsong. Water is the gateway
toward the vision, not only because the Stehemish vision quest includes diving into a lake
(86, 164), but more so because water is presented as the most characteristic and powerful
feature of the ecological habitat. Owens, for whom "water has always been an obsession"
(qtd. in Purdy, "Clear Waters" 14), started to write the manuscript for Wolfsong inspired
by the sounds of rain: "Only gradually did the human characters take form in the midst of
that drumming rain, and as they came to life they seemed to emerge out of the cycle of
water that made up the world" (qtd. in Lee 51).
Susan Bernardin has observed this about Wolfsong: "From the first words of the
novel–'the rain'–the novel narrates the constant presence of water as a force of growth,
regeneration, and cyclical return, which counters narratives of vanishing and loss" (87).
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The dominating presence and proactive agency of water in the form of rain, rivers, and
glaciers makes the interdependence of a species and a place clearer than any human
rational explanation. It reflects the law and language of the land, based on the
fundamental principal of survival and sustenance, as well as symbiotic relationships.
The notion of a language of the land is not as figurative as it seems. The chapter
epigraph features one of Alexander von Humboldt's observations: "In languages, as in
everything in nature that is organized [note by author: he meant "organic"], nothing is
entirely isolated or unlike" (Humboldt, Personal Narrative, Vol. 1, 324). Aesthetic
patterns provide connections within and between the organic and languages. Further,
Humboldt assumes that a certain landscape can impact perception and language
development of its inhabitants, while language can in turn impact perception. Tom tries
to understand the cosmos from a culturally specific perspective, hoping that the figurative
language of the land and water can help him find a human language in which he in turn
can think and communicate.
The representative role of water is explicitly stressed in a chapter that seems disconnected from the rest of the novel due to its lack of human protagonists and yet best utters
the underlying message of Indigenous survival and continuance. Owens dedicates this
one-paragraph chapter to an annual natural phenomenon that has occurred for tens of
thousands of years, the run of the salmon upstream.
Salmon that had escaped the hooks of the commercial trollers and sportsmen and dodged the gillnets of the Indians beat their way up the Skagit,
Sauk, Stillaguamish, and Stehemish. Backs humped, jaws distended and
red, tails and fins ragged, sides and backs scarred and raw, they smashed
their way across gravelbars and through rapids toward the high stretches
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where the journey had begun. None would make the return trip, yet the
next year the same fish would fill the rivers. (Owens, Wolfsong 145)
Though acknowledging that the present salmon are the few survivors of commercial and
sports fishing as well as Indigenous subsistence fishing, the run still is performed by the
salmon based on old, powerful instincts and the urge of a species to return to its birthplace in order to reproduce itself and to die. Serving as a keystone species, the anadromous salmon impacts about 140 other animals and plant species in this habitat by
bringing nutrients from the ocean inland (Colombi 187), a fact that makes the interdependence of species and place clear. This passage expresses the language of the land
and illustrates the fundamental principal of survival and sustenance. It undermines
colonial notions of time as linear and oriented toward the past, as well as notions of space
as delineated and altered. Instead, the passage reveals an Indigenous concept of a
dynamic flux of movement and cyclic renewal.
The salmon image also provides an analogy to Indian existence. The fight for survival
is hard: "if you lived in the valley you grew up fighting" (Owens, Wolfsong 130); but
there is a promise of a few, scarred survivors. Tom undertakes a salmon-like journey both
physically toward the center of his people's world, Dakobed, and psychologically when
following what N. Scott Momaday has termed the blood or racial memory ("The Man
Made of Words" 86), an instinct rooted in tribal mythology, history, knowledge, and
imagination. Just as the salmon uses its last strength to return to its spawning grounds,
Tom follows the water in its various manifestations as rain, rivers, ice, and glaciers, water
that returns him to his tribe's place of emergence.
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The first attempt at immersion into water is premature. Camping near the river, Tom
"heard his name called softly. 'Tom Joseph' the river sang, 'Tom Joseph Tom Joseph.' At
night the waters always talked. A strong man could call those spirits" (159). Tom reacts
to this calling with a swim in a lake, experiencing a blend of vision and drowning hallucinations, and has to be fished out of the water by ranger Martin Grider (164). Yet when
Tom sets out to conduct the sabotage, he realizes how "the small streams pulsated, rising
to a crescendo and diminishing in a constant rhythm" (211). The water begins to chant as
if in his support, framing Tom's actions just as music frames ceremony.
The mine threatens the lake, the traditional place for vision quests. The storage of
water in a tank negates the dynamic movement in the usual water cycle. Tom dynamites
the water tank above the mining grounds and sabotages the operation with the destructive
force of the released water surging its way back into the valley lake. Knowing that the
"most powerful spirits lived in the water, and water separated the worlds of the living and
dead" (Owens, Wolfsong 52), Tom's decision to blow up the water tank is not only a
highly meaningful statement for himself as a Stehemish person, but a decision to let the
land protest in its own language and through its own powers.
Tom allies and connects with the water for the purpose of sabotage as well as allies
with ice for his vision quest, renewing what Linda Hogan would call his ancestors'
covenants or treaties with nonhuman entities (Dwellings 11). During the hunt for him
after his sabotage of the water tank, he moves toward the summit of Dakobed, fasting out
of necessity, but also performing ritual purification by washing and rubbing himself with
hemlock branches. Thus he exposes himself to the extremes of his land and opens his
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mind and body for spiritual experience. Though he neither expects it to occur nor is he
fully prepared, Tom finds himself in a vision quest for his guardian spirit. In the most
threatening moments of Tom's escape from the bullets of his persecutors, all the
necessary ingredients of a vision quest are finally met: "You got to search for it, and you
got to need it . . . And you got to not be scared" (Owens, Wolfsong 86).
Tom does not, as traditionally intended, bond with his spirit helper while under water,
but he does so when surrounded and exposed to ice and snow. Falling into a bergshrund
of a glacier equals the basic principle of diving inside a lake. Further, Julie Cruikshank's
study in the Yukon region, Do Glaciers Listen, outlines the high fatality among those
falling into crevasses and the spiritual component in the stories of the rare survivors (73,
94-103). Exhausted and wounded, Tom is in a near death situation when he receives his
vision and the wolf spirit appears to him. At that moment, the physical and metaphysical
landscapes merge into one holistic existence, or, as Momaday sees it, are appropriated
into one reality of perception ("Native American Attitudes" 84). As Lee Schweninger
points out, when that moment comes "the wolf spirit is as elemental as the air he [Tom]
breathes" (Listening to the Land 129).
Wayne Suttles and Barbara Lane explain that connections to guardian spirits can
result from inheritance and be fully established through ritual and dance (497). In
Wolfsong, the guardian spirit is first willed to connect to Tom as an inheritance from
Uncle Jim (Owens, Wolfsong 34-37), but true contact is only established during Tom's
unexpected vision quest. Further, Suttle and Lane write that contact with the guardian can
encompass the transmission of a special power and a song (497). This song as an
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expression of a land-based language and a gateway to a deeper eco-cultural
understanding and identity, is, of course, the main focus in Wolfsong. When Tom has
learned the language of the land, the wolf's song, he can retrieve himself and his reality
from his persecutors by blending into his homeland.
Owens leaves some room to question whether or not Tom physically survives. The
context indicates a shot aimed at killing Tom. The sound of the gun creates a moment of
silence, possibly death. While Owens previously describes where each bullet hits (Wolfsong 230, 237), he does not do so this time. The last paragraph of the novel seems
dreamlike and suggests a strength and agility Tom has lost at that point. The lack of
physical sensation further indicates a purely spiritual condition. One explanation for the
"smooth" (249) run could be that it comes from the energy Tom derives from his vision;
another could be that he is moving into or is in the realm of the spirits. The focus on
Tom's shadow, rather than his body, the circular movement of the wolf's howl, and the
unequivocal association of dancing shadows with the dead could also indicate that Tom's
body has been fatally struck by the bullet and is left behind.
There is no clear end and the novel cuts off at the climax of the vision quest, that is,
in the middle of a personal transformation or development. Owens states: "Glacier,
Dakobed, is the birth place for Tom's ancestors, so to end the novel there is to end with a
beginning. Therefore, there could be no closure" (qtd. in Hausman and Purdy 56). Tom's
destiny is unknown, though in 2001, Owens considered writing a sequel in which Tom,
now an elder, returns to his valley (Purdy, "Wolfsong" 187). The lesson Owens leaves his
readers with is that Tom's difficult but at least partially successful re-discovery of his
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people's intellectual sovereignty, the decolonization of his mind. Decolonization is a
process based on active search, awareness of need and significance, and willingness to
face all possible outcomes and consequences, just as Uncle Jim states about a vision
quest.
Uncle Jim's statement in the chapter epigraph begins with the words: "Only three
things you got to have" (Owens, Wolfsong 86). Similarly, three aspects seem meaningful
regarding what may be called the transnationalization of the Mother Mountain, or the
relationships of Tom's story to an internationalization of tribal experience and
decolonization efforts.
Through his former college roommate, an activist in the pan-Indian movement, Tom
learns more about what Owens in his study of Native American literature calls "a
hybridized, polyglot, transcultural frontier" (Mixedblood Messages 27), an inner state of
constant intercultural negotiation that characterizes the life of many Indigenous people
today. Tom's initial reaction to a sweat lodge he experiences in Canada confirms to him
that his key to a wholesome identity lies in his local, tribally-specific culture: "He knew it
was all Indian, but it wasn't familiar" (Owens, Wolfsong 189). Seeking a culturally
meaningful gateway to the ceremony, he again suffers from being unable to pray in the
Stehemish language.
Yet he ultimately succeeds in praying to the cosmic power of rain in English and
finds that the actual human language matters less than the earnest dedication through
which the spirit is expressed. In the end, the sweat lodge ceremony becomes a small
revelation: "[A]nd as they prayed in Lakota and Navajo and English and Spanish it
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seemed to him that suddenly he understood it all" (Owens, Wolfsong 191). In accordance
with Humboldt's conclusion that languages and everything organic share commonalities
within and between each other (Personal Narrative, Vol. 1, 324), Tom begins to
conceptualize language in the singular as an overall mode of communication and
mediation, rather than languages in the plural as the diverse products of human linguistic
activity. Here, Tom begins to overcome the feeling of linguistic restriction and intuitively
follows another, older, almost hidden storyline of Indigenous continuance and creative
adaptation in the rainy landscape of his home valley.
This sweat lodge experience outlines the possibility of inter-ethnic and transnational
community and alliances of people who relate to each other based on historical experiences, present issues of concern, and similarities in their respective cultural paradigms.
For Tom, this translates into feeling, "for the first time since childhood, a great sense of
peace" (Owens, Wolfsong 192). He experiences a spiritual community he did not know
before, a consequence of the extinction of tribal, communal ceremony at home. However,
the revelation also reaches beyond the human realm. Tom's prayer addresses the rain, a
key feature of his homeland and tribal cosmos. The prayer establishes a connection to the
multispecies community, while the experience as a whole tells Tom to turn away from
human languages to the language of the land.
Owens states this about his purpose: "I wanted, really, to write a novel about the
wilderness area itself, the Glacier Peak Wilderness, making the place the real protagonist
of the novel and the characters ways of giving the trees and mountains and streams and
glaciers a voice" (qtd. in Purdy, "Clear Waters" 6-7). In doing so, Owens explicitly
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deconstructs Western discourse without applying a simplifying rhetoric of difference.
Rather, he juxtaposes the Western view by presenting an Indigenous worldview in action.
Thus, fiction serves as a subversive act and defies cultural essentialization (Washburn
116-117). Owens avoids the phenomenon of "pretending you're an honest-to-goodness
Indian talking about mother earth" (Owens, Wolfsong 120) that Jimmy challenges his
brother Tom with. Instead, and similar to the assumptions of multispecies ethnographers,
Owens understands non-human organisms as constantly representing themselves and
merely "translates" their communication into human language through his writing.
With Wolfsong, Owens provides a regionally and culturally specific example that
illuminates larger social and environmental justice issues. The discourse within the novel
is grounded and thus tangible and accessible. Novels of this kind are significant as
globally translated and published sources of cross-cultural education. They support those
interested in social and environmental justice in understanding large-scale authored documents, such as the Universal Declaration of the Right of Mother Earth (2010). Just like
novels, such documents serve the purpose of an "autoethnography" (Allen 197;
Adamson, "Whale as Cosmos" 33), a chance Indigenous people take to present
themselves in their own terms to others. A novel like Wolfsong, however, has the
advantage of tribal specificity and persuasiveness that generalizing transnational
documents simply cannot reach. A novel offers illustrating examples where a large-scale,
necessarily generalizing declaration is often limited to talking points.
Article 1.1. of the Universal Declaration of the Right of Mother Earth, for instance,
reads "Mother Earth is a living being." Wolfsong does not talk of the earth as one being,
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but it illuminates the more complex article 1.2 of the declaration: "Mother Earth is a
unique, indivisible, self-regulating community of interrelated beings that sustains, contains and reproduces all beings" (n. pag.) Here, the novel offers specific actors, such as
water, ravens and coyotes, spirits, and humans, as such beings. It also outlines concrete
relationships, for instance the cycle of death and renewal maintained by placing the bones
of a hunted animal into the river, or the elements of establishing a relationship between a
vision seeker and a guardian spirit. Ontological differences concerning personhood
become a fascinating and potentially contested topic in this regard. The declaration
defines "being" as a term that "includes ecosystems, natural communities, species and all
other natural entities which exist as part of Mother Earth" (Article 4.1, n. pag.). It remains
somewhat obscure if the spirits and shadows that populate the tribal universe in Wolfsong
would be eligible under this definition. Thus the novel offers a challenge to such a
necessarily generalizing declaration and puts it to the test.
Article 3.2k) of the declaration stipulates that people shall "promote and support
practices of respect for Mother Earth and all beings, in accordance with their own
cultures, traditions and customs." For this, Wolfsong provides an illuminating case that is
sufficiently specific to be tangible for a general readership and sufficiently cautious to
protect tribal intellectual property and sensitive topics from undue exposure. Owens
provides an example of how distinct a given culture may be in content and practice, thus
raising awareness of the implications of realizing the declaration's imperatives.
The Universal Declaration of the Right of Mother Earth has grown from human
rights concerns, environmental ethics, and hundreds of years of Indigenous resistance. It
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shows itself less concerned with questions of sovereignty, political relations, and their
underlying identity discourse. This correlates with the focus in Wolfsong. Uncle Jim and
Tom's nationalism is not legal and political; it is cultural and signifies a decolonization
attempt that completely shies away from the Western nation model and its notion of
territoriality. The Stehemish tribe of the novel does not seem to be federally recognized
as a domestic dependent nation with a specific land base and potentially blood-quantum
based citizenship criteria. This enables Tom to liberate himself from colonial perspectives
on the nature of national sovereignty, governance, or economy and to focus on tribal
ways of knowing and seeing the world.
This little excursus shows that three elements appear as significant in global
Indigenous movements. Tom's destiny is an exemplary demonstration that local Indigenous knowledge inclyuding Indigenous science is the basis for decolonization and
cultural sovereignty. It is the best tool against stereotyping and colonial tropes, e.g.
savagery and wilderness, or Cowboys and Indians. Dynamic communal knowledge also
is the best defense against notions about Indian people as being remnants of the past who
are displaced or placeless.
Secondly, the existence and basic principles of tribal paradigms need to be taught in
order to be acknowledged. Since novels are the most widely distributed medium featuring
Indigenous voices, their role ought not to be underestimated. The complexity of animated
landscapes and extended personhood, as well as the resulting ethical implications, can
best be explained through specific case examples and viewpoints, especially within an
affective, personalized narrative.
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Finally, Indigenous paradigms increasingly enter the political arena through local
negotiations and legislative channels as well as through international declarations, e.g. by
the United Nations. The complementary nature of large-scale declarations and transnational networks on the one hand and tribally and locally specific accounts on the other
enhances the overall assertion of an Indigenous cosmopolitics a pluralization of politics.
Given Owens' deconstruction of the Wilderness Act as a product of a romantic fiction
and a dysfunctional legal approach to conservation, the need for a politics that reflects
multiple ontologies and overcomes the sole reliance on imperialistic terminology
becomes clear. Otherwise, political and legal action remains lost in translation.
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CHAPTER 6
RE-IMAGINING MARGARET FULLER: WOMEN, GARDENS, AND GLOBAL
INDIGENEITIES IN LESLIE MARMON SILKO'S GARDENS IN THE DUNES
So leiten dunkle Gefühle und die Verkettung sinnlicher Anschauungen, wie später die Thätigkeit der
combinirenden Vernunft, zu der Erkenntniß, welche
alle Bildungsstufen der Menschheit durchdringt,
daß ein gemeinsames, gesetzliches und darum
ewiges Band die ganze lebendige Natur umschlinge.
(Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1, 9)57
Sand Lizards planted seeds to see what would come.
(Silko, Gardens 84)
In Gardens in the Dunes (1999), Laguna and Anglo-American author Leslie Marmon
Silko continues her commentary on human-nature relationships and Indigenous
perspectives of ethical behavior and ecological psychology, as she begun in earlier works.
Though beginning in the U.S. Southwest, the settings of Gardens in the Dunes quickly
reach out not only nationally, but globally. Focusing on some of the most oppressed
members of society, i.e. Indigenous people and women, it considers individuals'
responses and acts of self-determination in the face of a patriarchal, imperialist system,
featuring a redefined relationship to the natural environment and a reorientation toward
local, tribal, non-Christian tradition and knowledge. The plot is carried by two Indigenous girls who survive and appropriate knowledge from foreign and oppressive environments based on their own cultural paradigm and extensive ecological knowledge.
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From the 1850 translation: "Thus do the spontaneous impressions of the untutored mind lead, like
the laborious deductions of cultivated intellect, to the same intimate persuasion, that one sole and indissoluble chain binds together all nature" (Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 27).
Translation by author: And so vague feelings and the nexus of sensual impressions, just as later the
activity of associating reason, lead to an insight penetrating all educational levels of human kind, which is
that a shared, regular and thus eternal bond ties together the whole living nature.
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As mentioned in Chapter 2, Silko found herself inspired by Margaret Fuller's
gendered approach to Transcendentalism and gardens as sanctuaries and spaces of
liberation. As the following analysis shows, Silko's character Hattie Palmer follows
Fullers' focus on the feminine, on spirituality connected to gardens and goddesses, on
education, and on emancipation from patriarchal imperialism. Hattie embodies a
decolonization of the mind that Fuller might have achieved had she not encountered
Native Americans encumbered with a full scope of pre-conceived categorizations,
paradigms, and images.
Moreover, this chapter examines Silko's creative appropriation of the concept of
gardens as liberating space and sanctuaries, which become the leitmotif in Silko's novel.
The gardens Silko depicts at the Colorado River, in England, and in Italy, are locally and
traditionally nurtured, but also culturally hybrid and contested sanctuaries. Textual
analysis illuminates these as tribal landscapes, indicating the existence of European
indigeneity, and outlines the gardens as comsopolitical examples or visions of
decolonized multispecies communities.
Just like Fuller talked back as a woman at a male-centered social and intellectual
organization, Silko talks back as an Indigenous woman not only at cultural imperialism in
1900, but its present day legacy. Though the novel addresses imperialist and capitalist
impacts on humans and nature, it differs from Silko's Almanac of the Dead in that it does
not suggest "how it all will be dismantled" (Silko qtd. in Arnold 21) in the future. Instead
it "is meant as a reward, something less rigorous for the reader" (ib. 7) and is written with
a hopeful, positive undertone that insists in the power of compassion and spirituality as

220
unifying factors as well as the ability to recover multispecies relationships despite
oppressive systems. Silko features human connections and returns to what Humboldt in
the above chapter epigraph calls the bond that ties together nature as a living whole. Her
vision directly relates to Linda Hogan's call for a spiritual approach to a renewed
covenant between humans and their multispecies communities, as discussed in Chapter 4.
For the sake of such a cosmopolitical vision, Silko designed the narration as a
"literary realism" (qtd. in Arnold 8) that distinguishes it from Almanac of the Dead.
Indeed, David Moore's characterization, "[i]f Almanac is epic, Gardens is lyric" (92)
seems to the point. Gardens in the Dunes lures the reader to simply enjoy the main
protagonists' learning experiences and life changes, as well as the beautifully rendered
landscapes, both wild and cultivated. Silko enriches the narrative realism with the
mythical and mystical in the represented Indigenous worldviews, Ghost Dance visions,
and human-animal interactions. Such ingredients spice the soberness of the style. Unlike
Louis Owens' Wolfsong (1995), however, this novel does not present the environment as
protagonist. The natural environments' agency is perceived by the protagonists through
personifications and oral tradition rather than implied by the narrator.
Next to the choice of realism, several topics can remind the reader of the historical
novels of the Victorian era, which was in its final years during the time the plot of
Gardens in the Dunes is set. Like the Victorian novel, Gardens in the Dunes reflects an
ambitious program, employing a large set of characters, various settings, and many
different aspects of domestic and political life, reaching from horticulture of desert
gardens to international smuggling schemes. This program also includes the Victorian
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"Woman Question," the questioning of the fundamental roles of women in the face of
very limited opportunities and limited physical autonomy (David 4). The large number of
characters makes Gardens in the Dunes a work of many voices, even though the different
culturally specific, and at times highly individualistic, perspectives are rendered through
an omniscient narrator.
Further, the conceptualization of imperialism, here of U.S. as an extension of British
rule, plays a major role in developing the strong moral content of the work.58 A major
difference and thus subversion of the Victorian inspiration is Silko's treatment of the race
ideology. Characters who do not regard race as a category with all the implications for a
person's intellectual capabilities, for instance, or characters who simply refuse to bestow
race with judgmental and socially hierarchical values prevail in Gardens in the Dunes.59
Further, Silko reverses the Victorian tendency to portray non-mainstream ethnicities, no
matter the skin color, as monstrosities or comic figures (Brantlinger 160). In contrast, the
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Stuart Christie has observed that Indigo escapes school "only to be folded into another period formula from the mid- to late-Victorian novel: bourgeois entrapment within the family drama of Hattie and
Edward Palmer" (90). The entrapment includes the Victorian Woman Question, as the inspiration of
Margaret Fuller for Hattie Palmer's character shows. The capitalist-imperialist mindset, personified next to
others by Edward and Candy, is uncovered as greedy and unethical, and the men suffer the consequences as
characteristically punished wrongdoers. As popular in the Victorian novel, Silko includes a crime to be
uncovered, secrets to be revealed, and a certain detective elements (Thomas 169), here Indigo's detection of
Susan's adultery with the gardener, Edward's smuggling activities and his destiny as the deceived crook,
Delena's false identity and coup of thievery, Indigo's search for signs and tracks of the Ghost Dance
Messiah to reveal her mother's destiny, and Hattie's spiritual detection quest with its gradual illumination of
a dream and recurring encounters with supernatural phenomena. Typically for the Victorian novel, perseverance leads beyond a dramatic climax in the second Ghost Dance and Hattie's victimization, to a happy
ending, in which Indigo and Sister Salt return home and Hattie continues to liberate herself in England.
59
While even Charles Darwin's work did not question the concept of human races (Brantlinger 165),
Silko's characters Bronwyn and Laura see Indigo as a normal child rather than an inferior savage, and
Laura assumes without any judgment that Hattie might have adopted the indigenous child (Silko, Gardens
287), an incredible notion for Victorian era America and Victorian Britain. Similarly, Hattie intuitively
reacts against racial distinctions, but she keeps struggling rationally to reconcile her feelings with the
dominant ideology.
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Indigenous girls and protagonists, Sister Salt and Indigo, appear as primary representtatives of common sense and compassion.
As the allusion to the assassination of Italian King Umberto I reveals, the action takes
place in the summer months of the year 1900. Parallel plots evolve around the destinies
and multicultural relationships of Indigo and Sister Salt, two girls of the Sand Lizard
people, a fictional tribe inspired by O'odham and Colorado River peoples, who are
forcibly separated. Sister Salt remains in the Southwest, witnessing reservation life, canal
construction, and allotment. Her experiences will be examined in the next chapter of this
study, while this chapter focuses on the odyssey of her younger sister Indigo. Indigo, an
eleven-year old girl, escapes from Sherman Institute, an off-reservation boarding school
in Riverside, California.60 She hides on the estate of a rich New England upper class
couple, the former academics Hattie and Edward Palmer. They discover her and keep her
as an involuntary foster child for the summer and take her on a travel to Long Island on
the East Coast, and on to England and Italy, visiting various gardens and their caretakers.
Re-united with her sister upon her return from Europe, Indigo enriches their own
gardening with new plants and ecological knowledge from the Old World.
Next to the creative allusions to the Victorian novel, Silko thus clearly toys with the
tradition of the captivity narrative, a popular genre in the 18th and 19th century in
America. Indigo's captivity story turns the narrative conventions upside down by
60

In the California of 1900, Indigo would have been sent to Perris Indian School, founded in 1892
(Lentis 299), but with creative freedom Silko alludes to its new location and name, the Sherman Institute in
Riverside, which was founded in 1902 as an expanded version of Perris Indian School (299, 303). Silko
may have preferred the name of this well-known school as exemplary for the oppressive off-reservation
boarding schools of the time. Next to Riverside, Silko lets one of the Apache policemen who capture the
girls make an allusion to the well-known Indian School in Phoenix, AZ (Silko, Gardens 63).
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featuring a Native captive experiencing the strange ways of Euro-American societies:
"Silko refigures the conventions of the captivity narrative for anticolonial purposes"
(Huhndorf, Going Native 18). Like James Welch's The Heartsong of Charging Elk
(2000), Gardens in the Dunes has been described as an "indigenous captivity narrative"
(Christie 73), even though the narratives are not constructed as supposed first-hand
accounts. Silko represents captivity as a common and inter-generational phenomenon in
the Southwest at the turn of the century.61 Due to Indigo's knowledge about ongoing
slavery practices and her brief confinement in an oppressive boarding school, she redefines her involuntary captivity with the well-meaning Palmers as a time of exploration
and also of role-playing. She is self-conscious about living like a white girl (Silko,
Gardens 185), but empowers herself, thinking "now a Sand Lizard girl was loose in the
white people's world" (159). During her travel into the spatially and diachronically
heterogenous Western world, she encounters many similarities and positive inputs to her
own tribal universe without being assimilated.
On the contrary, Indigo engages in a form of reversed ethnography that other
Indigenous people who are taken east to be displayed and impressed with AngloAmerican and European cultures would have had less opportunity to engage in. As a
child, she finds herself either ignored or welcomed, often escapes the adults' attention,
and can at times move about freely. Indigo can engage in her very own participatory field
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The reader learns that gold prospectors killed Grandma Fleet's husband and that she escaped from
captivity at Fort Yuma (Silko, Gardens 16-17). Her daughter is put to labor and sent home only when
impregnated by a preacher (16). Later, the young mother is abducted once more and being pregnant again,
returns four years later, and with many women refugees who are trying to escape being marched to the
Parker reservation (17-18). As the youngest generation, Sister Salt and Indigo also experience abduction
and captivity, the featured plots of the novel.
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study of Western cultures, providing an "ethnography (or ethnoarchaeology) of 'white'
gardens" (Isernhagen 129), freely asking all sorts of questions and finding her curiosity
rewarded without the risk of being perceived a threat at any time. The inquisitive girl
steps into the footsteps of explorers in the Americas, but travels to the Old World to study
and evaluate what she sees based one her own rational and pragmatic tribal thinking. If
"gardening reflects social values and the complex ways that humans relate to and
conceive of the natural world" (Li 19), the depiction of the gardens through a specific
cultural perspective enlightens different viewpoints and possibly hidden meanings. The
observant Indigo has been well educated by her Sand Lizard grandmother. She evaluates
the natural world as well as the people in it based on their contributions to life, health,
respectful interaction, and contribution to the community. In the end, she also has a better
understanding of the cultural and ideological background of colonization, having seen its
long-term effects on former tribal nations in Europe.
During Indigo's travels, stories about the land, books about plants and gardens,
Indigo's drawings, and multiple gardens exemplify in a simple and improvised way what
Humboldt had identified as three factors that will enhance engagement with and learning
about nature, i.e. poetic descriptions of nature, nature paintings, and garden culture
(Kosmos, Vol. 1, 50). In chapter three of the second volume of Kosmos, Humboldt
resumes his remarks on horticulture and presents a historical and somewhat ethnological
discussion of garden practices in various parts of the world, stressing the combination of
plant arrangement for aesthetic purposes and choices of plant species that support the
study of nature. Humboldt praises gardens that are engaging and educational, stimulating
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caring and reflection in those who cannot travel the world themselves. This role is
fulfilled by the gardens of both Bronwyn and Laura that Indigo visits on her foreign
travels, each of which represents its own little cosmos of interlocked intercultural
experiences and syncretism. With her intensive study of international plants and her
reversed ethnographic observations, Indigo could almost be imagined as an alter ego to
Humboldt. And like him she brings home seeds, plants, animals, extensive notes and
drawings, and much knowledge to be processed and integrated.
Next to Indigo, Silko features Hattie Abbott Palmer as a protagonist in her novel.
While her husband Edward is a scientist who has turned into a plant smuggler and
antiquity trader, Hattie is a lonesome and disoriented women having failed in her attempt
to receive an educational degree reserved for men. Upon discovering Indigo hiding in
their garden, Hattie almost becomes part of another form of cultural assault on Indigenous peoples, namely the deliberate out-adoption of children. The adoption of Indian
children by non-Native couples was a common practice far into the 20th century until
curtailed by the Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978. The Palmers do not initially plan to
adopt Indigo, but with time, Hattie develops motherly instincts, promising herself
reluctantly to let the child go if actual family can be found.
During the Palmers' travels, Hattie rediscovers spirituality, sensuality, and passion
through her interaction with Indigo, as well as through the influence of Hatties' aunt
Bronwyn and her Italian friend Laura. She slowly moves away from the indoctrinated
imperial and patriarchal worldview of the upper class East Coast society and begins to
develop her own plans and decision-making capacities. While Edward dies as a result of
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his greedy investment and smuggle schemes, Hattie experiences a spiritual and emotional
self-discovery process. She eventually understands the concept of cultural belonging and
her efforts are instrumental in reuniting Indigo with her sister.
Hattie's attitude thus reflects a cultural and social understanding as well as an ethical
behavior that is truly unusual for the turn of the century and echoes a decolonization of
the mind. In fact, the journey Hattie is taking with Indigo is from west to east, in contrast
to the movement of the American frontier (Huhndorf, Going Native 191). It is also backward in time, leading to pre-Christian Europe that is less preoccupied with the concepts
of civilization and imperialism. Instead, as Christie has stated, "Silko's gardens are linked
to fertility cults all around the globe in a universalizing pastoral critique" (91). Indeed,
with Hattie's character Silko picks up on Margaret Fullers' focus on the feminine, on
spirituality connected to gardens and goddesses, on education, and on emancipation from
patriarchal imperialism.
Silko integrates into her story a few biographical similarities between Hattie and
Fuller. Like Fuller, Hattie has received an intense education from her father and gains
access to academic libraries. While Fuller was the first women allowed to use the
collections in the Harvard library in order to work on her manuscript for Summer on the
Lakes in the 1840s (Tonkovich 79), Silko allows her character even more fatherly support
and academic activity in the 1890s, including a degree from Vassar, visiting lectures at
Harvard, and using a large private library.
While Fuller sensed that she needed to find a unique route for a self-study process,
Hattie never consciously meditates upon her self-discovery process and emancipation
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development nor the need to do so. She is extremely lonesome and plagued by illnesses,
which male doctors identify as nervous disorders and hysteria. One doctor states that he
has had to treat increasing numbers of young women with mental problems "since the
advent of Margaret Fuller, Mrs. Eddy, and the like" (Silko, Gardens 96). Silko
emphasizes that Fuller set a trend many women tried to follow only to be slowly ground
up by a society in denial. Ironically, Hattie appears unnerved when doctors liken her to
Fuller because she devalues Fuller's feminist and transcendentalist ideas as misguided
female spirituality. Yet indeed, only when Hattie, like Fuller, finds female guides and
role models, and only when her orientation moves away from libraries to the natural
world, she is able to discover her true self.62
It is illuminating to examine Hattie's self-discovery process in the light of Fuller's
self-developed mythology. Hattie's experiences mirror many of Fuller's contributions. By
1840, Fuller began to free herself from overbearing male role models, moved toward
feminine sources of power and inspiration, discovered a core of maternal values, and
drew images from her mother's garden and classical goddess figures (Steele xiii). Jeffrey
Steele states that "her exploration of this maternal economy focused on three areas: a
model of friendship as opposed to Emerson's vision of solitary self-reliance, a mythical
62

The doctors and Harvard representatives also compare her academic interest and unstable health to
contemporary Mary Baker Eddy (1821-1910), whose ill health was similarly attributed to hysteria caused
by studying Church related topics and spiritual healing. Hattie is furious when Harvard professors suggest
she may continue to study with Eddy because Hattie rejects Eddy's concept of and approach to healing.
Hattie's supposed hysteria and social rejection, according to Silko, is also based on the life of Alice James
(1848-92), a young woman who was excluded from education and opportunity by her family and suffered
from psychological disorders, who illustrates, in Silko's words, "the kind of destruction that was set up to
happen to a character like Hattie" (Arnold 18). James spent her last years in England after various treatments had not brought her relief. In the novel, Hattie decides to live with Bronwyn in England after she has
been compromised in every possible regard. There is little doubt that her family and social peers will make
her supposed mental problems responsible for her self-chosen exile.
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image of the maternal realm, and representations of female self-hood lying outside of
patriarchal definitions" (xvii). Her childhood experiences in her mother's garden in
Cambridgeport, Massachusetts, play a central role in this. The garden was Fuller's escape
place from her father's stern discipline and a space characterized by motherly love and the
freedom of dreaming (Kolodny, "Margaret Fuller" 117-118, 121). She later rediscovered
the garden as space for her desire for warmth and liberation. As discussed in Chapter 2, in
Summer on the Lakes, Fuller repeatedly projects the desire for a garden experience onto
the prairies in Illinois and imagines them as a place for a more caring and liberated social
life, despite the well-perceived hardship and domestic confinement of settler women as
contradicting evidence.
The concept of gardens as liberated and socially caring spaces can be observed in
Gardens in the Dunes. Lawrence Buell writes that "[t]raditional place-based cultures
ascribe a kind of wisdom and potency to feeling connected to particular locations that
modernized people less likely feel, or at least less often articulate" (Writing for an Endangered World 76). Hattie Palmer is an example of a person who is generally disconnected and disoriented, feeling no geographic sense of belonging. Initially, Hattie is in
a state of emptiness, exhaustion, indifference, and waiting. Like Henry David Thoreau in
The Maine Woods (1864) and John Muir in Travels in Alaska (1915), she requires an
Indigenous guide in order to better understand herself as part of the world. Hattie finds
her guide in the 11-year old Indigo, a stark contrast to the adult male Indian guides
sought by Thoreau and Muir. Indigo serves as a prime representative of a colonized
people, an ecologically educated researcher, and an accessible guide toward intuition,
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emotion, awareness, and self-determination. Stephanie Li even suggests that "[a]lthough
Indigo is the literal orphan in the text, Hattie's estrangement from the earth leaves her far
more vulnerable to exploitation" (26). Like Fuller, Hattie needs a garden experience for
the sake of emotional recovery and liberation.
While the gendered approach to oppression and the emancipating of thought is an
obvious connection point between Fuller and Silko's fictional character, there is an
additional point of interest, i.e. their relationship to Native America. As discussed in
Chapter 2, Fuller compassionately critiqued the treatment of Indigenous people, but did
not overcome problematic paradigms, such as that of the Indian doomed to extinction.
Her genuine interest in Native Americans during her travel to Wisconsin and Illinois in
1843 was undermined by a strong case of imperialist nostalgia. Hattie probably embodies
what Fuller could have been if she had not read and encountered Native Americans with
a full scope of categorizations, paradigms, and images. Hattie's human compassion turns
her into an immediate advocate for Indigo, turning against her husband when he makes a
move to enchain the boarding school runaway with a rope: "she might not know much
about 'wild Indians' but she did know they were human beings" (Silko, Gardens 106).
Hattie, Aunt Bronwyn, and Laura personify Fuller's philosophy of education based on
natural inclination. Hattie teaches Indigo how to read and write and offers the girl access
to books and seeds. Aunt Bronwyn gives her a notebook with descriptions and some
seeds of medicinal plants. Laura provides her with colored pencils for more accuracy in
her drawings, as well as with further seeds and instructions. All three show high tolerance
for Indigo's insistence on cultural difference, as, for instance, keeping her animals with
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her at all times or sleeping on the floor. However, when Laura in Italy automatically
assumes that Edward and Hattie had adopted Indigo, not seeing any possible problem
based on her cultural relativism, Hattie is sharply aware that an interracial family would
have been almost impossible. Searching for Indigo's family members at the Parker
reservetion, Hattie perceives immense poverty and people with "eyes full of misery"
(Silko, Gardens 396), but when the girl is finally united with her sister, Hattie knows that
she has to let her go despite her worries for her and a deep sense of loss.
The deep compassion central to these female approaches to Transcendentalism
provides opportunities for inter-human and multispecies understanding not easily
available in Thoreau's or Muir's approaches. Hattie lives out a potential Silko saw in
Fuller, had she not been so influenced by the dominant ideologies of her time. Though
Silko never mentions Transcendentalism in her novel, she has stated in interviews that
she sees the movement as the first step in mainstream American culture toward a change
of perception concerning the environment and human-nature relationships (Arnold 18)
and Gardens in the Dunes spins out that thought.
The leitmotif of the novel is the peaceful, locally and traditionally nurtured gardens,
including the Indigenous garden at the Colorado River, the historically layered, multicultural landscapes in England, and pre-Christian Mediterranean traditions in Italy.
Textual analysis illuminates these as tribal landscapes, giving glimpses of complementary
and parallel ontological, epistemological and axiological issues, and examples of biocultural diversity. Emphasizing colonial oppression as the shared denominator of Indige-
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nous experience, specific tribal features are reduced and cultural landscapes appear as
limited, contested, and often in culturally hybrid visions.
All these landscapes have been colonized at some point; they share having been
"contact zones" (Pratt, Imperial Eyes 6). The cultural landscapes are fragmented due to
loss of knowledge and further are inherently hybrid, not because of the protagonists'
identity issues and internalized transculturation (Owens, Mixedblood Messages 46), but
because of polyvocal and multicultural perceptions, as with a Native girl interpreting preRoman Mediterranean art. Still, Owens' model of a multidirectional and hybridized
frontier zone (Mixedblood Messages 26) applies to the U.S. Southwest as well as to the
many peoples who inhabited England and Italy over thousands of years and endured
more or less explicitly imperialist invasions. Interweaving places that display multiple
layered and hybrid cultural heritages, Silko promotes a perception of global indigeneities
and with it global possibilities of decolonization through various geo-cultural points of
view. Silko demonstrates that ultimate decolonization cannot be limited to colonized,
non-Western societies, but must include everybody. The focus of Gardens in the Dunes is
survivance (Vizenor, "Aesthetics of Survivance" 11) in a cosmopolitan community, an
alliance that transcends racism, but embraces diversity (Krupat, Red Matters 114, 119).
The novel begins and ends with Indigenous gardens that are guarded by a rattlesnake,
gardens located among the dunes of a Colorado River canyon and inspired by those Silko
knew from her family (Arnold 12). Though mainly Indigenous, they also reflect a hybrid
cultural landscape. Besides amaranth, beans, corn, squash, sunflowers, datura, and
melons, there is a valley with non-native date trees (Silko, Gardens 41-42) and Grandma
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Fleet remembers apricot trees from childhood (22). The gardens provide a manifestation
of ancestral knowledge and practices, a space of community, as well as of spiritual and
natural sustenance. In correspondence with an Indigenous paradigm, reciprocally
dependent relationships encompass people, the environment and land, as well as the
cosmos (Chilisa 213-214).
The garden ecology strongly guides the Sand Lizard paradigm and reflects tribal
history. According to oral tradition, the garden was not man-made but provided by a deity
or culture hero after whom the tribe is named: "The old-time people found the gardens
already growing, planted by the Sand Lizard, a relative of Grandfather Snake, who
invited his niece to settle there and cultivate her seeds" (Silko, Gardens 14-15). The
horticultural knowledge is anchored in and transmitted through the stories of Sand
Lizard's teachings. Next to the mythological power of animals, the power of mankind
seems fragile and fully dependent on the give and take of natural resources: "Old Sand
Lizard insisted her garden be reseeded in that way [via animal fertilizers] because human
beings are undependable; they might forget to plant at the right time or they might not be
alive next year" (15). This indicates an ontology that designates humans as unreliable,
fragile, and possibly only temporary members of the local ecosystem.
In fact, Grandma Fleet mentions casually that anything could happen, but not to
worry: "Some hungry animal will eat what's left of you and off you'll go again, alive as
ever, now part of the creature who ate you" (Silko, Gardens 51). These are constant
physical transformations: humans eat and are eaten in a symbiosis with animals. Thus
Sand Lizard epistemology allocates empirical knowledge to animalistic culture heroes
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and fully acknowledges material symbiosis. This logically results in an ethic of humility.
In The Turquoise Ledge, Silko muses that the constant eat-and-be-eaten symbiosis "is the
only consolation the desert offers for death" (235). Humans are but a small part in the
middle of the land's ecology from plant fertilization to the food chain.
Since the floodplain terraces depend on the annual rains and a spring provides
drinking water, clouds and rain are the most valuable resource and are revered as the
spirits of human ancestors (Silko, Gardens 47-48). Sister Salt calmly reassures her baby
in a terrible storm: "Your rain cloud ancestors came to greet you" (364). Further, snakes
are perceived as relatives with human-like kinship systems (297) and as guardians of the
water supply, particularly the rattlesnakes who live near springs (36). The nightly halfmoon is the "eye of the big snake" (321) and the Milky Way, the "road of the dead to the
spirit world" (27), is described as having the form of a snake. The snake thus takes the
place of a central deity and forms an all-decisive triangle with the tribal ancestors and the
rain and springs.
Personhood also extends to the Colorado River, its riparian plants, and other trees.
The immense construction site at the dam and the canal leading water to Los Angeles
impress a catastrophe on the Indigenous girls' minds.
Sister was shocked at the destruction she saw below: the earth was blasted
open, the soil moist and red as flesh. The construction workers appeared
the size of flies crawling over the hills of clayish dirt. The river had been
forced from her bed into deep diversion ditches, where her water ran angry
red. Big earth-moving machines pulled by teams of mules uprooted groves
of ancient cottonwood trees. (Silko, Gardens 211)
This passage figuratively describes the site of murder of a female being with a body
covered in blood and lying unprotected from flies and further mutilation. Sister Salt per-
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ceives the river as "unrecognizable – rechanneled and trapped" (Gardens 216). The image
of the murder scene is supported by roots of ripped and disposed trees that "reached out
plaintively like giant skeleton hands" (ib.). Sister Salt directly addresses these elements of
the natural environment: "Oh poor trees! I'm sad for you. Poor river! What have they
done to you? Sister whispered softly" (ib.). Indigo perceives the river in the same way
when seeing the newly built dam and its surroundings.
The river was trapped, and only a narrow stream, muddy red, flowed
south. The river was stripped naked; all its willows and tamarisks were
gone, its red clay banks scraped; and exposed piles of white skeletons of
cottonwood trees dotted the swaths of scraped red earth. (Silko, Gardens
394)
Here, destroyed trees are associated with human skeletons. The color red, of the clay at
the river bank and the water, as well as of the perceived bodily wound, appears central to
the perception. Both trees and river contribute to the personhood of the riparian habitat,
while also exemplifying individual personhood.
While the personhood of plants is fully acknowledged, animals appear as close companions. During her travels, Edward and his sister-in-law Susan bribe Indigo into compliance by giving her a monkey and a parrot, but in Indigo's care, the animals immediately
surpass the role of pets as defined by Western society. Indigo does not know that the
Palmers' Brazilian monkey is named after the Swedish botanist and pioneer of ecology
Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778) who was the first to classify humans together with other
primates. Indigo, however, certainly is the only one who treats Linnaeus as a full person,
thus drawing out philosophical consequence of the botanist's classification. She communicates with Linnaeus and the mourning parrot Rainbow who grows to perceive her as its
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new mate.63 Ignorant of the respective ontology and interpreting it as childish play, Hattie
is bewildered when she realizes that "Indigo believed the parrot understood everything
she said" (Silko, Gardens 276). Indigo is establishing family bonds that later even
restrain her from escaping her captivity when doing that would mean leaving the animals
behind (108-109).64
Finally, personhood and independent speech are allocated to embryos in the mother's
womb and newborns from birth on. Sister Salt feels her embryo in her belly talking in
Sand Lizard language to her (Silko, Gardens 333). It repeatedly urges her to leave the
construction site (333, 357), complaints about greasy meat, and demands traditional food
(339). When born too early, Sister Salt tries to protect her son from all who do not speak
with encouragement or express doubt in regard to his chances of survival because "doubts
weaken tiny babies" (357). Lack of confidence and affection could make a child decide to
die. Further, as a re-born ancestor, the newborn son's wisdom is desired: "Sister held up
the little grandfather so he could get a good look at Indigo's white friend [Hattie]. Maybe
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The story of emerging human-bird companionship echoes Silko's own experiences with her macaw
Sandino, who lost his mate in an owl attack, was moved into the house and there has developed a close
companionship with Silko (Silko, The Turquoise Ledge 202-208, 220, 238). As Silko's memories in The
Turquoise Ledge express, every relationship between beings and within ecosystems is a long-term learning
experience. Indigo reflects this insight. Even though the curious Rainbow tends to destroy various items
with its beak, Indigo learns to have more foresight about possible occasions for damage rather than blaming
the bird or trying to re-educate its instincts. When Rainbow temporarily gets lost, Indigo passes through a
phase of deep mourning.
64
Only in her encounter with a pony does Indigo temporarily fall victim to a rather Western conceptualization. Tempted by the dream of "flying along on horseback" (Silko, Gardens 174), she agrees in
mounting the pony although she realizes that it is angry and not receptive to her talking to it (172). Predictably, the pony first tries to brush her off its back and then bolts. Indigo cries bitterly about "the fat
pony's betrayal" (174) of her dreams. Yet in accordance with her ethics, she also rejects Hattie's advice to
assert her dominance over the animal: "She didn't want to be the boss of any pony that didn't want to be
ridden" (172-173). Conscience-stricken she fully accepts the pony's resistance and refuses to attempt any
more riding: "Edward might know a great deal about plants and Hattie might know a great deal about
books, but they didn't know much about ponies" (174). For Indigo, Edward and Hattie's skills in horseriding is less important than a capability to establish proper relations.
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tonight after they were asleep, the little grandfather would give her information on that
woman" (410). Sister Salt communicates with her baby during all stages of development.
Indeed, a featured aspect of the Sand Lizard worldview is the emphasis on the
feminine and motherly nourishment. All featured inhabitants, from the mythological Sand
Lizard to the current family members and their Chemehuevi friends on to the appearance
of the rattlesnake's daughter at the spring, are female. Only Grandfather Snake and Sister
Salt's baby son, called "little grandfather" (Silko, Gardens 341, 410), are male. They live
in a matrilineal society. The self-determination and power of the female body to turn
babies into Sand Lizards (202), independent of their fathers' cultural backgrounds, goes
hand in hand with a deep responsibility for life.
The family's knowledge culminates in a need for ecologically sustainable practices.
Even though the harvest is shared, there are individual responsibilities in the care for the
plants: "Individual plants had pet names" (Silko, Gardens 16) and the girls "each had
plants they cared for as if the plants were babies" (14). Despite the human care, credit is
given to all other elements and beings who are involved in a successful harvest:
The first ripe fruit of each harvest belongs to the spirits of our beloved
ancestors, who came to join us as rain; the second ripe fruit should go to
the birds and wild animals, in gratitude for their restraint in sparing the
seeds and sprouts earlier in the season. Give the third ripe fruit to the bees,
ants, mantises, and others who cared for the plants. (Silko, Gardens 15)
These guidelines for the first annual harvest recognize that humans share their ecological
niche with other species, partially benefitting and partially competing with each other.
This illustrates the I/we concept (Chilisa 109-110), so common among Indigenous
paradigms, as every subject will test his or her own agency and needs against that of the
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community. In Vine Deloria Jr.'s words, "the refusal of any entity to intrude thoughtlessly
on another, must be the operative principle of this universe" (50-51). For instance,
Grandma Fleet teaches the girls how to take food from packrat nests without harming the
rats too much (Silko, Gardens 47). While humans sometimes benefit from animals' labor,
they must ensure no lasting damage to the animals' existence. For that moral behavior,
humans may even receive active support. Grandma Fleet tells about a merciful eagle that
shared its prey with her after recognizing that though she tried very hard, she could not
secure food on her own that day (46).
These multispecies dependencies and collaborations show that the gardens are shaped
by the Indigenous concept of sacred ecology, a complex of knowledge, practices and
beliefs that pose humans as part of and partner within nature (Berkes 17). Values and
ethics derive from the necessity of concrete knowledge and reciprocity between humans
and other natural counterparts to create an inclusive, holistic community. The community
thrives if humans refine their knowledge about concrete places, plants, and animals, and
are open for addition or change. While travelling, Indigo allies with and adopts a parrot
and a monkey, expands her botanical horizon, and carefully collects seeds to bring home.
She knows that the value of seeds, known or unfamiliar, surpasses the value of any other
object. Indigo learns from Grandma Fleet, who "loved to collect and trade seeds" (Silko,
Gardens 84), to always collect as many seeds as possible during travels, to be curious
about new plants and their uses, to talk and respect plants, and to make oneself responsible for the well-being of single plant beings. In Needles, the grandmother collects peach
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and apricot seeds from the trash and speaks to them (18-22). Practicing scientific
experimentation, "Sand Lizards planted seeds to see what would come" (84).
When being served peppers and squash as part of an elaborate lunch in Italy, Indigo is
touched by seeing familiar food and concludes excitedly "seeds must be among the
greatest travelers of all" (Silko, Gardens 291). If desert foods could be grown in Italy,
then the fascinating gladiolus might grow in the desert. Indigo does not think about the
possibility that introduced species, e.g. the gladiolus, might ultimately destroy native
flora (Barilla 174), even though her subconscious warns her: In Italy she dreams that the
old gardens at home were filled with gladiolus and that the rattlesnake at the spring asked
where its corn pollen had gone (Silko, Gardens 304). This dream results from her bad
conscience about too much enthusiasm for new and mainly decorative plants.
When the re-united girls return to their home gardens, they find them destroyed and
the snake guardian killed. The non-native apricot trees, planted by their grandmother
shortly before her death, have been chopped off but soon bear new sprouts. The girls now
integrate additional results of globalized exchange. Sister Salt has a part-African baby
son and Indigo is accompanied by the Palmers' Brazilian monkey and Susan's green
parrot. Indigo also introduces plants and complimentary ecological knowledge from the
Old World. Indigo is delighted to successfully convert the gladiolus to a food plant with a
use beyond its beauty and scent. She thus re-appropriates the gladiolus as participants in
subsistence horticulture, successfully relying on natural fertilization. The renewal of the
gardens is further manifested and spiritually sanctioned by the appearance of the old
rattler's snakelet at the live-giving spring.
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The Indigenous subsistence gardens form a geographic frame for the travels depicted
by Silko. The other gardens discussed here are visited by Indigo after running away from
the oppressive boarding school Sherman Institute in Riverside. The girl hides on the
California estate of the New England couple Hattie and Edward Palmer who keep her as
a foster child for the summer. The estate's various small gardens have been severely
neglected since Edward's mother passed away. Edward, a botanist turned businessman,
has no emotional ties to the gardens and merely sees parts of them as a "research laboratory" (Silko, Gardens 73). His newly wedded wife Hattie has "big plans" (73) for them,
but her activism is limited to notebook entries due to her passive-resistance against the
expectations of a socially conventional life and emotional self-disciplining. The neglected
gardens illustrate her interior landscape, her uncertainty and absence of direction or
purpose.
As the first stop on their travels, the Palmers take Indigo to the premises of Hattie's
parents and of Susan and Colin James on Long Island, where Silko situates gardens
representing American colonialism. Susan's gardens display her desire for imitation and
prestige. Susan ignores the land's history, and moreover, tries to eradicate the current
Renaissance garden landscape to replace it with an English style one. Speaking within the
framework of geographer Yi-Fu Tuan's definitions of space and place (Tuan 12, 54, 136137), this change is drastic, causing a lack of stability and continuity, and thus turns her
gardens into a space of change and movement. According to Jill Jepson, "home is defined
in terms of corporeal factors" (27), and Susan also resists place-making by using the
gardens as a hideout for adultery as she revolts against the physical and emotional
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unhappiness in her marriage. Lack of fulfillment provokes her insatiable desire to gain
ultimate power and control over the gardens; she cannot feel familiar, protected, or rooted
in her land. Following European fashion trends, the gardens speak the language of
discovery and conquest of male-controlled imperialism and chaotic change.
Geographically tracing back the colonial route to England, Indigo and the Palmers
next visit the domicile of Hattie's Aunt Bronwyn in the ruins of an old Norman abbey's
cloister near Bath, a resort community about twenty-one miles southeast of Bristol.
Widow Bronwyn is a liberated woman who has had the money, opportunity, and courage
to drop out of the normative upper class and is consequently classified as "a bit odd"
(Silko, Gardens 232). Bronwyn humbly dedicates herself to four gardens with plants
from all over the world, among other reasons because she agrees with the theory of
Gustav Fechner (1801-1887) that humans will be consumed by and join plant life after
death. This theory calls for an explicit land ethic. Further, it may partially be a reason for
her to raise her gardens not only around the former baptistery (242), but also in the area
that was the abbey's cemetery.
Bronwyn has followed her version of multispecies ethnography to shape her life. Her
estate includes a pasture with aboriginal white cattle. Bronwyn seems to understand the
cattle as directly connected with a higher spiritual realm. She explains how the "white
cattle belonged to the moon" (Silko, Gardens 238), and not only because of the crescent
shape of their horns that reflect the silver moonlight. Bronwyn also explains that cattle
and pigs were revered as gods; the limited number of Indigenous food plants in England
enhanced the role of meat and milk as an essential part of the diet (244). She seems to
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know her cattle individually and greets her little herd with respect (239). She would
rather forfeit a night's sleep in search for it than to live with the knowledge that an animal
had wandered off unprotected after slipping through an open gate (248). This care is
reciprocated by the animals' behavior when they move protectively around her at the
sight of unknown guests (239). The images of Bronwyn moving among the herd and
stories about cattle wandering inside the house support the concept of an extended
community and a large liminal zone between the house as an explicitly human space and
the pasture as confined space for cattle.
Her self-determined and fulfilling life style has evolved with her study of ongoing
reverence of local Celtic, Roman, medieval, and explicitly Christian folklore. Strongly
based on old tribal beliefs she has developed an ecologically focused way of life that
reflects the principles of sacred ecology, recognizing the interdependencies between
plant, animal, and human components of the land, the presence of the magical, and the
value of reciprocal care and respect. Bronwyn's understanding reflects the concept of
integration, relating both to belief systems and the way she conducts her life.
This ecological orientation is not new in the area of Bath, as a brief episode indicates.
When, during Roman times, it was the spa resort of Aquae Sulis, the Romans built a
temple for the joint adoration of the Celtic sun deity Sulis and the Roman moon deity
Minerva (Silko, Gardens 255). As in the Sand Lizard homeland, the water here holds
practical and spiritual meaning as a life-giving and healing entity. Next to coins and
amulets in breast shape as fertility offerings (256-257), archaeologists have found
gemstones featuring different deities in association with animals, including a Minerva
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with a serpent and a Fortuna with a poppy head and what looks very much like a New
World ear of corn (258). These findings indicate a close connection of deities, people,
animals, and artifacts, such as those of stone, and thus a web of cosmic relationships. The
Celts and Romans might have agreed with Indigo criticizing the small archival boxes of
the archaeologists as "little coffins" (257) that exclude the gemstones from further participation in the world. Treating offerings, visual embodiments of deities, and other living
entities as lifeless artifacts ready for archival storage makes no sense in Sand Lizard and
pre-Christian British epistemologies.
Next to the archaeological method of gaining knowledge, the general population
obviously draws knowledge about the old beliefs and the respective understanding of
reality and natural law from a continuous oral tradition. According to Bronwyn, the old
beliefs may largely lost or discounted and their physical manifestations mostly destroyed
by fundamental Christians, but people still practice the beliefs in part, for instance by
spilling milk for the fairies, who are the spirits of the dead, gathering around fires at
ceremonial occasions, telling the Welsh folk versions of stories about King Arthur's
knights, and maintaining aboriginal white cattle (Silko, Gardens 261-262).
In the early stories of the Round Table, as they are rendered by Silko, the knights'
names, such as Henbeddstr, Cynr, Uchryd, or Gwaddan Osol (Silko, Gardens 249, 260),
indicate that they come from Welsh folktales drawing on pre-Christian, Celtic
mythology. Bronwyn herself is deeply connected to pre-Christian Welsh mythology and
literary history. The second branch of the Mabinogion, the Branwen ferch Llŷr, deals
with her Welsh namesake, Branwen, daughter of the Welsh King Llyr. Further, she
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mentions the popular belief that petroglyphs in a Neolithic stone ring and burial site are
the eyes of Mary, the Christian Mother of God (264).
The stories and beliefs are thus crossing cultures and eras and create layering cultural
landscapes. This blending of various fragments of knowledge into a physical and
metaphysical reality continues to serve as a pillar for people's knowledge of the world.
The oral tradition Bronwyn draws from appears as a central means of survivance. Arturo
Aldama sees how the old ways are essential to Silko: "Memory is central to decolonization. Memory – remembering a way of doing things that has been forgotten in
neocolonial culture – is at the center of Silko's work" (80). Gardens in the Dunes
illuminates oral traditions undermining the geographic centers of European colonialism.
Bronwyn's hybrid resistance to the dominant system is as highly local as it is international; it is individual as well as cultural.
Axiologically, proper treatment of animals and other powerful entities, such as stones
and fairies who are the "spirits of the dead" (Silko, Gardens 259), is essential to maintain
harmony. Aunt Bronwyn corresponds to Sand Lizard natural law with European ancient
beliefs when stating that "if a garden wasn't loved it could not grow" (240). Bronwyn also
actively participates in protecting old groves and stone formations from development as it
is said that the "stones and groves housed the 'good folk,' the spirits of the dead" (252).
Her activism is partly inherited from her grandfather, who is buried in the old abbey
gardens she calls her home: "A few of the eldest in Bath still remembered . . . the old man
who carefully searched dumps and trash piles near the old village churches to find
fragments of the old stones smashed into pieces by order of the parish priest" (250). Like
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Grandma Fleet, who searches the town dumps for seeds and other discarded and useful
items, Bronwyn's grandfather tried to save the old stones or at least their remains from
negligence and disrespect.
Silko summarizes Bronwyn's convictions as follows: "If plants and trees had individual souls, then Aunt Bronwyn decided to acquaint herself with as many different beings
as possible" (Gardens 242). This line expresses Bronwyn's deep awareness of and care
for her surroundings, as well as an extended understanding of community membership. It
is no surprise then that Edward in his capitalist-imperialist worldview jokes that "Aunt
Bronwyn had gone native" (252). While his utterance comes from his bitter judgment of
Bronwyn as primitive, non-scientific, and, for a white woman, inappropriate, he is otherwise quite observant. Bronwyn draws knowledge and derives her ethics from various
cultural interpretations of the region over thousands of years. Her life is devoted to
uncovering and practicing old, tribal knowledge for shaping a true process of homemaking, but also as part of an environmental, conservationist movement. She practices
what Rinda West emphasizes as a necessary approach for America (28), that the environmental movement consider Indigenous paradigms and to integrate tribal knowledge and
ethics into a pathway toward sustainability. Silko demonstrates that this call is valid for
all places.
With many plants and friends from various places in the world, Bronwyn spins a web
of support and appreciation. One of these friends is the professoressa Laura65, a divorced
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While the naming of the character may be an homage to the Italian Silko scholar Laura Coltelli, who
lives in Lucca, Ruoff points out that the connection may be only the naming, not the person's character or
biography (Ruoff 18 fn. 13).
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nonconformist academic and art collector, living in a villa with golden yellow walls in
the mountains near Lucca in the Tuscany region of Italy. Like Bronwyn, Laura is isolated
and considered strange, in her case due to her intimate and personalized relationship to
cultural artifacts. Her gardens serve for the professional hybridization of the African
gladiolus, as well as a living exhibit for nature-oriented, European tribal art. With an old
Moorish fountain, half-buried 19th century sculptures of antique mythology, and a several
thousand years old Macedonian fertility sculpture, Laura's gardens, like Bronwyn's,
"reflect many civilizations" (Ruoff 15).
The niches and posts for artwork were originally filled with now lost marble figures,
and Laura has re-filled many empty spots with pre-Roman, European stone and terracotta figures she has collected as part of her research. The depressing atmosphere of
museums had made her decide that "the figures of stone and terra-cotta must have fresh
air and sunshine, not burial in a museum" (Silko, Gardens 294). Though housed in outside gardens in the dry months, they are carefully wrapped and prepared for a winter
sleep inside. On the one hand, this reflects Silko's own attitude regarding the turquoise
stones she finds on her walks and takes home: "I don't keep them in boxes because I like
to see the turquoise rocks together, in the air and light" (Silko, The Turquoise Ledge 213).
On the other hand, Laura's decision echoes a link between biological and cultural diversity; not only plant and animal species have life, but so also do cultural artifacts (Barilla
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166). Laura treats her artwork as she does living beings, an example of extending
personhood to beings without biological, organic bodies.66
According to Laura, the old Europeans associated raindrops with breast milk (Silko,
Gardens 301), thus establishing a connection between human and generally natural
fertility and nourishment based on a feminine principle. The thousands of black flowers
in Laura's gladiolus nursery underline the fertility theme of the archaeological figures
because "[t]o the Old Europeans, black was the color of fertility and birth, the color of the
Great Mother" (296). Further, the different designs on the artwork in the gardens symbolize rain, river meanders, snakes, flocks of waterbirds, as well as river goddesses who
can shapeshift into snakes and waterbirds. The sculptures and gems focus on humananimal symbolism, especially that of human-snake beings. Human-animal transformations or correspondences are exemplified in a waterbird with human breasts, a humanoid
mother figure with snakes instead of human legs, a bear mother holding her cub like a
human (296), or a humanoid mother and child with bird faces (298).
These religious objects clearly indicate a union of humans and other animals, at least
in the metaphysical realm. The consequences for ontological and axiological aspects lie
at hand. Deep interspecies relationships must once have provided a framework for daily
life. Moreover, this old multispecies approach seems alive in the snake reverence in Italy,
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Edward, in his role as male scientist expert, judges Laura as "frivolous" (Silko, Gardens 294) with
her "careless attitude towards rare artifacts" (291) that she seems to misuse as mere decoration (293). He
indeed believes that she "must have suffered a breakdown" (293) and painfully feels that "this is what happened when irreplaceable scientific data fell into the wrong hands" (294). Silko thus addresses fundamental
concerns of tribal people today who see human and ceremonial remains collected, processed, archived, and
exhibited in the name of science. Even if the descendents of a specific culture are not identifiable anymore,
Silko asks, should their material culture, some of which may have been identified as living entities, now be
regarded as lifeless objects and artifacts?
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according to Laura. Ornamental black or green snakes decorate houses because they are
known as guardian spirits, a concept well-known to Indigo.67
Gardens are one of the most immediate and dense expressions of human-nature interactions and land ethics. Terre Ryan has insightfully explained that Silko "uses the image
of the garden to illustrate imperialism on international, national, local, and domestic
levels" (116). Yet Silko also illustrates resistance to imperialism in the very same place.
While Susan enacts resistance within the framework of imperial ideology, the Indigenous
girls, Bronwyn, and Laura resist by decolonization and withdraw into isolation to slowly
build new networks and alliances. They represent care-giving as the most basic and
fundamental principle. Each of their gardens is a literal "sanctuary" (Silko, Gardens 17)
for various beings, functions as a source of spirituality, and as such may be considered an
applied, inhabited sacred place beyond its identity as home. The gardens therefore
contribute to biocultural diversity conservation.
In order to provide for a relational existence that "promotes love and harmony"
(Chilisa 112) in a blend of natural and cultural systems (Warren 290), the women practice
what elder Annie Ned explained to anthropologist Julie Cruikshank as listening for
stories and not just to stories (Cruikshank 76). The women understand stories and storytelling as part of a larger social process that is dynamic, integrative, and adaptive. While
the interwoven stories appear as cultural hybrids, they instill meaning within complexity
and are unique to their place and history. Drawing from local, partially tribal history, the
67
The similarity between this conception and the gardens in the Colorado River dunes with their
spring, the resident rattle snake, and the female caretakers is striking and reflects why Silko included this
episode in her novel. After being gifted with an archaeology book on Old Europe, Silko immediately
related to the snake reverence described therein (Silko, The Turquoise Ledge 121).
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gardens also evolve as places of "local sovereignty" (Christie 95) or islands of selfdetermination within an oppressed spatial framework.
Indeed, Klaus Lösch sees Gardens in the Dunes as a proposal for a "global re-tribalization" that has already been indicated in the "physical and intellectual de-colonization"
(72) movement in Almanac of the Dead. Pramod Parajuli states: "Social movements are
cognitive processes, and both the processes of critique and regeneration are built into
them" (568). This view confirms a focus on bioregional communities as main carriers for
critique and alternative proposals. Taking the ongoing tribal principles personified by
Grandma Fleet, Sister Salt, and Indigo as a beginning point or point of comparison, the
recovering of tribal traditions by enlightened women in Europe identify similar and thus
easily allied indigeneities in the Old World. In accordance with an Indigenous paradigm,
Bronwyn and Laura maintain personalized relationships characterized by respect and
care, and both women demonstrate warm-heartedness, tolerance, and sensibility in their
relations to all beings they meet. Silko clearly hints at the "primary role of women as
guardians of collective and personal identity" (Li 22). As decolonizing and philosophically aware people, the two women become carriers and teachers for awareness of and
respect toward tribal culture, oral tradition, and sensible life ethics. In that, Bronwyn and
Laura are indeed "American and European equivalents of Grandmother Fleet" (Ruoff 13),
but they also represent transformative versions of Transcendentalism.
Silko portrays American Transcendentalism as a first step toward a global reconnection to tribal roots as is indicated by old Indigenous prophesies: "The Europeans come to
this land, and the old prophesies say, not that the Europeans will disappear, but the purely

249
European way of looking at this place and relationships. So the American Transcendentalists, they're the first important sign that this is already underway" (Arnold 18). American Transcendentalism has initiated an understanding of connections and interdependencies that place-based tribal cultures, both in the Americas as well as the in pre-imperial
Europe, had long since understood and had shaped in worldviews characterized by the
concept of sacred ecology. The fact that Silko allies an Indigenous girl with variations of
Transcendentalism in Europe comes out of Silko's primary identification of the United
States with imperialism and its ideology of progress.
Silko acknowledges that place-based tribal cultures world-wide, no matter when their
golden age or location, have contributed elements to human consciousness and practice,
which keep resurfacing despite spatial or temporal constraints. Bronwyn and Laura's
approaches move beyond Transcendentalism by combining it with an explicit search for
what Deborah Miranda calls a "white, European indigeneity" (142). Rather than culturally appropriating American tribal worldviews and ethics, Silko suggests recovering
relational paradigms as they have grown and have been practiced in the respective habitats as a means of decolonization and self-determination across the world.
Silko disagrees with Thoreau, who thought that European immigrants ought to learn
America's mythology through the eyes of its original inhabitants in order to become true
Americans themselves (Fleck, Henry Thoreau 19). In Gardens in the Dunes, those EuroAmerican women who "go native" in Europe have a promising future, while Susan is
stuck in perpetual imperialism in America. Ecological and cultural recovery is bound to
home territory. As Barilla has pointed out, "Aunt Bronwyn is Silko's vision of a
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Leopoldian figure at home" (172). However, Silko indicates that different indigeneities
share basic principles: caretaking, multispecies relationships, sensibility to oral tradition,
and adaptive integration.
Silko's most surprising choice in treating the Ghost Dance in Gardens in the Dunes is
therefore her decision to unfold a non-Native character's spiritual quest. The emphasis on
such a quest for religious and philosophical understanding, as well as for cultural identity,
is often presented as a core element of indigenism, which Annette Jaimes defines as "a
way of approaching life with a more natural and balanced world" (291). In contrast to
Louis Owens' Wolfsong, for instance, Silko's Indigenous protagonists are centered in their
tribal worldview and "are entirely secure in their Indian identities" (Krupat, Red Matters
113). Silko deliberately places a non-Native academic in the place that frequently is
reserved for an Indigenous, often mixed-blood literary protagonist. It is Hattie Palmer
who is the one in search of a vision of herself and the world.
As a woman, Hattie is oppressed within the Anglo-American settler culture. Her
interaction with Indigo and Sister Salt in Arizona and California, Susan James in New
York, Aunt Bronwyn in England, and Laura in Italy liberate her "captive mind from
oppressive conditions that continue to silence and marginalize" (Chilisa 14). Hattie learns
that Indigenous perspectives and knowledge may be key factors toward a way of building
a more humane and natural life within the dominating imperialism. Silko is careful,
however, to not let this character seek the "Indian cure" (Bellin "Taking the Indian Cure"
1) or otherwise imitate or appropriate Indigenous knowledge and belief. Rather, Silko
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creatively develops ideas and principles from Fuller in combination with European
mythology, and also the Ghost Dance as an encompassing spiritual movement.
Hattie's travel begins in California amidst neglected gardens and a feeling of emptiness. Next, Susan's colonial gardens on Long Island do not impress Hattie who grew up
in the area. Instead, they amplify Hattie's feeling of being an outsider at home. In the
East, however, Hattie dreams of herself sitting on a flat stone in front of a church door,
being joined by Bronywn, but tearing her dress when making space for Bronwyn to sit
(Silko, Gardens 163). This anticipates her later experience of sleepwalking in Bronwyn's
garden. Indeed, at Aunt Bronwyn's estate in England, Hattie seems unable to escape the
attraction of the old, the natural, and the magical. Her subconscious is stirred so strongly
that she sleepwalks into an abandoned part of the garden, finds herself awakening on an
altar-like stone, and sees a strange luminous white glow that fills her with the experience
of an extreme joy (247-248). Through this experience Hattie discovers a subconscious
and spiritual intuition that she cannot yet make sense of, but that she secretly allows into
her otherwise overly rational life. Later she discovers that the stone of her dream and
Bronwyn's garden looks just like the altar stone in the Sulis-Minerva Temple in Bath
(255).
Hattie repeatedly encounters the luminous light and the significance of stones that are
associated with the Ghost Dance in the novel because her journey to emotion, identity,
and fulfillment evolves a movement parallel to Indigo's search for the Messiah of the
Ghost Dance. Hattie's rationalism and skepticism similarly prevent her for a long time to
seriously contemplate Indigo's stories about the Ghost Dance and the Messiah. Aunt
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Bronwyn, in contrast, is ready to absorb the child's information. Her knowledge and trust
in diverse belief systems makes it easy for her to acknowledge Indigo's beliefs as a
possibility. The stories about sightings of the Messiah seem no different than those of
appearances of the Holy Mother. Silko's interpretation of the Ghost Dance as a global
movement will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter of this study.
If her experience in England is that of an opening to the subconscious and spiritual
intuition, Italy lets Hattie recover womanhood and potential motherhood. In the Italian
gardens of Bronwyn's friend Laura a sensual liberation overwhelms Hattie; the sight and
fragrance of the gladiolus nursery make her feel "drunk, surrounded, even embraced, by
the profusion of flowers" (Silko, Gardens 295). Additionally, the sight of pre-Christian
human-animal mother figurines cradling their babies make her feel "a surge of emotion . .
. until tears filled her eyes" (298). Inspired by the fertility figurines in Italy, Hattie finally
opens herself to emotions and discovers a sense of womanhood and potential motherhood
in herself. The archaeological artifacts uncover a chapter of spiritual history that, similar
and yet different from the Gnostic tradition, evolved around a female principle: "The
archaeological plot strategically plays upon a Foucauldian notion of an archaeology of
women's history, as a female narrative reclamation of a female cultural sign system prior
to writing" (Regier n. pag.). Hattie later dreams of the Macedonian vulva figure she sees
in Laura's cave, and it shines brightly (Silko, Gardens 406). She also wonders if the
pictures of the Virgin Mary killing a snake may not rather be a reinterpretation of preChristian snake reverence (304). In Corsica, Hattie cries with joy when she realizes that
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the radiant light in which the Holy Mother appears on a school wall is the same light as in
Bronwyn's garden.
Hattie's fixation on the gardens, the human-animal goddess and mother figurines, and
her spiritual or supernatural encounters connect well to Fuller's text "Leila." Fuller's Leila
is a goddess figure and image of divine female power. She remains a puzzle to men who
are "bound in sense, time, and thought" (Fuller, "Leila" 53) because she "transcends sex,
age, state, and all the barriers behind which man entrenches himself from the assaults of
Spirit" (54). During the day, Fuller's Leila fulfils various socially prescribed roles, but
during the night she wanders freely. Hattie's sleepwalking may allude to this. The power
of Hattie's intuitive, unconscious, and supernatural experiences is just such a power as
embodied by Leila. It allows Hattie to move beyond her time and limitations to a state of
independence, spirituality, and happiness. Steele claims that Leila was the "most significant symbol of woman's buried creativity" within Fullers' feminist mythology (xx). Uncovering this creativity is at the core of Hattie's self-finding process.
The turn toward female creativity is as much part of self-emancipation as the physical
escape from social oppression. In Summer on the Lakes, Fuller writes about women with
unusual abilities, Mariana and the Seerin von Prevorst, as well as women with inadequate
capacities, notably the city-educated women who suddenly face frontier life. In all cases,
the male-dominated social order undermines female development and content. Gardens
in the Dunes, in contrast, features women who have escaped male domination, including
the individuals of Indigo's all-female family, Aunt Bronwyn, Laura, and finally Hattie.
Though they are confronted with social marginalization, the novel certainly indicates that
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they have found a better life. Despite her deep skepticism, Hattie can no longer elude the
intuitive attraction and emotional as well as ethical stimulation of the free-thinking, unconventional, and caring women with their inter-religious and intercultural gardens.
Finally, Fuller advocates the Transcendentalist belief in self-emancipation and
specifically for women, stating that women may only leave their state of permanent
childhood if they can grow freely without the conventional limitations and paternalism of
their homes. Fuller likens her travel experience across the blooming and seemingly parklike prairies of Illinois, for instance, to travelling in Eden, which is likewise free of walls
and roads, and thus expresses a feeling of liberation and a contented domesticity
(Kolodny, "Margaret Fuller" 114, 117). Fuller's years in Italy, which include involvement
in a revolution, a love relationship, and motherhood, as well as Hattie's Europe travel in
the novel, confirm Fuller's assumptions. In both cases, Italy serves as the break-through
place of emancipation and self-determination. Only in Italy does Fuller claim to feel fully
at home, while Hattie keeps dreaming of the Italian gardens upon her return to America.
Back in the Southwest, Hattie dreams of dancing stones and a singing snake and bird
figure, again figures from Laura's gardens (Silko, Gardens 392). She cherishes the three
gemstones her husband has discarded and given to her (394), including Minerva with
snakes, cattle under trees, and a waterbird with chick (413). Loosing the gemstones later
hurts her more than the physical violence she has received when brutally attacked and
raped by local townspeople on her way to visit the Sand Lizard girls (458). Severely
injured, she finds shelter with the Indigenous girls and marginally experiences a Ghost
Dance. When she steps out of the lean-to in the final night of the ceremony, she sees the
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same luminous light she has encountered before, and Sister Salt tells her that she must
have seen the Morning Star (390). When Hattie's parents and the Apache police interrupt
the ceremony, Hattie begs in vain to let her stay or to at least let the dancers continue. She
now fully understands the brutality of colonial impact. In rage and revenge, she sets half
the town of her perpetrators on fire before her parents take her to the East Coast.
In the end, Hattie's destiny differs drastically from Fuller's sad and untimely death in
a shipwreck. Hattie's self-determination causes an irreversible break with her social
environment in addition to the financial ruin that she discovers after Edward has died.
She almost finds a violent death, and barely recovers. Later, she escapes the upper class
society of the East and her role as fallen woman to begin a new life with Aunt Bronwyn
in England. In this light, Hattie's first dream takes on an additional meaning. She returns
to Aunt Bronwyn in England, imaginatively sharing her seat on the old altar stone. The
ripped dress in the dream foreshadowed the assault Hattie had to suffer before being able
to sit and live with her aunt. Her spiritual and identity quest teaches Hattie to listen to
intuition and emotion, to avoid social conventions and paternalistic control, to defend her
sense of the equality of people and of cultural relativism, to recognize the significance of
the feminine and the fertility in the tribal heritage of various places.
Silko's unconventional choice for an Anglo-American vision quest that is strongly
connected to the Ghost Dance movement illustrates that cultural revitalization among
oppressed communities is alone insufficient and that the larger, Western society also
displays an urgent need for alternative stories and visions in resistance to the ongoing
power of the capitalist-imperialist ideology. Indigenous, Christian, syncretistic, and pre-
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Christian European mythology interweave with Hattie's experiences, and her destiny
fulfills the insight Humboldt presents in the chapter epigraph: "So leiten dunkle Gefühle
und die Verkettung sinnlicher Anschauungen, wie später die Thätigkeit der combinirenden Vernunft, zu der Erkenntniß, welche alle Bildungsstufen der Menschheit
durchdringt, daß ein gemeinsames, gesetzliches und darum ewiges Band die ganze
lebendige Natur umschlinge" (Kosmos, Vol. 1, 9).68 Hattie succeeds in listening for
stories (Cruikshank 76) and begins to take part in the respective social processes. With
the example of a Western academic learning to listen, Silko calls for a deep reconsideration of ecosystems, societies, and cultural paradigms—an intellectual exercise in
the Humboldtian tradition.
Making the individual and local aspects of a transnational decolonization movement
the focus of her novel, Silko hints at the possibility of gradual ideological and social
change, beginning with each individual and evolving through a loose network of the likeminded. She clearly aims at what Parajuli has described as a place-based or inhabitant
model of citizenship: "An ecological citizen is a member of a community of persons who
considers herself morally accountable to the community comprised of human and
nonhuman communities as a whole" (Parajuli 580). Silko illustrates such ecological
citizenships through various case examples because the Sand Lizard girls, Bronwyn, and
Laura live out such an ecological citizenship within their own unique context.

68

From the 1850 translation: "Thus do the spontaneous impressions of the untutored mind lead, like
the laborious deductions of cultivated intellect, to the same intimate persuasion, that one sole and indissoluble chain binds together all nature" (Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 27).
Translation by author: And so vague feelings and the nexus of sensual impressions, just as later the
activity of associating reason, lead to an insight penetrating all educational levels of human kind, which is
that a shared, regular and thus eternal bond ties together the whole living nature.
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However, Silko demonstrates that insights and values from Indigenous peoples may
serve as even more fruitful impulses for a renewed preoccupation with the natural
environment, aesthetics, and ethics. Only when Hattie opens herself to intercultural
communication, multispecies relationships, and tribal teachings, is she able to intuitively
grasp the eternal bond holding together living nature and the peoples in it. Readers thus
have different, creative examples to draw from when considering each their own unique
circumstances and listening for meaningful stories to apply to their lives. Following the
wisdom of the fictive Sand Lizard tribe in the chapter epigraph, Silko uses Transcendentalism, a gendered approach, and an Indigenous paradigm in an effort to plant
epistemological seeds to see what comes from them.
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CHAPTER 7
HUMBOLDT RELOADED: SILKO'S GARDENS IN THE DUNES AND
COSMOPOLITICS
So festgewurzelt in der innersten Natur des
Menschen, und zugleich geboten durch seine
höchsten Bestrebungen, wird jene wohlwollend
menschliche Verbindung des ganzen Geschlechts zu
einer der großen leitenden Ideen in der Geschichte
der Menschheit. (Humboldt, Kosmos, Vol. 1, 386)69
We will outlast them. We always have. (Silko,
Gardens 462)
Readers of Leslie Marmon Silko's writing are familiar with her postcolonial critique.
Ceremony (1977) illuminates how the Laguna religion and culture holds a key to healing
the destructive impact of colonialism. Almanac of the Dead (1991) focuses more strongly
on social and environmental exploitation and degradation and the heterogeneous transnational alliances between diverse Indigenous ethnic, grassroots, and terrorist groups in the
North American hemisphere seeking to overthrow the destructive and unsustainable
capitalist system of the dominating First World. But Silko assures us that the political
discourse that unfolds in Gardens in the Dunes (1999) had not originally been intended:
"Though my conscious self had tried to come up with an idea for a non-political novel, I
had actually stumbled into the most political thing of all—how you grow your food,
whether you eat, the fact that the plant collectors followed the Conquistadors" (qtd. in
Arnold 3). As does Almanac of the Dead, Gardens in the Dunes deals with the issue of
destructive and exploitative imperialism, but in a setting roughly 100 years earlier.
69

From the 1850 translation: "Thus deeply rooted in the innermost nature of man, and even enjoined
upon him by his highest tendencies, the recognition of the bond of humanity becomes one of the noblest
leading principles in the history of mankind" (Humboldt, Cosmos, Vol. 1, 358).
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Silko has indeed constructed her novel in a manner that contrasts the guiding principles of two transnational movements—imperialism and cosmopolitics. Imperialism is
discussed with focus on colonialism in the Southwest, but also in regard to the colonial
re-enactment in Susan James' Long Island garden and the eco-imperialistic smuggling
activities of Edward Palmer. Silko uncovers genocidal implications as deeply connected
with the non-Native perception and treatment of the land and the natural environment.
In contrast to that, Silko develops principles for a transnational decolonization
movement that can ultimately lead to cosmopolitics, a multispecies politics within the
framework of multinaturalism. She pairs pluralist alliances with Indigenous agency and
creative resistance against, for instance, removal and destructive identity politics. While
the previous chapter has illustrated how Silko expands Margaret Fuller's notion of
gardens as space of female liberation to the idea of gardens as spaces of decolonized
multispecies communities, this chapter will focus on examples of Indigenous resistance.
Silko's call for alliances between different American and European indigeneities reminds
of Humboldt's call for a radical pluralism that assumes equality among humans and the
adaptive maintenance of ethnic identities and particularities. As expressed in the chapter
epigraph, Humboldt believed that the pluralistic, but humanist bonding of the human
species could and ought to become the leading idea and principle in human history.
Silko indicates that such humanist bonding can best be carried by spirituality, and
this chapter examines the ways in which Silko poses the culturally syncretistic Ghost
Dance movement against trans-Atlantic imperial trade and exploitation networks. The
Ghost Dance is presented as an exemplary gateway to cosmopolitical practice in the
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novel. Posing compassion, equality, and pluralism as the guiding principle for a united
humankind, Gardens in the Dunes illustrates what intercultural communication might
look like in much the way that it had already been imagined by Humboldt and how it can
contribute to overall change and well-being.
Gardens in the Dunes is set in 1900, a high water mark in American global
imperialism and during the assimilation era of federal Indian policy (Wilkins 110-112).
Silko addresses land loss, ongoing slavery, abuse, poverty, confinement to Indian
agencies, life on allotted reservation land as well as in cities and off-reservation boarding
schools, and lack of civil rights, citizenship, and religious freedom. Silko has deliberately
chosen to write about a fictional tribe, the Sand Lizard people, as an homage to Colorado
River tribes who had been destroyed by colonization (Arnold 3). She thus has also
assured that she would not misrepresent actual Colorado River tribes and that she could
employ "artistic and ethical freedom" (qtd. in Arnold 11), presenting common Indigenous
knowledge about desert ecology, but providing only vague representations of cultural
landscapes, mythology, and tribal history. The Sand Lizard people share many traits with
Colorado River peoples, but also with the O'odham as, for example, the cactus wine
ceremony to call down the rain in summer. In her reading of Elsie Clews Parsons,
Lavonne Ruoff has also discovered connections to Silko's own tribe, the Laguna (Ruoff
17-18). Silko celebrates the openness to contact, exchange, and integration that she has
identified with tribal peoples (Arnold 11). In Gardens in the Dunes, this is reflected in
Sister Salt's self-determined love life and in Indigo's adaptation and appropriation skills
that let her navigate quite successfully in a truly foreign world. Both characters reach out
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beyond their own nation, engage in extended knowledge exchange, and integrate
intellectual and material stimuli into their daily lives.
Indigo and Sister Salt's family history displays various encounters with the dark side
of colonialism. Grandma Fleet's husband was killed by gold prospectors and she herself
escaped from captivity in a prison camp. The girls' mother was captured, abused, and
impregnated twice, once by a preacher (Silko, Gardens 16-17). The family's gardens
temporarily became a hideout for refugees from various nations who tried avoiding
collective confinement at the Parker Indian agancy (17). Their use as refuges destroyed
the gardens, and the family temporarily lived in poverty in the town Needles, carving a
living from selling baskets and doing laundry. At the beginning of the novel, the girls'
nameless mother disappears for good during a military intervention to stop a Ghost
Dance ceremony. The history of captivity repeats when the two girls are captured during
their search for their mother. While Sister Salt is used as cheap labor in the Parker
agency's makeshift laundry, deceivingly referred to as "the school" (203), Indigo is taken
to boarding school to "be trained as a lady's maid" (158) due to the policy of compulsory
attendance at the time.
Sister Salt faces the natural and social exploitation of accelerating colonial expansion
in the U.S. Southwest and repeatedly demonstrates creative resistance to alienating,
oppressing structures. The Indian agency at Parker forces members of the Cocopa, Yuma,
Mojave, Apache, and a few Chemehuevi to settle together. Sister Salt makes friends with
the Chemehuevi girls Maytha and Vedna with whom she works in the laundry that
actually is the superintendent's private side business. In this case, Edward's conviction
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that the Indian Bureau people are the worst government employees (Silko, Gardens 126)
appears quite appropriate. The three girls resist the superintendent's exploitation by
opening their own laundry business behind his back. When caught, they are imprisoned
because colonial assimilation does not envisage that Indigenous people can or should use
learned skills to their own advantage or be their own employers.
Big Candy, the black cook for the construction site Superintendent Wylie, bails them
out and takes them to the construction site of the canal being built to provide Los Angeles
with water from the Colorado. The girls run the construction site laundry and occasionally sell sexual favors to workers. Being from a matrilinear social organization, Sister
Salt perceives sex as a positive increment of cultural life: "[T]he old-time Sand Lizard
people believed sex with strangers was advantageous because it created a happy atmosphere to benefit commerce and exchange with strangers" (Silko, Gardens 219). It was
"simply good manners" (ib.) and "valued for alliances and friendships that might be
made" (202).
Accordingly, Indigenous identity politics differ from colonial ones. Again, Silko
provides a counter narrative in that the Sand Lizards do not even apply the concept of
mixed-blood or half-breed heritage, relying instead on matrilinear identity formation.
While other tribes are said to have killed mixed-blood babies in fear of their foreign
descent, all children by Sand Lizard mothers are full tribal members (202). Children from
connections with strangers are so cherished that they receive special names (219). Yet
colonial identity politics prevail when land is contested, for instance in the exertion of
social and spatial control on the Chemehuevi reservation.
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While the Indian agency at Parker is characterized by collective confinement of
different tribal groups, Sister Salt's Chemehuevi friends Maytha and Vedna succeed in
buying a plot of land from an aunt on a reservation specifically for the Chemehuevi.
Given that the land is private property it can be assumed that it is a result of allotment.
Indigo observes that the reservation limits space for plant gathering and leads to overharvest, which sharpens the existing social tensions (Silko, Gardens 414). Additionally,
European spatial control is enacted through flooding parts of the reservation as part of
dam construction. However, the local priest seeks a scapegoat for the slow flooding of the
reservation. Since Maytha and Vedna, though being culturally Chemehuevi, have a
Laguna father, the priest uses colonial identity politics based on blood quantum against
them. He calls them "damned, contaminated – a risk to all others" (435) and blames them
for the flooding.
As Circe Sturm states in Blood Politics, "[b]lood quantum was widely embraced by
nineteenth century scientific thought as a rational measure of racial identity and racial
'purity'" (80). Tribal leadership and clan-based structures were deliberately overpowered
by making blood quantum the basis for identity, member- or citizenship, and the possibility of land ownership.70 As Moore has observed in regards to federal Indian policy,
"[h]ybridization is the project of power to dominate" (99). In contrast to naturally
occurring hybridization that takes place in a value-free zone, colonial domination

70

The allotment policy fueled the notion of identity politics. The Dawes Rolls divided tribes along
racial lines into those with one-half or more Indian blood whose allotments initially were trust land, and the
other allottees whose land was unprotected and open for taxation and sale (Sturm 79).
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produces hierarchical hybridization (Moore 102) that is identified by a notion of loss,
contamination, or dilution.
Despite the Native Americans obtaining general U.S. citizenship with the Snyder Act
in 1924, politics can often be termed "blood politics" due to the high significance of
blood quantum calculations and their implications concerning the legal status and
claimable identity as well as rights of individuals. While tribes have the sovereignty to
establish their own membership criteria, the Certificate Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB)
has served state and federal purposes. As Cheyfitz emphasizes, interethnic procreation, or
the numerous forms of "mixed-bloods," has fueled the "bio-logic" (21) of identity
discourse. Mixed-bloods of Native and Euro-American ancestry were frequently
identified as friendly or progressive, while full-bloods were hostile or conservative
(Cheyfitz 20-21). Thus, the idea of Indigenous people as being closer to wilderness,
savagery, or as being simply resistant to the capitalist-imperialist system's ideology of
exploitative progress, has prevailed. These identity politics in connection with the tribal
struggle for land and services has also contributed to discrimination that A.M. Regier has
identified as deriving from "nationalist, tribal-separatist pressures" (n. pag.). Gardens in
the Dunes shows these in effect when Sister Salt and Indigo's illegal presence on the
Chemehuevi reservation becomes known to the authorities and they have to move on to
avoid deportation to Parker.
Rather than revealing different tribal histories, Silko places her Indigenous protagonists within a shared colonial experience and draws the readers' attention to the imperialist apparatus that has worked to abuse and destroy tribal nations. Similar in their fate to
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the tribes from the Colorado River region, Silko alludes to the Algonquian Matinnecock,
the Indigenous people of Long Island who carve out a meager, isolated, and nearly
invisible existence on the beaches of Manhasset Bay after losing their fields to farmers
who in turn were bought out by rich New Yorkers for their upper-class prestige garden
art (Silko, Gardens 156). Through the mysterious character of the Yaqui Gypsy Delena,
Silko also alludes to the Yaqui. By 1900, the Yaqui have been squarely engaged in their
decades-long fight with Mexican troops in Sonora, aimed at maintaining a degree of
autonomy from the Mexican government. Equipped with fortune telling card sets and
"seven black dogs [as] her army" (366) and circus attraction, Delena commits arson at the
canal construction camp, steals the cash boxes, and after an almost murderous escape
takes the money to Tucson where it is turned into a weapon delivery to the Yaqui
warriors.
Genocidal implications are deeply connected with the non-Native perception and
treatment of the land and the natural environment. U.S. territorial expansion evolves hand
in hand with environmental alteration. In Gardens in the Dunes, colonial design encompasses reservations and allotments, prestige gardens, and canal construction. The dam and
canal construction featured in the novel alludes to Hoover Dam near Black Canyon,
which was built in the 1930s. As analyzed in the previous chapter, the immensity of the
project is amplified through Sister Salt and Indigo's perspectives. They understand the
utter devastation of natural habitat caused by the construction in terms of violation and
murder because their tribal paradigm extends personhood to the Colorado River, its
riparian plants, and other trees. Further, water is understood as provided by the ancestors.
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Moreover, the exertion of spatial control through the channeling, blocking, and allocating
of Colorado River water, as well as the displacement and impact on riparian people, animals, and plants has co-determined the destiny of the Southwest until today.
On Long Island, Indigo has a similar encounter with colonial design. Susan James's
Robber Baron gardens mirror domestic politics and adhere to the master narrative of
American conquest. In Susan's world, the spiritual has no place and just like nature, the
body becomes an item to be handled strategically. Susan, Edward's sister in law, values
her role as upper-class wife and mother, while secretly rebelling against domestic power
and enjoying her own, individualized and secret power established through adultery. She
also lets Edward linger in disease and slowly die without as much as a noticing his
plight—for her people are expendable. Further, she has long since had an eye on
Edward's Californian estate, which will be hers after his death.
Susan's estate follows the prestige-oriented trend to landscape gardening of the 20th
century as fine art (Ryan 121). While relatively powerless as a woman whose finances
are closely held in check by her husband, the gardens are her empire, the only realm that
allows her to enjoy complete power according to her moods. Therefore, the regular,
costly transformation of the gardens are her purpose in life. Susan is fully occupied with
having her gardens changed from an Italian Renaissance-style garden to an English one
in time for her annual ball: "Susan did not want her guests to see the same plants as the
year before" (Silko, Gardens 161). Plants are chosen on the basis of their exclusivity and
as suited to the setting of a blue masque ball, degraded to an artificial background of
individual self-image. Susan is besotted with expensive plants, no matter how
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complicated the indoor and outdoor care. Her two most expensive orchids probably stem
from those her brother recently collected in Brazil in an act of biopiracy, thus connecting
her garden to transnational imperialism.
Facing rapid destruction, Edward sets out to photograph the vanishing remains of the
previous garden landscape. Here the reader will feel reminded of Edward's name-sake,
Edward S. Curtis (1868-1952), who did the same with the supposedly vanishing Indians
of the Northwest Coast at about the same time. Indeed, the violent actions of transformation allude to Native America in various ways, as Susan treats her garden as
colonialism has treated not only the land, but also the Indigenous people in North
America. Susan's determination to remove perfectly intact statues because she finds their
natural physical appearance as offensive and unchaste bears association with the
perception of Native America by colonial powers who deemed culturally rich and
functioning societies in need of transformation or removal. As Ryan has pointed out, the
description of the statues in Susan's garden, scattered and heaped to wait for removal in
wagons, resembles a "snapshot of the battlefield at Wounded Knee" (123) or the photos
of the Holocaust victims in German concentration camps: "The arms of many of the
women statues were flung up in fear, or maybe that was to show off their breasts to the
men. The statues of men appeared calmer, looking away as if they did not realize the
destination of the wagon" (Silko, Gardens 190).
The climax of Susan's power is the transplantation of two huge copper beach trees
across half the island in order to give her garden creation the final touch. Here Silko
comments on the tone she was trying to achieve: "You're supposed to be grossed out . . .

268
To me, Gardens in the Dunes is mostly funny. And the reader is supposed to be more
amused than angry and outraged . . . It's conspicuous consumption to the max" (qtd. in
Arnold 20). Indigo empathizes with the two uprooted trees during their removal, an
experience Indigo's family is familiar with: "wrapped in canvas and big chains on the flat
wagon was a great tree lying helpless, its leaves shocked limp, followed by its companion; the stain of damp earth like dark blood seeped through the canvas . . . Indigo heard
low creaks and groans . . . from the trees" (Silko, Gardens 183). The vocabulary would
hardly be different were the passage about humans and not tree beings. Indigo perceives
the transported copper beach trees in the same terms as if they were groaning human
bodies, shocked and helpless, identifying the dark earth with blood (183). For the Sand
Lizard girls, environmental destruction equals human removal and homicide. The witness
experience warns the girls' of their own vulnerability because "compared to plants and
trees, humans were weak creatures" (447). Moreover, this description calls back into
memory the forceful relocations and deadly marches many Indigenous groups were
subjected to.
Susan's consumer-oriented and historically blind attitude, her disinterest in thinking
about or making sense of politics and the way she lives, and the number of casualties that
must occur for the satisfaction of her desires make her a figurehead in many ways as
frightful as the Columbia in John Gasts' famous Manifest Destiny image "American
Progress" was ideal. With Susan's example Silko elaborates on her observation of an
illegal quarry near her home in the Tucson Mountains. She identifies the person who
caused the environmental impact as acting out "his manifest destiny: to destroy whatever
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he wanted to destroy willy-nilly no matter the impact on others or himself – that's the
credo of southern Arizona, and much of the West" (Silko, The Turquoise Ledge 170).
With Susan's character, Silko has developed a national and nationalist reflection of such
practice. Given that Susan embodies the patriarchal, imperial system, it is highly ironic
that of all things, her exuberant masque ball raises money for the Bishop's Aid Society
that is engaged in the oppression of women and Native Americans (Ryan 126). In
conclusion, Susan's mini-empire symbolically re-enacts the colonization of the Americas
that has made her family rich and has provided them with their land, and thus strongly
expresses ongoing national imperialism.
Alongside Susan's nationalist representation of colonial design, Silko also comments
on transnational eco-imperialism, and bio-piracy. She draws explicit parallels between
the antique Roman imperialism and the current Euro-American. With a glance at Europe
and its continuously oppressed pre-Christian religions, Silko emphasizes imperialism as
an old phenomenon, one that affected Europe through the Roman Empire and its eventual
implementation of Christianity as the state religion, as well as a momentum of dominance
later carried by Europe around the globe. Following a transnational mindset, Silko identifies imperial dominance as complicit with the concept of nation and its patriotic ideology
as a way to justify given power hierarchies. Gardens in the Dunes addresses both gender
and racial oppression as inherent in the national concept of 1900, and by implication still
having impact today.
The prime personification of the imperial mindset in Gardens in the Dunes is Edward
Palmer. Edward appears as a man who is troubled with himself and the world, suffering
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from physical illness, avoiding intimate contact with his wife, being alienated from
women, nature, water, and all that gives life. Edward;s affliction reflects a larger
ideological framework: "Victorian suppression of sexuality goes hand-in-hand with the
attempts to constrain and control nature, human or otherwise" (Purdy, "Water as Leitmotif" 161). For him, the Riverside "garden was a research laboratory" (Silko, Gardens
73), of which only parts are usable. Further, he strives to make a lasting name for himself
by discovering a specimen of any kind that can bear his name (78). Edward even
approaches Indigo the way he would approach a new plant that could bear his, the discoverer's name: "He was intrigued with the notion that the child might be the last remnant
of a tribe now extinct, perhaps a tribe never before studied by anthropologists" (111).
Yet his search for new specimens of plants, animals, or people is more than just a
desire to play Adam in the Garden of Eden, "asserting his mastery over nature through
the act of naming" (Huhndorf, Going Native 194); it is also a desire to profit from that
garden. The Biblical Adam names what was nameless before. Where God creates through
the word, Adam co-creates anthropocentrically through name-giving. Edward merely renames what is already known to the locals: "He had made it his practice to collect
samples of local and regional agriculture. The natives might possess unknown medicinal
plants with commercial potential or a new variety of citrus or a new source of rubber"
(Silko, Gardens 86). In his colonial urge, Edward regards everything unknown to the
Western world as free to 'discover' and exploit, re-creating an already existing world for
the use of his own imperial society. In 1900, there was little discussion about intellectual

271
property rights, or Indian title to land and resources; the world was new by just saying it
was so, appropriating not just Indian land but the prerogative of God himself.
Further, Edward is convinced that even with instruction Indigo will never be able to
properly plant the seeds she receives, especially the complicated black gladiolus hybrids,
just because as an Indigenous person she is inferior in her level of botanical knowledge
and skill that Edward sees as necessary. Edward does not even consider the possibility of
Indigenous empirical knowledge about the environment and does not understand the
notion of a sacred ecology. Thus, when learning about old European fertility cults in
Italy, he worries that Indigo may get "the impression the old Europeans were no better
than red Indians or black Africans who prayed to snakes" (Silko, Gardens 302).
The abyss between Edward's worldview and the cultural relativist and spiritual route
of the Sand Lizard girls, Bronwyn, Laura, and eventually Hattie, as examined in the previous chapter, could hardly be deeper. As representative for the explosive combination of
imperialism, Western science, and capitalism and a man for whom only science and
money make sense, Edward simply dismisses Aunt Bronwyn as being similarly primitive
as Indigo is, but Laura intrudes into his territory of science and subverts his idea of it.
Edward objects to the idea of art having a life on its own. Even though he dismisses the
pre-Roman artifacts as primitive and crude, he out of principle severely criticizes Laura,
"who called herself a scholar, risk[ing] rare archaeological artifacts simply to decorate a
garden" (Silko, Gardens 293), suggesting insanity. Edward argues that artifacts belong in
scientific institutions and museums, but simultaneously undermines his own paradigm by
his practice of collecting, smuggling, and selling plants and artifacts.
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Edward participates in illegally collecting rare Brazilian orchids, a smuggling business that takes cruel advantage of the Indians of the Pará River, who are forced into
cooperation by means of torture, flogging, and killing by brokers; the same coercive
practices endemic to the rubber industry (132-133). He also collects, smuggles, and sells
other plants as well as any kind of historical or cultural artifacts that collectors are willing
to pay money for, such as old European gem stones, Roman coins, and Indigenous burial
items. His personal greed to find items that can make him money gives him the aura of a
capitalist scavenger bird. Furthermore, he deals in minerals and fossils and is especially
keen on meteorites, sacred to the Maya but only "celestial curiosities" (87) to him. When
he tries to buy iron meteorites from the legendary Black Indian of Tampico, a woman of
African and Mayan descent, she seems to curse Edward: "You cannot buy them but you
will pay!" (88). More importantly, she gives Edward the feeling that she "knew him and .
. . had hated him for a long time" (88). Here Edward's identity as just one of many
imperialist scientific collectors, traders, and smugglers makes him recognizable to the
local, Indigenous population due to their long standing experience with colonial resource
extraction.
In comparison to Humboldt, Edward serves as an antagonistic image of the scientist,
explorer, and developer. Letting him travel to South America a hundred years after
Humboldt and guided by a very different agenda, for-profit plant smuggling, Silko
creates Edward as the epitome of capitalist and ecological imperialism. Edward
incorporates many of the traits Humboldt criticized in his Personal Narrative, as
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analyzed in Chapter 1 of this study. Moreover, Edward has internalized the scientific
arrogance and exploitative capitalism so completely that he does not learn from failure.
During the Europe travels with his wife and Indigo, he commits another more or less
federally sanctioned act of piracy when trying to illegally smuggle cuttings of Citrus
medica for the U.S. Bureau of Plant Industry in order to break the French and Italian
monopoly on the increasingly popular cooking and baking ingredient (Silko, Gardens
162). As his major U.S. business partners have not been able to obtain legal sanction,
Edward decides to proceed for his own enrichment, but is caught and arrested. Though
compromising himself, Edward obviously stands in a tradition of pride, for only twentyfive years earlier, a British bio-pirate smuggled rubber tree seeds from Brazil, thus
helping the British to break Brazil's monopoly and was even knighted for that (130).
Therefore Edward even finds the smuggling activities of his companion in Brazil, Mr.
Vicks, to have a noble purpose (142). Vicks is supposed to find disease-resistant rubber
to substitute for Britain's leaf blight affected rubber and to keep Brazil from regaining
their monopoly that had previously been broken (129).
Indeed, Silko has stated, bio-piracy is an often forgotten, but fundamental part of
imperialism anywhere: "You have the Conquistadors, the missionaries, and right with
them were the plant collectors" (qtd. in Arnold 3). The decontextualization and alienation
of plants, stones, and other artifacts is illustrated as a "commercial trivialization of the
sacred" (Ryan 118) and a necessary ingredient of global imperialism. Gardens in the
Dunes explicitly contrasts the ecological imperialism behind Edward's business travels
with the exchange of seeds via gift giving and intercultural alliances evolving around
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Indigo as a friendly visitor in Europe. Besides the status of the trader, the type of product
determines the ethics of exchange. Indigo's realization that "seeds must be among the
greatest travelers of all" (Silko, Gardens 291), positions natural dissemination and
voluntary sharing in stark contrast to the example of citrus cuttings as stolen commodities
(Barilla 167).
Decolonization, Silko suggests, begins in one's own garden and gains strength
through intercultural alliances of the likeminded who engage in an exchange of
knowledge and strategies while acknowledging local specificity. Silko defends an
integrative and communicative approach that is just as, or at times even more, postcolonial than an approach of confrontational rhetoric and declarations of irreconcilable
cultural paradigms that aim at underlining Indigenous sovereignty based on distinctiveness. Instead she asserts that the pre-colonial, tribal approach was open and integrative,
not focused on distinction and secrecy: "I refuse to forget how generous, how expansive,
how inclusive the way of the old people was, of seeing the world and of seeing human
beings" (qtd. in Arnold 11).
The best personification of this perspective in the novel is Sister Salt's baby. Sister
Salt perceives her son as fully Sand Lizard, but Shari Huhndorf has called the little boy
the "ultimate crosser of racial and temporal boundaries" (Going Native 198). Sister Salt
herself has a Sand Lizard mother and an Anglo-American father, but she fully identifies
as Sand Lizard. Big Candy, the baby boy's father, is of African-American and Baton
Rouge, i.e. Native American, descent. Sister Salt calls the prematurely born and skinny
baby "Little Black Spider" (Silko, Gardens 364) and "grandfather" (341, 410), placing
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him squarely in the pantheon of Sand Lizard mythology and of tribal genealogy. The
child is a survivor against the odds, symbolic for many Indigenous peoples and their
survival of long-term genocides and cultural assault, and he is a storyteller who
communicates with his mother before he is even born (333, 339, 357). Nobody embodies
the principles of Vizenor's concept of survivance (Vizenor, "Aesthetics of Survivance"
11) better than the little boy.
Though many examples of Native American literature build in a fundamental contrast
and conflict between Indigenous and Western cultures, in many cases focusing on the
need of the torn and disoriented protagonist to choose for the tribal heritage as the only
means of sustainable self-identification, Silko here demonstrates the attempt to overcome
such a focus on differences and contrasts. She eliminates dichotomies that have been
working on various levels since the first colonial contact and are present today in the
socio-cultural rhetoric of all parties involved. As Köhler states, "Silko succeeds in
creating images of a modern pre-World-War-One life beyond the hierarchical patterns of
binary oppositions of European tradition versus American modernity, civilization versus
wilderness, Western versus Indigenous culture" (241). Indeed, Silko looks at European
tribal and national heritage and builds the novel on intercultural connections.
Silko stresses the power of storytelling as a crucial means to maintain and even
retrieve ancient knowledge, adapting it to the present. As Frances Washburn points out in
her article on the value of literature for American Indian Studies, storytelling can function
as subversive act (116-117). In Gardens in the Dunes, Native American characters, as
well as Bronwyn and Laura, participate in inclusive storytelling, interconnecting their
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specific knowledge with that of others. Tellingly, in addition to generally sanctioned
scientific methods, each of the positive paradigms is heavily sustained by oral tradition,
including stories that the dominant scientific system would declassify as popular beliefs,
superstition, and fairy tales.
Since subversive storytelling is global and diverse, Silko stresses intercultural influence and enrichment. Silko implies that Indigenous paradigms worldwide may be more
accumulative, diachronically and synchronically integrative, and constantly evolving than
they have so far been assumed to be. Oral tradition is inclusive of stories, knowledge, and
practices from all times and places, connecting multiple traditions, and thus undermining
homogenizing imperial master narratives. Storied knowledge connects multiple places
and intellectual traditions, thus undermining the ideological construct of 'nation' as
complicit with forms of homogenizing dominance. Silko claims that she has decided to,
in her words, "get rid of this idea of nationality, borderlines, and drawing lines in terms of
time" (qtd. in Arnold 9) precisely because she is following a distinctly Indigenous
approach.
Gardens in the Dunes grew out of a transnational and intercultural experience Silko
underwent during a promotional tour for the Almanac of the Dead. On the tour, Silko
visited Germany and felt a deep connection to her "German ancestor spirits" (qtd. in
Arnold 4), as well as to the carnival customs that are pagan in their origins. She similarly
"felt at home" in Italy and connected to the old stones in Scotland, realizing that the old
spirits do not know national boundaries (qtd. ib. 5). Silko acknowledges that place-based
tribal cultures world-wide, no matter when their golden age and where their location,
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have contributed elements to human consciousness and practice that ignore spatial or
temporal constraints and resurface in one form or another: "As hard as Christianity tried
to wipe it [old spirits] out, and tried to break that connection between the Europeans and
the earth, and the plants and the animals—even though they've been broken from it
longer than the indigenous people of the Americas or Africa—that connection won't
break completely" (qtd. ib. 6). Just as the mythical timescape and the present timescape
are thought of as concurrent or coinciding in Indigenous paradigms, such synchronism
may also be at place in other cultures.
Euro-American colonialism, however, is particularly implicated in the undermining
of the spiritual component by its antithesis. Gardens in the Dunes includes Silko's motif
of witchery and the concept of the destroyers as in her previous works, especially
Ceremony (1977) and Storyteller (1981). Due to the concept of extended personhood,
Sister Salt perceives the destruction of Mrs. Van Wagnen's garden and its chopped peach
and apricot trees as a site of inclusive murder: "If this was what the white people did to
one another, then truly she and the Sand Lizard people and all other Indians were lucky to
survive at all. These destroyers were out to kill every living being, even the Messiah and
his dancers" (Silko, Gardens 61). Such destruction and witchery threatens living people
as well as the spirits of their ancestors: "In jail she [Sister Salt] and the twins heard the
Mojave people were terribly upset because their beloved ancestors and dead relatives
dwelled down there under the river; witchcraft activity was bound to increase because of
the damage done to the river" (212).
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Penetrating the novel in a subtle, but powerful way, the Ghost Dance appears as a
counter-movement to Euro-American imperialism as a tool of witchery in Gardens in the
Dunes, giving the Ghost Dance even a transnational focus that connects the Biblical
Middle East with Europe and the Americas, as well as Indigenous with non-Native
protagonists. The Ghost Dance integrates mythical and present timescapes, as well as
different cultural traditions. That it serves as a stage on which anyone can engage in a
spiritual quest, in particular the ex-academic upper-class Hattie Palmer, adds an explicit
transnational component to the more individual and interpersonal destinies.
With her treatment of the Ghost Dance in the novel, Silko re-writes not only James
Mooney's account of the Ghost Dance, but also the story of Christianity as a world
religion. Combining the Gnostic tradition, pre-Christian European religions, Indigenous
American religions, and Western scientific traditions, she writes against religious ideas of
purity and dogma, stressing interconnection and diversity as a threshold. Silko employs a
form of what Mary Louise Pratt defines as autoethnography, "a text in which people
undertake to describe themselves in ways that engage with representations others have
made of them" ("Arts of the Contact Zone" 35). When described through Indigenous
insider perspectives rather than an authoritative anthropological voice, the Ghost Dance
as religious revitalization movement is a form of self-representation in response to
constructed representations by outsiders. By employing two Ghost Dance ceremonies as a
structural frame for the novel and by interweaving elements and aspects of the
revitalization movement throughout the chapters, Silko's storytelling subverts and
hybridizes various master narratives in that she "(re)locate[s] the processes of identity
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and place in the inclusiveness of tribal literary practice" (Aldama 83) to "(re)claim
enunciatory spaces" (76). As Vizenor points out, English was a major language in the
Ghost Dance, carrying "stories of endurance and tribal spiritual restoration" ("Native
American Indian Literature" 227), and it also is subversive and healing in creative writing
today: "The language of tribal novelists and poets could be a literary ghost dance, a
literature of liberation that enlivens tribal survivance" (ib.).
In his late 19th century report The Ghost Dance (1996), James Mooney renders an
account provided by Porcupine, a Cheyenne in Montana who joined a Cheyenne, Sioux,
and Arapaho delegation to travel to the Paiute near Walker Lake in 1889-1890 in order to
witness a big, inter-tribal Ghost Dance and investigate the credibility of the Messiah
(155, 179-180). Porcupine's report to Major Carroll in 1890 reflects some elements that
appear in Gardens. For instance, Porcupine underlines the peaceful and inclusive nature
of the Ghost Dance that ignores ethnic or supposed racial differences and draws a line
only between believers and non-believers (Mooney 158). This integration is exemplified
by the inclusion of Mormon Ghost Dancers in Gardens in the Dunes. Mooney writes that
the Mormons believed Indians to be one of the ten lost tribes, connected Wovoka with a
Mormon prophesy, and took "active interest in the religious ferment then existing among
the neighboring tribes," i.e. they used the religious movement for their own missionary
purposes (66). Further, Mooney documents intersections of the Mormon Messiah
movement with the Ghost Dance, the expectation of the ordination of twelve disciples
and a restoration of lands (Regier n. pag.). Silko follows this line of thought. The
Mormon dancers in Gardens in the Dunes do not use the Ghost Dance as a framework for
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recruitment to the Latter Day Saints. Instead, they appear as religious refugees, being
persecuted by both the U.S. Government and the new ly reformed Mormon Church for
their continued practice of polygyny (Silko, Gardens 38). The Mormon Ghost Dancers
"believed in Wovoka" and blend in with Indigenous dancers, wearing clay paint and
looking "like all the others", while also donating meat and white canvas (29).
While Porcupine states that Wovoka claimed to be Christ himself (Mooney 146), in
Gardens in the Dunes Wovoka appears in company with Jesus Christ, the Holy Mother,
Christ's wife and their eleven children (31). Mooney is told that Christ has come back to
earth and his eleven children join him from a far away country (157). A Paiute woman in
Gardens in the Dunes has a slightly different interpretation, insisting that "after the
soldiers tried to kill Jesus [in Jerusalem], he left that place and returned here to his home
up in the mountains" (124-125). Thus the Messiah's true home coincides with the Paiute
homeland.
For the purpose of unity in diversity, the Ghost Dance even lifts language barriers.
Porcupine states: "The Christ talked to us all in our respective tongues" (Mooney 158). In
Gardens in the Dunes, whose Ghost Dance episodes are inspired by the 1889 or 1893
Ghost Dance in Kingman, Arizona by the Walapai or Pai (Arnold 7; Ruoff 11), the
Indigenous dancers, clearly the majority, are inclusive of non-Native Mormons. Everyone
hears Wovoka and the Messiah talk in their own language, a "language of love" (Silko,
Gardens 32) because "in the presence of the Messiah, all languages were understood by
everyone (465).
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While Mooney tries to demystify Wovoka and to present the Ghost Dance as a nonviolent movement toward civilization and Christianity (Regier n. pag.), Silko reclaims the
supernatural elements, connecting Wovoka and Jesus as prophets. A radiant light, birds,
wind, and snow are indicators of their presence. During the first Ghost Dance at the
beginning of the novel, falling snow and flocks of crows announce the coming of
Wovoka, Jesus, and his family in the light of the morning star (Silko, Gardens 24, 28,
31). Since the mother of the Sand Lizard girls flees with the Messiah's family, Indigo
chases after signs of their presence everywhere she goes. Even when she is forcibly
moved east, she feels reassured, knowing that Jesus and the others often traveled east to
"find cooler weather" (122) in summer, while "the snow was their season" (57) in the
Southwest. Further, in accordance with Vine Deloria Jr.'s view of an Indigenous
paradigm, Indigo relies on a "definite space/time relevance" (54) in relationships that
allows for spatial patterns and arrangements. Indigo's logical reasoning leads her to
expect to find the Messiah's tracks or even to catch up with his family.
As Ruoff has stated, "Messiah or Jesus . . . is a unifying figure in the novel" (11) but
is portrayed as being under constant threat: "The Paiute said Jesus traveled east across the
ocean from time to time, but was careful not to show himself because of the danger from
police and soldiers" (Silko, Gardens 55). Jesus is persecuted just as Indians and Mormons
are; he takes care of the world and is always on the move. Similarly, the Holy Mother
often travels alone across the world to give the people comfort (455). Thus Indigo
inquires repeatedly if anyone has heard about the appearance of the Messiah and his
family. On Long Island, Indigo feels greeted by the blackbirds (159), but does not
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discover further signs of the Messiah. In England at the site of a henge, a large stone
circle, she finds a boulder that looks like a blackbird (265) and assures her parrot
Rainbow how much Messiah loves birds (279). Since the Ghost Dance takes place in a
circle marked by rocks and the dancers sing of a black rock that is broken and sprouts
water (Mooney 415; Silko, Gardens 27), Indigo is apprehensive of the possible power the
English henge may house. When Bronwyn points at petroglyphs at the site of the henge
and interprets them as the eyes of the Holy Mother (Silko, Gardens 265), Indigo feels
reassured in being on one of the Messiah's traveling routes.
In Italy, Laura's Tuscan villa appears as a promising site as well. The property is
known as the "blackbird place" (Silko, Gardens 287), and Laura's black gladiolus flowers
look like blackbirds (294). Further, the locals consider Laura's estate that her family has
received as a debt settlement as haunted. There are fearful rumors of "strange sounds and
lights coming from the old woods" (286). Further, the sandstone figurines and their
spiritual significance for the early Europeans relate back to the meaningful role of stones
in the Ghost Dance. The signs for an epiphany grow stronger, but Tuscany remains a
place dominated by pre-Christian symbolism.
In Corsica, Indigo witnesses apparitions of the snow and dancers in white shawls
(Silko, Gardens 319), both elements of the Ghost Dance she has experienced earlier.
Then the Holy Mother appears in a "radiance of pure color" (319) on the schoolhouse
wall, which tellingly is a stone wall, and Indigo feels encouraged: "all who are lost will
be found, a voice inside her said; the voice came from the Messiah, Indigo was certain"
(320). Here, Silko addresses the conflict between official Christian authorities and folk or

283
syncretistic interpretations, such as the Ghost Dance: "In the Corsica episode, Silko
moves from emphasizing the survival of the worship of ancient idols and snakes to
stressing the Catholic Church's bureaucratic suppression of popular religious belief"
(Ruoff 16). The novel indicates that institutionalized religion is too much engrained in
socio-political power hierarchies to truly maintain its initially inclusive and
compassionate mission.
Back in the Southwest, Sister Salt clings to the power of stones. Since there is not
enough water for a green garden, she collects colorful river pebbles to create a stone
garden (Silko, Gardens 213). United again, the Indigenous girls participate in another
Ghost Dance that takes place at the same site as the one a year before. Paiutes arrive for
the dance after crows lead them south and then more flocks of crows arrive (455, 462).
The Sand Lizard sisters re-build the stone ring for the Ghost Dance (454), an image that
also echoes the henge in England. With snowfall, the dance begins (462), and though the
dancers assume that Wovoka may not appear this time, they trust in the return of the
Messiah (464). Hattie's presence in the Indian camp causes an early termination of the
ceremony. Nevertheless, this dance brings the search for the lost mother to an end; Indigo
dreams of her mother teaching her a song and understands that she is dead (468).
Hattie's travel and spiritual quest, the captivity travels of Sister Salt and particularly
Indigo, as well as the element of journey and mission that the Yaqui gypsy Delena
exemplifies, can be interpreted as part of the renewal process and principle of movement
that characterizes the philosophical essence of the Ghost Dance. In Porcupine's account
of the Ghost Dance, the Messiah himself states this: "My father told me the earth was
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getting old and worn out, and the people getting bad, and that I was to renew everything
as it used to be, and make it better" (Mooney 158). God's decision to renew the abused,
personified earth calls forth the wind of all directions, as Vedna reads to the other girls
from the Old Testament. God calls the winds to breathe life back into slain ancestors who
rise to fight as an army (Silko, Gardens 359-360). This corresponds to the Ghost Dance
vision, in which purifying "great winds would roar out of clear skies . . . for weeks
without end, would blow away all the topsoil . . . The winds would dry up all the white
people and all the Indian who followed the white man's ways, and they would blow away
with the dust . . . If they kept dancing, great storms would purify the Earth of her
destroyers" (23). The dancing causes wind, as well as a visionary trance that allows the
dancers to meet their ancestors.
Movement in itself causes renewal: "They were careful to drag their feet lightly along
the ground to keep themselves in touch with Mother Earth . . . Wovoka wanted them to
dance because dancing moves the dead" (Silko, Gardens 26). Just like the dancers, both
the voluntary and involuntary women travelers in the novel are "lightly caressing the
Mother Earth with their feet" (30). The circular travel of the Sand Lizard girls reflects the
circular dance movement of the ceremony. In alliance with the girls, Bronwyn and Laura
show environmental and cultural respect and admiration, tolerance and charity, and even
renew the earth by means of seed collection and planting. Finally, the Ghost Dance with
its principle of movement and its various associations in the form of birds, light, stones,
etc., integrates the more obvious captivity narrative into a subtle ceremonial one. The
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seeming realism in Gardens in the Dunes is not undermined, but slowly re-appropriated
by the principle of spiritual renewal and personal liberation from oppressive structures.
The supernatural elements and the communal as well as individual resistance against
oppressive Christian imperialism revise Mooney's assessment of the Ghost Dance as a
step toward supposed civilization. Rather, Silko "links the suppression of the Ghost
Dance religion with earlier persecutions of non-Christians" (Ruoff 14) and demonstrates
that ancient religions have survived in syncretistic knowledge systems, life styles, popular beliefs, and oral folklore. Reversing the ethnographic gaze and looking from an
Indigenous perspective, Indigo is apt to recognize the narrative of conquest in New
England's garden culture and the diverse tribal narratives in Europe. Her experiences in
Europe fortify Indigo in her faith that "[d]espite material domination and exploitation,
mythic interconnection and reciprocity prevail" (Moore 109).
While largely unconscious to the protagonists, the highly integrative and adaptive
Ghost Dance as a manifestation for spirituality and a possible paradigm shift provides the
framework in which intercultural communication, knowledge and material exchange, and
alliances take place. Like Linda Hogan in Dwellings (1995), Silko insists on the spiritual
element because religion reflects each cultural paradigm as a whole: "Everyone has to
agree. And the retaking of the Americas is not literal, but it's in a spiritual way of doing
things" (qtd. in Arnold 10). Silko creatively re-interprets the Ghost Dance movement as
an example that suits various versions of indigeneity and transcendental thought that are
applicable to today: "Gardens in the Dunes really is about now. It all connects together
and it gives you a psychic and spiritual way to try to live within this" (qtd. in Arnold 21).
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A hybrid spiritual movement like the Ghost Dance could produce necessary ontological
and epistemological changes to counter imperialist ideology and support biocultural
diversity conservation.
According to Silko, Transcendentalism has laid some groundwork for a paradigm
shift in America, but the diversity and interaction between cultures requires more attention and care than American Transcendentalism had to offer. For that purpose, Indigo
functions as a positive role model for healthy relationships and respectful global exchange that is, as James Barilla indicates, "based on indigenous territorial integrity rather
than colonial relationships" (166). Roland Walter's study in Maringá provides an insightful perspective on this issue: "Indigo's use of botanical knowledge should be seen as a
transcultural procedure since it is a two-way, multi-level cultural interchange . . . based
on tribal membership and committed to a transtribal/transnational community of people"
(8) that stands in direct contrast to Edward's acts of biological and cultural appropriation.
Silko focuses on the legacy and creative power of Indigenous heritage,
cosmopolitanism, and cosmopolitics worldwide without considering it exclusively in its
interaction with colonialism and its legacy. Thus, Gardens in the Dunes continues the
story of a "tribal internationalism" ("Picture Revolution" 360), as Huhndorf calls the
movement in allusion to the land conflicts treated in Silko's Almanac of the Dead. This
tribal internationalism reaches far beyond the notion of a Native American pan-tribalism
and calls for a reconsideration of borders and nationalisms in analysis and rhetoric. In her
anti-separatist approach to decolonization, Silko states, "we're not only Indian nations and
sovereign nations and people, but we are citizens of the world" (qtd. in Arnold 5).
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Gardens in the Dunes focuses on "ecological citizenship" (Parajuli 580) as a leading idea
for many people and peoples.
Moreover, Silko sees a fruitful subversion and change of or rebellion against the
imperialist system as a result of alliances, communication, and some common ground
within the natural heterogeneity of a relational multispecies existence. Illustrated through
the plant beings in the Colorado River gardens, the dogs of the Yaqui rebel, the sacred
white cattle and stones in England, the figurines in Italy, Indigo's animal companions,
and the recurring significance of specific places, Silko outlines the significance of
relational ontologies that grant multispecies communities. Praising American Transcendentalism, Silko perhaps unknowingly identifies it as a connection point between
Humboldt and current multispecies research by stating that due to Transcendental thought
"there is an awareness of plants, animals and earth being much more of a holistic unit"
(qtd. in Arnold 19).
Drawing from Isabelle Stengers and Eduardo Vivieros de Castro, Bruno Latour has
integrated multispecies thinking and the idea of multinaturalism, the co-existence of
multiple realities, with his proposal for a political ecology by promoting the concept of
cosmopolitics as a better choice than the concept of exclusively human, mononatural
cosmopolitanism (Latour, "Whose Cosmos" 453-454). He explains: "Cosmopolitans may
dream of the time when citizens of the world come to recognize that they all inhabit the
same world, but cosmopolitics is up against a somewhat more daunting task: to see how
this 'same world' can be slowly composed" (ib. 457; emphasis in original) out of a
multitude of ontologies and epistemologies.
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Multispecies ethnography and cosmopolitics are increasingly taken up in the humanities (Adamson, "Whale as Cosmos" 34-35) and find fruitful application in the concept of
Indigenous cosmopolitics, yet this effort toward open-ended integration of all beingness
reaches beyond the activism of Indigenous groups. Drawing from Indigenous activism
and politics in the Americas and India, Pramod Parajuli offers the concept of "ecological
ethnicities" (580) to foster cosmopolitics as a political ecology. He defines ecological
ethnicities as comprised of Indigenous and peasant communities, nomadic shepherds,
fisherfolks, and other communities operating under comparable mindsets (560). Gardens
in the Dunes illustrates that in addition to these communities, individuals such as
Bronwyn and Laura can act as allies of ecological ethnicities and foster the slow
establishment of new hybrid versions of the latter. Silko thus follows Latour in her appeal
that everyone may engage in cosmopolitics.
Alliances between respective communities and individuals echo the principles of
Sylvie Poirier's concept of Indigenous cosmopolitics-poetics with its acknowledgement
of (ritual) performance that reflects aesthetics and a people's axiology. She explains:
"Adding the word 'poetics' to cosmopolitics is also an attempt to move beyond the harsh
reality of politics by taking into account cultural sensibilities, imagination and creativity"
(77). Another perspective on this would be that it does not buffer harshness in politics but
simply attempts to substitute a Western capitalist definition of the political arena with a
more relational, ceremonially oriented Indigenous mode of diplomacy.
The cosmopolitics movement, framed within pluriverse and multispecies communities, functions as a counter-idea to imperialist principles and unites humankind in a
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humanist bond, just as called for by Humboldt in the chapter epigraph. It also deemphasizes colonial concepts of identity politics and political sovereignty (de la Cadena
345, 360) by prioritizing intellectual sovereignty and alliances. For the same reason,
cosmopolitics also stands in conflict with a liberal democracy that favors the "security of
individual interests" and "pursuit of private happiness" at the "expense of the welfare of
future generations or of nonhuman communities" (Parajuli 580). Rather cosmopolitics
aims at sustaining life in its cultural and biological diversity to enhance overall resilience
(Maffi, "Biocultural Diversity and the Future of Sustainability" 193).
Thus, the conflicts rendered in Gardens in the Dunes remain current. In many ways,
cosmopolitics as a transnational decolonization movement is also a spiritual movement,
just as the Ghost Dance in Silko's novel. Silko expands the cosmopolitics association to a
global Indigenous movement by calling upon the recognition and validity of European
tribal traditions and the need for decolonization of the colonizer as part of a larger
paradigm shift and spiritual reconsideration.
Bronwyn and Laura, the caretakers of the European gardens in the novel, actively
engage in place-based multispecies studies, drawing from different scientific disciplines,
living oral traditions, and their own intuitive experimentation. Bronwyn believes in fundamental principles of sacred ecology—the interdependencies between plant, animal, and
human components of the land, the presence of magical components, and the value of
reciprocal care and respect. This care is applied to the white cattle and her extended
kitchen garden, as well as old stones and groves she tries to protect from destructive
economic development. Her house is at times visited by her cattle and, after a rainy
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season, by the nearby river. Her efforts and perspective support the concept of an
extended community and a large gray zone between the house as an explicitly human
space, the pasture as confined space for cattle, and the river bed for the connective and
communicative flow of the water.
What the white cattle are for Bronwyn, the artwork is for Laura. She provides her
artifact from old Europe with sunshine in a summer garden environment and safe storage
in winter. Her perception of the artwork she cares for as beings, extending personhood to
beings without biological, organic bodies, can be found among Indigenous, relational
ontologies. Together with the Indigenous gardens at the Colorado River, each of these
gardens is a literal "sanctuary" (Silko, Gardens 17) for various beings and functions as a
source of spirituality. The inherent hybridity of these gardens harmonizes due to the
correspondence of fundamental ethics, i.e. the caretaking and reciprocity typical for kinlike relationships. Though the garden caretakers in the novel are socially and geographically isolated, their respective worldviews appear interlocked and
complimentary—they are all relational ontologies.
In Gardens in the Dunes, the recurring motif of peacefully, locally, and traditionally
nurtured gardens both in a Colorado canyon and in Europe, all with their enormous
capacity for renewal and integration, counters the inhumane principles of colonial design,
exemplified by spatial control through reservations, dams, and canals, as well as
separatist politics regarding human rights, identity, and intellectual acknowledgment.
Over the course of the novel, the Sand Lizard sisters, as well as Bronwyn and Laura
become intertwined through an intercultural communication zone characterized by
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education, exchange, and alliances. They display the intellectual effort, compassion, and
responsible action needed for the development of a social practice of intercultural alliance
and ecological citizenship leading to biocultural diversity conservation and
comprehensive decolonization that must emerge from a change of mind from within and
among both colonizing and colonized peoples.
And although Delena is not associated with any garden, her last words in the novel
are not only linked to mere physical survival and defense, but to cultural and environmental survivance of Indigenous peoples and the like-minded: "We will outlast them. We
always have" (Silko, Gardens 462). Due to Indigenous survivance and persistent political
activism as well as a re-orientation of Western scientific thought toward pluralism and
multispecies approaches, Humboldt's idea of intercultural exchange within the cosmos is
coming full circle. If functional and effective communication can be achieved out of
plurality and multiplicity, cosmopolitics may be evolving as a more sustainable, leading
principle for humankind.

292
CHAPTER 8
INTERCULTURAL READINGS TOWARD COSMOPOLITICS
Stories, I learned very early, make the world
knowable and inhabitable. Stories make the world,
period. (Owens, Mixedblood Messages 210).
In the middle of the 19th century, Alexander von Humboldt admonishes his readers
that truly cosmic views could only result from the intellectual exchange among multiple
peoples and that it was crucial to support a "Völkerverkehr" (Kosmos, Vol. 2, 148), a
comprehensive, intellectual interaction between peoples. Due to their interdisciplinary
nature and their dedication to social critique and activism, Native American and Indigenous Studies in conjunction with ecocriticism are supporting just that. They are demonstrating their potential as brokers for a paradigmatic shift within Western discourse by
building on the concept of biocultural diversity and following a cosmopolitics approach.
Cosmopolitics presents itself as a desired, if not needed framework and postulate for
political action in acknowledgement of biocultural diversity. Pramod Parajuli writes: "We
need to give adequate and equal attention to the discursive, material, social, and cultural
dimensions of the human-environment interaction" (571). Proposals that are either
anthropocentric or biocentric are insufficiently holistic and pluralistic (572) because they
do not reflect the local and global interrelations between cultural and biological systems.
Further, discourses in Indigenous social and environmental justice activism suffer from
limited terminology and rhetoric in colonial languages, as debates on the Keystone XL
Pipeline and the Belo Monte dam of the Amazon show. In contrast, examples such as the
Bolivian Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra in 2010 and the designation of the
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Whanganui River in New Zealand as a legal person in 2012 show that Indigenous
ontologies are demanding a presence in the legal arena.
Those engaged in social and environmental justice and biocultural diversity
conservations, struggle to understand relational ontologies and to communicate about
multispecies relationships in predominantly colonial languages. Dealing with environmental issues and conceptualizations is more than a matter of translation and linguistic
dominance. As examined in this study, intercultural communication has varied depending
on Western approaches to it. While Humboldt's liberal and progressive attitude opened
many possibilities for fruitful intercultural communication, opportunities decreased in the
19th century United States due to the colonial enterprise and a nature-culture dualism. As
a consequence, successful communication today includes overcoming an ethnocentric
scientific imperialism and mononaturalism that underpins related political and legal
terminology.
Rinda West's appeal to the mainstream environmental movement to look at the
traditional values, practices, and beliefs of people who have long inhabited North
America for ideas and inspiration, and to work on issues of social justice as part of a
program of environmental sustainability (28) has been implicated by the persistent legacy
of colonial stereotyping. As much as the interest in Indigenous worldviews and ethics has
increased since the 1960s, there has been an ongoing debate about the notion of the
Ecological Indian. As seen in this study, Henry David Thoreau had mixed impressions of
the environmental qualities of Indigenous cultures and John Muir eventually found
Indigenous cultures too degenerated to be fit for his notion of nature as wilderness. Yet
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the early colonial image of the noble savage and innocent child of nature has prevailed,
evolving into the Ecological Indian, in some cases as a mascot for environmental
organizations and New Age spiritualism (Nadasdy 292). Finally, the Ecological Indian
has become an environmentalist "tool of Indians and non-Indians alike" (Warren 299).
In The Ecological Indian (1999), Shepard Krech deconstructs an uncritical image of
Native environmental sainthood by discussing examples of mismanagement and resource
overuse or destruction from the Pleistocene onward. Though he perceives Native Americans neither as ecological saints nor as ignorant ecological villains, his work has been
critiqued for not sufficiently emphasizing hundreds to thousands of years of sustainable
land management that cannot be forgotten over single cases of conservationist failure.
Robert Hershey emphasizes: "The ecosystems that have been remained predominantly
under control and care of Indigenous peoples thus tend to be characterized by high
biodiversity, abundant renewable resources, and relatively unexploited nonrenewable
resources" (Hershey n.pag.).
As Fikret Berkes points out, Native people were neither the "Exotic Other" (225) as
noble savages and environmental saints, nor fallen angels with an idealized past and
primitive present, nor destructive ignoramuses at the mercy of natural forces. Paul
Nadasdy rightfully warns of the inherent "imperialist perspective" (293) of the debate,
which attempts to press Indigenous cultural systems into a Euro-American ideal with
respective value judgments. None of the popular images gives justice to or can explain
real people and their histories, knowledges, practice, and ethics. Such stereotypes
undermine the possibility to properly deal with biocultural diversity.
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Studies regarding Indigenous paradigms, multispecies ethnography, and the concept
of cosmopolitics, like the work in hand, smooth the way beyond stereotyping and
scientific imperialism. The development of more complex concepts and their respective
terminology in the last few decades of research coincides with an increasing abundance
and visibility of Indigenous voices, not only in America, but worldwide. In Indigenous
Research Methodologies (2012), Bagele Chilisa defines relational axiology in regard to
the relationship between the researcher and the researched, as well as the moral framework of the research, which includes "the principles of accountable responsibility, respectful representation, reciprocal appropriation, and right and regulations" (117). These
principles also form elements of an Indigenous paradigm and of a cosmopolitical
practice. Together with the awareness and reading of a multitude of Indigenous voices
published in all genres of literature, these fields of study provide pathways to complex
discussions on paradigms, concepts, and related language use, i.e. on biocultural
diversity.
There is a clear potential for transdisciplinary thinking about multispecies ethnography, cosmopolitics, and Indigenous paradigms as renewing a communication zone that
counters scientific imperialism. As the present literary analyses of three representative
Native American novels have shown, perspectives of multispecies ethnography and an
Indigenous relational paradigm strongly correspond and facilitate both a deeper reading
of the novels and the gradual development of a broader ecological philosophy.
Due to its outreach and specificity, Native American literature plays a major role
worldwide as an educational and critical tool. While ethics in the Western tradition are
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personal statements of reasoned opinion, a form that does not embed easily in oral traditions (Callicot and Nelson 7), the relational ontology, epistemology, and axiology of
Indigenous peoples are processed and stored in the oral tradition, and also find their way
into written works of literature. Contemporary creative and non-fiction writers in many
instances reflect descriptive and prescriptive stories about the human place and appropriate behavior in the cosmos, as the exemplary analyses in this study have shown.
The discussion of Linda Hogan's work has illuminated her preoccupation with the ethical
implications of violating covenants with other-than-human beings. Remembering and realigning to these covenants, for Hogan, is the only pathway to an ethical and thus
survival-oriented existence.
Parajuli observes that for socially and environmentally oppressed communities the
time of passive consent, struggle for compensation, and protest has changed toward an
activism of active proposals (568). These proposals integrate Indigenous and other
knowledges, drawing from the historical and present conditions and experiences of
specific bioregional communities (562). Further, Indigenous communities collectively
struggle for larger, shared goals in the international arena, as in the United Nations. As
one of the first collective texts, the Declaration of the First General Assembly of the
World Council of Indigenous Peoples in 1975 tried to unite Indigenous peoples under the
shared Forth World experience and placed worldview (concept of sacred ecology),
differences in knowledge (traditional ecological knowledge), and experience (colonization, Fourth World status) at the center of an Indigenous versus Western dichotomy,
yet without an agenda of demands or desires (Allen 197, 203-211). In contrast, The
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Principles of Environmental Justice of the First National People of Color Environmental
Leadership Summit in 1991 are explicitly oriented toward principles of action. The
principles address various topics from resource management, protection from hazardous
waste and toxins, worker safety, victim compensation, and legal parameters, to Indigenous self-determination and sovereign rights. The document claims acknowledgement on
both the national and international level. The ideal of being equal in standing, but
different in kind is a central point of practical as well as verbal nation-building.
J. Baird Callicot identifies the Earth Charter (2000) as the needed sophistication of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) by insisting on ecological interconnectedness and the need for respective ethics (88-89). Indeed, the Earth Charter outlines
a detailed understanding of a potential global consensus on justice and sustainability. It
calls for recognition and application of diverse traditional knowledges, transparent and
effective governance, equitable distribution of wealth, education, and rights, as well as
the understanding of connections between environmental, social, political, gender, and
class issues, to name but a few. Thus, it anchors the models of cultural integrity and selfdetermination in what Laura Westra has described as a biological/ecological integrity
model that focuses on the integrity of the respective habitat and counters the "ecofootprint of Western developed countries;" she calls this ecofootprint a "second conquest"
(15). A biocultural diversity model focused on habitat integrity in addition to cultural
integrity and self-determination comprehensively formulates the most basic concerns of
Indigenous peoples.
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The same trajectory is pursued with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples of 2007, which claims that "indigenous peoples are equal to all other
peoples, while recognizing the right of all peoples to be different, to consider themselves
different, and to be respected as such" (United Nations 1). This declaration promotes
strongest expression of diversity, self-determination, and environmental justice yet and
emphasizes that "respect for indigenous knowledge, cultures, and traditional practices
contributes to sustainable and equitable development and proper management of the
environment" (United Nations 2). By addressing a multitude of topics, including human
rights, religion, education, labor, health, fair compensation, conservation, and the
recognition of legal documents, the declaration echoes the community-based needs and
potential of Indigenous peoples.
Though the U.S. has not signed the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
its Indigenous nations historically have had a strong stance toward the federal state due to
the legally foundational Marshall Trilogy71 that has negated state control in favor of a
federal monopoly in tribal affairs. In the arena of environmental policy, Native Nations
have been able to ally and cooperate with the federal Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) in order to assert their sovereignty to the states. Another good reason for tribal
collaboration with the EPA is its clear stance on matters of environmental justice:
Environmental Justice is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of
all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect
to the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental
laws, regulations, and policies. EPA has this goal for all communities and
71

The first Indian-related Supreme Court cases were judged by Chief Justice John Marshall and laid
the foundation for federal Indian law. The cases were: Johnson v McIntosh (1823), Cherokee v Georgia
(1831), and Worcester v Georgia (1832).
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persons across this Nation. It will be achieved when everyone enjoys the
same degree of protection from environmental and health hazards and
equal access to the decision-making process to have a healthy environment
in which to live, learn, and work. (United States. Office of Enforcement
and Compliance Assurance).
The EPA created their "Indian Policy" in 1984, and The Harvard Project on American
Indian Economic Development has confirmed that the EPA has embraced the "importance and value of involving tribes in all stages of the development and implementation
of national environmental policy" (181) by assisting them with increased funding and
consultation in developing tribal programs under federal statutes. In particular, the
"treatment as state" status concerning many aspects of federal environmental regulation
means that tribes, such as previously only states enjoyed, are allocated regulatory powers.
In some cases, tribal policy has called states with less stringent policies into obligation to
comply (The Harvard Project 182-184).
While highly successful, this approach only applies to federally recognized tribes in
the United States and thus excludes many Indigenous peoples who cannot act based on
political sovereignty. Next to the U.S., only the First Nations in Canada and the Maori in
New Zealand can claim certain political status, in those cases because of treaties, legal
agreement that acknowledge equal sovereignty among treaty partners. However, the
example of Bolivia under the leadership of Evo Morales shows that other approaches can
also be successful. In 2009, a constitutional reform included all thirty-six Indigenous
languages as official languages of Bolivia (Bolivia. Asamblea Constituyente, 5). This
recognition is having massive ripple effects on language programs, education, and
various political realms because bilingual or even multilingual skills in Indigenous
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languages are needed for positions in the public service (88). Further, the new constitution's preamble outlines the concept of a "sagrada Madre Tierra," a sacred Mother
Earth.72 In 2010, this has been manifested in the Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra
(Law of the Rights of Mother Earth), which stipulates the principles of ecosystem
integrity, cultural and bio-diversity, and potential of resiliency to ensure "el Vivir Bien de
las generaciones actuales y las futures" (Bolivia. Asamblea Legislativa Plurinacional,
Artículo 2.4, n.pag.). Most importantly, this new law officially recognizes the existence,
knowledges, rights, and contributions of all peoples and thus strategically and legally
connects traditional ecological knowledge and policies for an intercultural nationbuilding.73
In the same year, 2010, the Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth
provided new and complex definitions and principles regarding the notion of a "being,"
of multispecies communities, and of the necessity of diverse, culturally-specific practices.
As the exemplary cross-reading of this document and Louis Owens' novel Wolfsong
(1995) has shown, Indigenous literature can both challenge and illuminate multinational,
generalized texts through its specific case examples.
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From the preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Bolivia: "En tiempos inmemoriales se
erigieron montañas, se desplazaron ríos, se formaron lagos. Nuestra amazonia, nuestro chaco, nuestro
altiplano y nuestros llanos y valles se cubrieron de verdores y flores. Poblamos esta sagrada Madre Tierra
con rostros diferentes, y comprendimos desde entonces la pluralidad vigente de todas las cosas y nuestra
diversidad como seres y culturas. Así conformamos nuestros pueblos, y jamás comprendimos el racismo
hasta que lo sufrimos desde los funestos tiempos de la colonia" (Bolivia. Asamblea Constituyente, 2).
73
"El ejercicio de los derechos de la Madre Tierra requiere del reconocimiento, recuperación, respeto,
protección, y diálogo de la diversidad de sentires, valores, saberes, conocimientos, prácticas, habilidades,
trascendencias, transformaciones, ciencias, tecnologías y normas, de todas las culturas del mundo que
buscan convivir en armonía con la naturaleza" (Bolivia. Asamblea Legislativa Plurinacional, Artículo 2.6,
n.pag.).
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Callicot claims that an orchestral approach that is "inspired by the unity-in-multiplicity that is the human condition" (84) could contribute to the goals of multicultural
environmental ethics (84-86), such as indicated by the Earth Charter. Contrasting the
multiplicity of cultures and the often multicultural condition of the individual with the
wide acceptance and high internal consistency of scientific discourse, Callicot promotes a
co-created international environmental ethic grounded in science, for instance one related
to Aldo Leopold's land ethic. Unity in multiplicity, of course, was one of Humboldt's key
phrases. Indeed, it is essential to remember Humboldt's values of equality, pluralism, and
sustainability in a United States that still struggle with ecologically devastating consequences of resource extraction, socio-economic inequalities, and the concept of race as is
enshrined in the race categories of the census and other government documents.
As the literary analyses in this study have illustrated, a cosmopolitics approach as
discussed by Bruno Latour, Marisol de la Cadena, and Parajuli allows for a better
acknowledgement of differing ontologies. At least since Gregory Bateson's sobering
diagnosis of a systemic disorder in Occidental epistemology, environmental humanists
have become increasingly aware that ultimately all elements of a cultural paradigm,
ontology, epistemology, and axiology, are at stake. Cosmpolitics as a shared goal and
gradually realized practice is a promising unity-in-multiplicity model.
The research trends and critical discourses addressed in this study have the potential
to advance and prioritize the search for a methodology that moves toward an enlargement
of the newly broadened communication zone between Western and Indigenous
intellectual traditions, but has to allow for equal participation by all ecological ethnicities.
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As contemporary Native American authors such as Linda Hogan, Louis Owens, Louise
Erdrich, and Leslie Marmon Silko indicate, intercultural communication is welcomed and
can be supported in many ways.
The potential of Indigenous fiction is to specify and exemplify relational ontologies
and Indigenous cosmopolitics for global readerships. Together with concepts drawing
from multispecies research and cosmopolitics, these literatures facilitate a potential and
gradual shift toward increased tolerance and intellectual understanding of diverse
environmental conceptualizations that emerge from to multiple ontologies. Many Native
American authors, as here demonstrated, raise awareness for Indigenous paradigms, share
insider viewpoints, and engage readers as a result of affective reactions. The example of
Silko's Gardens in the Dunes (1999) also emphasizes that cosmopolitics is for everyone
and, indeed, has to be for everyone if it is supposed to make a difference. Lastly, novels
are translated and distributed worldwide to general audiences, while the scientific
community also becomes increasingly global. Thus, contributions that facilitate an
understanding and legitimization of multiple ontologies take place on various educational
levels. The dynamic communication thereby created between Western and Indigenous
intellectual traditions can then lead to individual and collective reconsiderations and more
pluralist political phenomena.
All this, however, cannot bear fruit without individual self-determination of the kind
Silko has illustrated in Gardens in the Dunes. First and foremost, each of us has to
address our limit set by our comfort zones and situational rather than deep and lasting
engagement. Cherokee writer Thomas King pointedly describes the short life of ethical
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awareness that needs a catastrophe, such as an oil spill, to come to full fruition (159-160).
He has a name for this: "Ethics of the moment. Potential ethics. Ethics we can draw on
when we feel the need to do so. Ethics that can be wrapped in newspaper and stored in
the freezer. Seasonal ethics" (165). A life truly consistent with ethics that counter the
perceived mainstream requires sacrifice, resistance to constant temptation, and an
acceptance of the discomfort that accompanies awareness and critical attention. Selfcritically, King admits that like many people, he at times has helped create a "world in
which I allow my intelligence and goodwill to be constantly subverted by my pursuit of
comfort and pleasure" (166).
The increasing interest in multicultural, and specifically Indigenous, worldviews
derives from a broadly felt need for a re-orientation through the input of new or culturally
different stories, knowledges, and visions. As Owens states in the chapter epigraph,
stories do make, and if necessary, re-make the world (Mixedblood Messages 210), and we
can learn from the literature we have at hand. But we still have to act, beginning with
ourselves and then in our communities, to approach and practice unity in multiplicity and
to cultivate the seeds of pluralism. As Daniel Wildcat states, "[t]he real test will be how
many people act on what they learn" (17).
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