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Introduction to Native American Literature 
 
Somewhere in America a television 
explodes 
 
& here you are again (again) 
asking me to explain broken glass. 
 
You scour the reservation landfill 
through the debris of so many lives: 
old guitar, basketball on fire, pair of 
shoes. 
All you bring me is an empty bottle. 
 
Am I the garbageman of your dreams? 
 
* 
Listen: 
 
it will not save you 
or talk you down from the ledge 
of a personal building. 
 
It will not kill you 
or throw you facedown to the floor 
& pull the trigger twice. 
 
It believes a roomful of monkeys 
in a roomful of typewriters 
would eventually produce  a roomful 
of poetry about missing the jungle. 
 
You will forget 
more than you remember: 
that is why we all dream slowly. 
 
Often, you need a change of scenery. 
It will give you one black & white 
photograph. 
 
Sometimes, it whispers 
into anonymous corner bars 
& talks too much about the color 
of its eyes & skin & hair. 
 
It believes a piece of coal 
shoved up its own ass 
will emerge years later 

as a perfectly imperfect diamond. 
 
Sometimes, it screams 
the English language near freeways 
until trucks jackknife & stop all traffic 
while the city runs over itself. 
 
Often, you ask forgiveness. 
It will give you a 10% discount. 
 
* 
Because you have seen the color of my 
bare skin 
does not mean you have memorized the 
shape of my ribcage. 
 
Because you have seen the spine of the 
mountain 
does not mean you made the climb. 
 
Because you stood waist-deep in the 
changing river 
does not mean you were to equal to mc2. 
 
Because you gave something a name 
does not mean your name is important. 
 
Because you sleep 
does not mean that you see into my 
dreams. 
 
* 
Send it a letter: the address will keep 
changing. 
Give it a phone call:  busy signal. 
Knock on its door:  you’ll hear voices. 
Look in its windows:  shadows dance 
through the blinds. 
 
In the end, it will pick you up from the 
pavement 
& take you to the tribal cafe for breakfast. 
 
It will read you the menu. 
It will not pay your half of the bill. 

 
Sherman Alexie, Old Shirts and New Skins, 1993 
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Introduction 
  

John only knew he was Indian in the most generic sense. Black hair, 
brown skin and eyes, high cheekbones, the prominent nose. Tall and 
muscular, he looked like some cinematic warrior, and constantly 
intimidated people with his presence, when asked by white people, 
he said he was Sioux, because that was what they wanted him to be. 
When asked by Indian people, he said he was Navajo, because that 
was what he wanted to be (Alexie, Indian Killer 32). 

 

As the United States edged its way into imperial power in the post-Civil War era by 

entering the New Territory, the west, the Indian problem was solved by way of the General 

Allotment Act of 1887, also known as the Dawes Act1. Dividing a multitude of Indian 

tribal land into allotments paved the way for an immense group of European settlers to buy 

land in the new territories (Norton 473-474). Some other crucial uprooting US policies 

towards the last indigenous tribes from the early 19th to midway through the 20th century, 

as the Indian Removal Act of 18302 and the Indian Appropriation Act of 1851/18713 form 

the basis for further disturbing American Indian4 cultural authenticity. This led to more 

                                                
1General Allotment Act providing for the distribution of Indian reservation land among individual tribesmen, 
with the aim of creating responsible farmers in the white man’s image ... usually by a formula of 160 acres to 
each head of household and 80 acres to each unmarried adult, with the stipulation that no grantee could 
alienate his land for 25 years. … The original supporters of the act were genuinely interested in the welfare 
of the Indians, but there were not enough votes in Congress to pass it until it was amended to provide that 
any land remaining after the allotment to the Indians would be available for public sale (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica). 
2 Indian Removal Act, first major legislative departure from the US policy of officially respecting the legal 
and political rights of the American Indians. The act authorized the president to grant Indian tribes unsettled 
western prairie land in exchange for their desirable territories within state borders (especially in the 
Southeast), from which the tribes would be removed. 
3 Actually called Appropriation Bill for Indian Affairs that moved westerns tribes onto reservations. 
Reservations would protect the Indians from further encroachment of white settlers. In 1871 Indian nations 
were no longer recognized as sovereign nations and should be treated as wards of the US government 
(http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage). 
4 Almost all of the indigenous people that I have met in the US prefer to be called American Indian or simply 
Indian or Native. I have chosen to respect that, and to avoid tedious prose use them interchangeably. Above 
all, they like to be known by their tribal affiliation which is used when known. Many scholars though tend to 
use the term Native Americans, and, when referred to literature I too will use this. Lastly, the terms used 
though in quotes have not been changed. My intention is not to offend anyone but if my usage does offend 
anyone, then I humbly apologize. 
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resistance among native tribes and precipitated the so-called Indian Wars, which lasted for 

decades (Lincoln 20, 86). With the extension of the US Empire a new hierarchy or 

ordering of civilisation was needed and the new American had to determine his cultural 

identity (Campbell & Kean 51). However, the American Indian did not fit into this new 

American identity (Campbell & Kean 47-80). Therefore, in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, the Bureau of Indian Affairs felt the need to reform the indigenous tribes to 

adapt to this new American identity. Boarding schools were founded to assimilate the 

native youth according to Euro-American standards. The basic model of this forced 

cultural immersion was developed by US Army officer Richard Pratt (1840-1924) who 

founded the first off-reservation Indian boarding school, the Carlisle Indian School in 1879 

in order to “kill the Indian, and save the man” (Campbell & Kean 51). A decade later, the 

Massacre of Wounded Knee in 1890 finally ended the last Indian War between the 

indigenous people and the US government. Together with the spread of Christianity all 

these events initiated a decrease, or loss, of American Indian culture (Mauk & Oakland 87-

93). 

However, despite all the American government’s deliberate efforts of more than a 

hundred years, complete assimilation or adaptation of American Indians has not succeeded 

for American Indian culture is still much alive and present in contemporary US society. 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, and reinforced by the 1970s American Indian 

Movement, American Indian writing has contributed to the revival of American Indian 

ethnic identity, albeit one shared by hundreds of different indigenous nations. Therefore, 

although one might doubt the term Native American literature or culture (Mauk & Oakland 

35), due to their common colonial historical background and experiences, leading to the 

denigration of their cultures and languages, the “misnomer ‘Indian’, ironically so”, has 
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become their alliance (Lincoln 8-9). This Pan-Indianism has united them into the common 

term American Indian. 

Since the 1970s, American Indian writers have described what it means to be 

Indian -or mixed-blood, or half-blood5- in contemporary America. They have done so in 

part by means of what Mikhail Bakhtin6 has described as “the process of selectively 

assimilating the words [and writing devices] of others (Bakhtin 431)”. Therefore, many 

contemporary American Indian writers, such as N. Scott Momaday (1934, 

Kiowa/Cherokee), James Welch (1940-2003, Blackfeet/Gros Ventre), Leslie Marmon 

Silko (1948, Laguna/Pueblo/Mexican), Paula Gunn Allen (1949-2008, 

Laguna/Sioux/Scottish/Lebanese), Louise Erdrich (1954, Chippewa/German/French) and 

Sherman Alexie (1966, Spokane/Coeur d’Alene), deal with the identity quest of the Indian 

who is “dislocated from his cultural roots (Owens 25)” and lives in at least two worlds -for 

even a full-blood Indian is part American, part tribal member-: the in-betweens. 

 

Native American Renaissance 

No earlier than the 1980s, did Native literary heritage receive social-scientific attention 

from literary critics, outside the social sciences, who provided other linguistic and cultural 

grounds than anthropological and linguistic studies had done a century before (Swann & 

Krupat 1). Since oral narration was custom among the American Indian nations, the first 

American Indian literature was translated and interpreted oral narrative into the dominant 

English language by European missionaries and scholars. Around the middle of the 19th 

century American Indian authors themselves began writing in the adopted English 

language but mostly reflecting “the trends in popular writings by non-Indians” and largely 
                                                
5 Indian refers to Indian ancestors of one tribe; mixed-blood refers to different Indian tribal ancestors; half-
blood refers to white and Indian ancestors. In this thesis all are considered American Indians. 
6 Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin, 1895-1975. Russian literary theorist and philosopher of language whose 
wide-ranging ideas significantly influenced Western thinking in cultural history, linguistics, literary theory, 
and aesthetics (Encyclopaedia Britannia). 
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derived “from romantic and early Victorian models” (Lauter 637). A famous example is 

the Yankton Dakota Sioux author Zitkala-Sa (1876-1938). However, in the 1960s, 

American Indian authors started writing realistic depictions of American Indian culture, 

some based on oral legends or following oral narrative structures, but also often based on 

autobiographical or historical experiences. A well-known example is the Kiowa author N. 

Scott Momaday who was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1969 and appreciated by both non-

Indian and Indian audiences. According to literary critic Kenneth Lincoln, this event 

marked the beginning of the Native American Renaissance, “a written renewal of oral 

traditions translated into Western literary forms” (2, 8). However, not until 1975 did 

students of literature show interest in this “cultural heritage” (Swann & Krupat 1). 

Moreover, in the 21st century American Indian literature is still badly neglected due to a 

lack of media attention and a general lack of Indian and non-Indian academics interested in 

the topic (Krupat, Red Matters vii).  

 The significant development of the authors of the Native American Renaissance 

can be seen in their characters’ approach towards their situation as Indians living in a white 

world. At the beginning of the 20th century, Native authors were still dealing with the 

“outrage at America’s genocidal treatments” and bitter towards their “isolation and 

estrangement” (Owens 24). The atrocities and bitterness distracted them from focusing on 

their identity for, as Indians, they were trapped between two worlds (Owens 25). Although 

the agony of being trapped still remains, beginning with Momaday, the Renaissance 

writers bring their characters back to their roots, and a “vision quest” towards self-

recognition is born. The chances of discovering Indian identity lie in the combination of 

the old and the new world they live in. Their own discourse is “gradually and slowly 

wrought out of others’ words that have been acknowledged and assimilated” (Bakhtin 

345). 
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  The author Leslie Marmon Silko, who belongs to the first wave of authors of the 

Native American Renaissance, in her novel Ceremony (1977) goes as far as turning the 

“mixed blood [into] a metaphor for the dynamic, syncretic, adaptive qualities of Indian 

culture that will ensure survival” (Owens 26). Louise Erdrich, who is widely acclaimed as 

one of the most significant writers of the second wave of the Native American Renaissance 

(Beidler & Barton 3), writes about people moving easily within full blood, mixed blood, 

half blood, and non-Indian communities (Owens 27) and the choices they have to make. 

Sherman Alexie, born a decade before the Native American Renaissance, is an 

“independent” and “rebellious” author who claims that “being Indian is the primary 

determinant of his identity” (Grassian 7). His characters struggle with authenticity, 

stereotypes, and the almost impossible conflict of living in two worlds and always being 

the other. Today’s American Indian authors struggle with the Indian image of themselves 

in light of the past, present and future. Not only are they engaged with events from the 

remote past but they also dwell upon experiences of a more recent past. To be more 

precise, they seem to be looking for what is left of the American Indian identity in the 

present day. Given the circumstance of living in two worlds, can one still be an Indian? 

 

Quest for the Holy Grail of Indian Identity 

Almost a hundred years after the seemingly successful assimilation, or Americanization of 

the American Indians, evidenced by graduated students of the Carlisle Indian School 

(1879-1918), which purpose was, according to its founder General Pratt, to "[t]ransfer the 

savage-born infant to the surroundings of civilization, … and he will grow to possess a 

civilized language and habit" (qtd. in Thornton), the American Indians yet still exist. 

American Indian authors mirror the position of the Indian within US society through 

adaptive skills. The authors depict different situations that Indians have to cope with: 



 11 

living on or off the reservation, being converted to Christianity and/or still adhering to their 

tribal mythologies, and being part of an Indian or a multicultural community. What makes 

a person an American Indian? Are there any differences between a Christian American 

Indian and a traditional American Indian, or between a full blood, a mixed blood, or non-

Indian? How important is place to the identity of the present-day Indian? What are the 

challenges the Indian faces? These are questions American Indian authors explore through 

their characters. The argument for this thesis is that contemporary American Indian writers 

Louise Erdrich and Sherman Alexie portray the quest for the Holy Grail of the Indian’s 

identity and the web of choices that spring from being Indian, American, or American 

Indian.  

 The topic of identity and its related choices are too broad to discuss in one thesis, 

therefore, from Erdrich’s and Alexie’s work two specific and essential themes place and 

community, which are ultimately connected to the identity of the American Indian, will be 

analysed in order to distinguish the difficulties of cultural duality of the contemporary 

American Indian. The issue of place is important, for where American Indians lived -and 

some of them still live- is inherent to their roots, but is historically disturbed by the arrival 

of the European colonists. Equally important is the issue of tribal community and 

affiliation that is essential for American Indians and their cultural identity. Nevertheless, 

due to mixed blood and cultures, the communities have undergone massive changes. 

Therefore, place and community are highly significant for the identity and authenticity of 

the American Indian, and figure prominently in different ways in each of the works of 

fiction that will be examined in this paper. The critical analysis is primarily based on the 

novels Love Medicine (1984) and Tracks (1988) by Louise Erdrich, and Reservation Blues 

(1995) and Indian Killer (1996) by Sherman Alexie, and some of their essays and 
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interviews. Both authors have gained a national and international reputation and are well 

known and highly praised among Indian and non-Indian literary critics and audiences. 

Louise Erdrich is of French/Ojibwa7 and German descent and is an enrolled 

member of the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa. She is one of the first Native Women 

writers of the Native American Renaissance. Her first novel Love Medicine was awarded 

the National Book Critics Circle Award. It has a non-linear plot narrated by several 

characters of different age and gender, its timeline moves fluently backward and forward 

from the 1930s to near the end of that century. Erdrich’s stories depict the margin where 

cultures mix and collide. Love Medicine tells the story of a few interconnected families 

living on a hypothetical reservation in North Dakota. Her novel Tracks delves deeper into 

the history of the families introduced in Love Medicine and goes back to the early 20th 

century. 

Sherman Alexie is of mixed Spokane/Coeur D’Alene descent and was born and 

raised on the Spokane Reservation. He is a successful novelist, poet, and filmmaker. His 

novels are mostly based on the themes despair and dreams, poverty and survival, love and 

anger, and racial tensions of contemporary Indians living on or off the reservation, and are 

filled with satiric wit. His first novel Reservation Blues is set on the Spokane Reservation 

and displays the to-and-fro of a few characters between the reservation and mainstream 

America. His intertwining of African American music to contemporary Indian life 

“straddles the lines between ethnicities, cultures, time frames, religions, gender, 

perspectives, and literary genres” (Grassian 79). His second novel Indian Killer is situated 

in urban Seattle where individual characters face racial violence and where Indian 

wannabees try to rule Indian views. In an interview of 2002 Alexie explains the anger 

behind the novel: “It was a response to the literary movement where a lot of non-Indian 

                                                
7 The term Ojibwa or Chippewa (actually Ojibwa phonetically described) are interchangeable and is 
traditionally referred to as Anishinaabe, meaning person or people. Erdrich uses both terms in her novels. 
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writers are writing Indian books,” he says. “The non-Indian authors enjoy a success that is 

not determined or critiqued by American Indians. So I want to make sure they’re aware of 

an Indian critical response to their work (Living Outside)”. The historical frustrations, 

agony, rage, and anger of Native America is abundantly present, and above all the quest 

for the lost Indian to his or her identity. 

 

In pre-Columbian time, the North American continent was inhabited by numerous 

culturally and linguistically diverse indigenous nations. European contact and occupation 

nearly led to the extinction of the indigenous people and their cultures. Nevertheless, the 

American Indian population partly recovered in the 20th century, and so did parts of their 

cultural heritage, which, among others, can be found in American Indian novels. In order 

to understand the Indian’s quest, the term American Indian identity and the influence on 

that identity will be analysed in Chapter One, Weaving the Basket. Besides that, a brief 

historical overview of the development of American Indian fiction that led to the cultural 

revival of the Native American Renaissance, its characteristics, and its influence on 

contemporary American Indian authors and their work is fundamentally important. Lastly, 

Chapter One also discusses essential historical events and cultural characteristics of the 

Ojibwa and Spokane tribes where Louise Erdrich and Sherman Alexie belong to. Much of 

their tribe’s history is a source of information for their work.   

Chapter Two, Sacred Ground, will analyse the importance of place to identity. 

What is the significance of space to the American Indian? To most Indians their ancestral 

land is sacred, what happens to a nation and its identity when this land is conquered, 

occupied? What is left for the indigenous nations of the American continent is a parcel of 

land called a reservation. How are these pieces of wasteland depicted in the novels and 

what is their significance to the characters’ identity? Many Native American novels are 
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situated on the reservations although more than 70 per cent of the American Indians live 

off the reservations, in the cities. What happens to the American Indian when he moves to 

the city, and why would he do this? 

Chapter Three, Spider Web, discusses the community and its role in the 

development of the individual’s identity. In origin it is the safe environment of the family 

and the extended community that forms an individual’s identity. How does this role of the 

community work out in Native American fiction when communities too are disturbed, 

confused, and fragmented? What tools are left of the old culture that the community might 

use to help the individual find an identity, and do they still work? What dangers, threats, 

opportunities, or challenges are there for the individuals who part from their relatives, and 

how are they looked upon? Above all, does the individual American Indian have a choice 

to appropriate an identity within or outside the community? 

The quest for this thesis is to discover how the choices of the fictional Indian, 

representing only two tribes, and under specific circumstances, can be an example for the 

identity and authenticity of the Indian in contemporary America.   
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Weaving the Basket 

Are you a real Indian 
they sometimes ask 

Children in 
school classrooms 

Wondering why I don’t 
scalp someone. 

How much Indian blood do you have? 
(Forbes 105) 

 

What then is the American Indian, this new man?8 Although De Crevecoeur did not 

have the indigenous American in mind, his famous trope might as well apply to the 

American Indian for both American and Indian are constructed names. What is in a name? 

Before white colonisation of the continent, no tribe was known as American Indian. They 

were, and still are, Mohawk, Comanche, Sioux, Cree, Chippewa, Pequot, etc., members of 

an indigenous nation. American Indian, American Indian of multiple ancestry, American 

Indian of multiple Indian ancestry, Indian, Native American, what is in a name? The 

medieval “misnomer Indian” stems from the assumption of being an inhabitant of the 

West Indies, where the first Portuguese colonisers thought they had arrived (Lauter, 2). 

Later colonists named them Natural Man9, Noble Savage10, Wild Man11, Cannibal12, 

Savage13, Devils14, or Dangerous Neighbours, Infidels, Barbarous People15, and 

Salvages16. No matter how derogative or dehumanizing the term they are all prejudiced 

and have taken away the indigenous people their authentic identity. In the first half of the 

                                                
8 Parody on J. Hector St. John De Crevecoeur’s (French American writer, 1735-1818). Letters From An 
American Farmer.  
9 Leo Lemay. Ed. An Early American Reader. Washington: US State Dept., 2005. 387 
10 John Dryden (1631-1700. The Conquest of Granada. 
11 William Bradford (1590-1657). Of Plymouth Plantation 
12 Lemay, 388 
13 Father Jerome Lalemant (1593-1673). The Relation of 1647. 
14 Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca (1490-1556). Relation of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca 
15 Cadwallader Colden (1688-1776). The History of the Five Indian Nations 
16 Thomas Morton (1579-1647). New English Canaan 
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20th century the term American Indian was the generic descriptor.  By the end of the 20th 

century it was more politically correct to say Native American. Is there any difference? 

According to Perry G. Horse17 (Kiowa) it is a “matter of preference”, but anyone born in 

this country can be termed Native American (62). Russell Means, the Lakota activist and 

founder of the AIM18, rejects the term Native American:  

I abhor the term Native American. It is a generic government term used to describe 
all the indigenous prisoners of the United States.... I prefer the term American 
Indian because I know its origins. . . . As an added distinction the American Indian 
is the only ethnic group in the United States with the American before our ethnicity 
(qtd. in Gaffney). 
   

Despite the many designations and discussions about the American Indians, and apart 

from whether the name is invented or preferred, who is this American Indian? In pre-

Columbian times the American continent was inhabited by several hundreds of indigenous 

nations with different cultures and languages. In 1985 the American anthropologist Henry 

Dobyns estimated the original population of the indigenous people to have been 18 

million. Due to genocide, warfare, enslavement and epidemic diseases the population had 

declined to 600,000 in 1800 and even to 250,000 around the 1860s. In 1950, however, it 

had increased to 357,499, in 1960 to 523,591, and in 1980 even to 1,366,676 (Thornton 26-

32, 42-43, 160). According to the US Census Bureau, the population of Native Americans 

and Alaska Natives had increased to 5,1 million in 2011, which is 1.6 per cent of the total 

population (US CBN). Next to that, in 2011 there were 566 federally recognized Indian 

tribes (US CBN). These statistics show that near-termination around 1900 altered into 

ethnic awareness and pride in the 1970s, which has increased ever since and instigated 

self-determination. The activities of the AIM have resulted in Pan-Indianism, solidarity, 

and made the Indian and non-Indian aware that solidarity and community combined 

                                                
17 Dr Perry G. Horse serves as consultant for tribal colleges and on higher education issues 
18 American Indian Movement: a political activist organization to regain Native American sovereignty 
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strength towards self-acknowledgement and ethnic pride. Ironically this Pan-Indian self-

awareness was formed out of governmental assimilation policies. Indians left the 

reservations and went to boarding schools or urban cities where they also met other 

indigenous people from other tribes and geographical areas. The English language that was 

forced upon them enabled them to communicate with one another. 

Self-determination must be based on a sense of identity. How then does one identify 

this American Indian who is raised traditionally though only to a limited extend, who 

hardly speaks his native tongue, who is influenced by mainstream American society, or 

who does not all live on a reservation? Images of what an Indian is have been blurred, 

mystified, and stereotyped. According to Horse, Indianness has become a political 

proposition legally, determined by the highly debated blood quantum, while “identity as an 

American Indian is highly personal” and is primarily based on “collective consciousness” 

(65). It is this consciousness that contributes to the “postcolonial sensibility” which 

supports the “growth of a renewed American Indian consciousness” (Horse 65).   

Originally, the infamous “one-drop rule”19 of racial identification was a device to 

deny civil rights to any other than White people in the 18th century (Forbes Blood 

Quantum). In the 19th century, blood quantum helped the US government document Indian 

status to support the General Allotment Act. One-half or more Indian blood was enough to 

receive the 160 acres allotment of their tribal lands allowing the government to sell the 

surplus land. As Chadwick Allen20 notes: “Indian identity became subject to a genetic 

burden of proof (97)”. Blood quantum is still used in the US to define people racially. 

Ironically, the “one-drop rule” for defining African Americans is opposite to the definition 

of American Indians. Only full blood Indians or Indians of mixed tribal descent with a 
                                                
19 During the segregation era in the US this rule was used for the social classification of individuals. A person 
with one drop of Black blood was considered Black. “Black blood pollutes white blood absolutely … one 
drop of Black blood makes an otherwise White man Black…. It may take one drop of Black blood to make a 
person a Negro, but it takes a lot of Indian blood to make a person a ‘real’ Indian (Blu 25).” 
20 Associate Professor of English and Studies in American Indian Literatures. 
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tribal affiliation -except the tribes that are not federally acknowledged due to a lack of 

treaties, reservations, and uninterrupted settlement-, and who can legally prove their blood 

quantum are considered real Indians. Or, as Allen argues: “whereas local, state, and federal 

policies have subjected African American citizens to an exclusionary ‘one drop’ rule of 

racial identification that privileges their non-European heritage, local, state, and federal 

policies have subjected American Indians citizens to an inclusive standard of ‘blood 

quantum’ (96)”. Therefore, one-drop of African American blood stipulates that a person is 

Black, and one-drop of White blood that one is not Indian. This legislation is for the 

common good of the state but not for the interest of a particular section of the population. 

Nevertheless, to determine the Indian identity is complicated due to the mixtures of race, 

culture and tribe. Who belongs to whom or what, and who decides?  

According to Horse “a key factor for multiracial people is whether they choose 

their racial identity themselves or whether they allow society or others to assign an identity 

to them” (66). However, he claims that cultural assimilation is “not the same as identity” 

(67). Furthermore, American Indian identity is even more complex due to all the mythical 

and false images produced since the colonisation of the American continent. The despised 

savage or the peaceful, innocent Native described by the first settlers, the vanishing race 

manipulatively depicted by the ethnologist and photographer Edward S. Curtis (1868-

1952), the stoic warrior presented in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show (1872-1908), and not 

to forget Hollywood, and the romanticized wild, but highly spiritual man in other 

American fiction have one thing in common: they are fictive. All these images, positive or 

negative, have influenced the non-Indian and Indian and leaves no room for the 

contemporary American Indian. Moreover, the false images make forming an authentic 

identity almost impossible. As the American Indian author Gerald Vizenor (1934, Ojibwa) 

said in an interview in 1981:  
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[t]he hardest part of it is I believe we’re all invented as Indians…. The inventions 
have become disguises…. This occurs in invented Indians because we’re invented 
and we’re invented from traditional static standards and we are stuck in coins and 
words like artifacts” (in Bowers & Silet 45-47).  
 

In addition came the colonial relocation, oppression, denigration of Indian culture and 

language, and the forced assimilation into white American mainstream culture. “The 

recovering or rearticulating of an identity, a process dependent upon a rediscovered sense 

of place as well as community, becomes in the face of such obstacles a truly enormous 

undertaking (Owens 5)”. An attempt for this rediscovery of identity is centred in American 

Indian literature since the 1970s. 

 

Tribal Influence 

Another important aspect of the American Indian’s self-identity is linked to communal 

identity. Culturally it is not the individual but the tribe that counts, an issue of contextual 

identity. When Vizenor was asked whether he was “an Indian poet or a poet who just 

happens to be an Indian?” he answered: “[b]oth. A contradiction. I believe my particular 

presentation of the mythic experience and the energy I go after, and the imagery in poetry, 

I celebrate from tribal sources” (in Bowers & Silet 47). When in 2005 Sherman Alexie was 

asked whether his writing is tribal or personal his answer was “I was writing against so 

many ideas of what I was supposed to be writing.” For instance, he writes much about 

alcoholism for which he received a lot of criticism because “people thought I was writing 

about stereotypes, but more than anything I was writing about my own life.” His fictional 

suffering is based on personal tribal experiences. “As an Indian, you don’t have the luxury 

of being called an autobiographical writer often. You end up writing for the whole race” 

(Story-Smoke 152). Besides that, “my tribe heavily influences my personality” (Story-

Smoke 155). Moreover, Horse argues: “if we accept that American Indians have been or 
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are oppressed, part of our identity is already subordinated. We consciously or 

unconsciously take on the characteristics of the oppressors” (63). Therefore an American 

Indian would put his Indian identity in the first place; tribal affiliation comes before 

American Indian. Being a member of a tribe has far-reaching influence on one’s identity, 

manner of life, language and speech, appearance, and action. The tribe sets the foremost 

example for it is a living entity that is larger and more important than the individual. The 

significant role of the tribe to the shaping of an identity will be further discussed in 

Chapter 3. Furthermore, what then are the consequences if someone is of mixed heritage? 

 

Mixed Blood 

The identity of the American Indian of multiple ancestries who is racially mixed is even 

more complicated. What about the ones that are not recognizable as Indian? Who perhaps 

do not meet the criteria of blood quantum? In the case of Vizenor there is the mixture of  

White and Indian, French and Indian, so the balance and contradiction is within me 
genetically. They are with me in experience and in a symbolic way…. I had great 
doubts about myself because I didn't want to be different. It's much easier to be in 
the group. But I had different perceptions, different ideas, energies, time 
organization (in Bowers & Silet 46).  
 

In contemporary American Indian fiction, the mixed-blood Indian is a central character 

who is “able to re-establish relationships with the land” (Coltelli 4). According to 

American Indian author Scott Momaday this is “a kind of spiritual investment in the 

landscape”, a giant leap towards the acquisition of a new identity (qtd. in Coltelli 4). On 

the other hand, “’mixed’ blood can mean denigrated status in both Indian and White 

communities, a sense of belonging nowhere and to no one” (Allen 98). An example is 

Sister Leopolda in Love Medicine, or Pauline in Tracks who happens to be one and the 

same person. She is not a full blood Indian, her grandfather was white, and she prefers to 

be white. Moreover, she converts to Catholicism and becomes a nun. Her public rejection 
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of Indians and their traditional culture and religion makes her a target of ignorance and 

ridicule –especially by traditional Nanapush-, and her extreme pious devotion and ascetic 

way of life makes her an outsider in the convent as well. 

At the same time, since the 1950s, American Indians have assimilated, consciously 

and unconsciously, into mainstream American life. Interracial and intertribal marriages 

have increased. The average American Indian is educated in the US school system, and has 

adapted to the US governmental system and popular culture. According to Horse, “on the 

surface it seems we are indeed like them” (61). The semi-adaptation could imply that the 

Indian has vanished; nonetheless they are still the indigenous people of North America 

whether consciously or unconsciously. That fact is the prime source of American Indian 

identity, and what sets them apart “from the experience of other peoples who were not 

indigenous to this land (Horse 61)”. This Indian identity is influenced by several elements 

such as ethnic attitudes, legal and political status, and cultural changes and is therefore 

“multifaceted” (Horse 62). According to Vizenor,  

the way in which tribal people resolve contradictions in life and dream in literature 
is different, and that difference has been slighted.... In that sense I'm an Indian 
because I resolve the contradictions of experience from the values of tribal mythic 
experience. There is a balance. I don't mean balance in a political sense, but balance 
in a symbolic healing sense, that life can go on (qtd. in Bowers & Silet 49). 

 

Blood Memory 

Although partly assimilated into mainstream life, the American Indians’ identity is still 

strongly connected with their ancestors. “Our sense of who we really are, lies in the self 

image inherited from our ancestors and passed down along a tribal memory chain, so long 

as that memory chain remains unbroken, we can stay connected to what our elders called 

the tribal spirit force” (Horse 67). The American Indian author James Welch gave an 

example of this inherited tribal spirit when his first book editor asked him about his 
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obsession with bones and wind. Welch’s answer was that he “realized that [he] was writing 

about a country [he] knew deep down, without thinking about making choices, or selecting 

the right metaphor. [He] was writing about a world [he] was born into, a world full of 

bones and wind – the world of [his] ancestors” (qtd. in Lopez). According to Allen, the 

trope memory in the blood coined by Scott Momaday expresses American Indian identity 

by way of narrative memories; while according to Vizenor it defines genetic survival (94). 

Alexie describes the metaphor “blood memory” as follows:  

The whole idea of authenticity –“how Indian are you?”- is the most direct 
result of the fact that we don’t know what an American Indian identity is. 
There is no measure any more. There is no way of knowing, except perhaps 
through our pain. And so, we’re lost. We’re always wandering…. [T]he 
indigenous people of the United States have become the most immigrant 
group. The process is slowly changing. My generation and the next 
generation we are immigrants! I’m an immigrant into the United States, and 
now my children are fully assimilated. … [T]he pain of “blood memory” is 
carried in the DNA … [and] pain can mutate through generations (Story-
Smoke 147-148). 
 

What Alexie is saying is that American Indian identity is constructed, invented, and 

therefore difficult to grasp. An idea he shares with Vizenor. What the American Indians do 

have in common is a shared painful and historical experience for their status has altered 

from indigenous to immigrants. The pain of this memory has become part of them, and 

although this is slowly receding it will take generations to disappear, if ever.  

As mentioned before, the American Indian first was an invented concept by the 

oppressing colonizers and the indigenous nations nearly faced extinction. Civil Rights and 

a general interest among the tribes, supported by the AIM, led to a renaissance that 

contributed to an increase and growth of Indian pride and even population. The subsequent 

self-identification process served to stereotypes internalised by Native Americans 

themselves. Today, the American Indian identity, inevitably associated with tribal heritage, 

is an on-going current due to intertribal and interracial connections ànd the influences of 
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mainstream America. Nevertheless, their choice and the oxymoron blood memories have 

not vanished and are still visible in their narrative discourse.  

 

Narrative Discourse 

The narrative discourse in the novels mainly rises from their tribal ancestors and helps 

them to re-discover their identity. According Mikhail Bakhtin, the linguistic environment 

of speaking or writing consists of conflicting “languages”. Social beings are a stratification 

of various languages, which is not just a simple transfer of information from one person to 

the other. Bakhtin says that we speak with the voices of others (259-260, 262, 288, and 

290). The facts of literary language are not fixed linguistic classifications. Language is a 

mixture of historical, personal and social dialogic discourse. In the 19th century language 

was identified with self-expression whereas later theories identified language with 

conventions (langue) and at the same time ignoring the individual’s utterance (parole) 

(Brillenburg Wurth & Rigney 92). Bakhtin on the other hand focuses on the social 

character of language as a creation of the community instead of the individual (Ehre 172). 

An important significance of novels is the multiple voices or discourses: “heteroglossia”21 

(Bakhtin 263, 265), the diverse voices of different characters bring forth focalisation22 

(Bakhtin 276-277), meaning a relation between the narrator and the perception of the other 

character, or the reader. This diversity together is a “circulation of social energy”; voices 

mingle and interact with one another (Brillenburg Wurth & Rigney 184). If one compared 

this to oral narrative, where the audience influences the narrator, then even within a literary 

text there is a dialogue between the narrator and the reader as audience who interprets the 

narration according to his or her own perspective. Moreover, particularly in Louise 

Erdrich’s novels, the multiple narrators give different perspectives of events and other 

                                                
21 The coexistence of distinct varieties within a single language 
22 The relation between the events and the perspective of the narrative 
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characters in the novel. Therefore, if we apply Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia to 

American Indian literature, the discourse of American Indian writers, whether spoken or 

written, stems from their tribal culture and history, and displays that. Since the 

encroachment upon this culture and history –and with it the identity- the quest for identity 

is necessary, obvious and understandable. Furthermore, before analysing any work by 

American Indian writers one should bear in mind that their cultural values are different 

from western aesthetics (Coltelli 2). Indian voices at present, however, sound different 

from pre-colonial time for they are exposed to and influenced by other than tribal cultures. 

Now the voice is part of what is called a civilized society, but it does rest on a heritage of 

oppression, extermination and the resulting bitterness and grief. However, spoken or 

written it is still the voice of the American Indian, and the audience gets acquainted with 

and shares the soul of the Indian. The social energy that follows is new to them who pay 

careful attention to the contemporary stories and narratives; one discovers the enrichment, 

and even the absolute necessity for a more humane society in general. This new narrative 

voice though had to evolve, for pre-colonial and post-colonial circumstances are complete 

opposites, and undergo a cultural transformation in order to translate the Indian voice to an 

Indian and non-Indian audience. 

 

Native American Literature 

In pre-Columbian time all indigenous tribes had a tradition of oral narratives. In the 

tradition of the Lakota Sioux, Taku Skanskan, “sending a voice”, or “What Moves-moves” 

stands for the unseen power of the sky that moves the world, and this power can be 

“petitioned by Tate, or the wind in a person’s own voice” through prayers, chants, songs, 

ceremonies, and tribal stories that had healing powers in daily life (Lincoln 1). This “voice 

of power” is ancient and on-going. Due to colonisation and the introduction of modern 
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literature, native storytellers used the western devices as vehicles to send out their voice. 

Moreover, the skills of Western writing devices are needed to fight the White world in 

order to heal the Red one (Leibman 545, emphasis mine). 

The early writings of Native Americans are widely influenced by western traditions 

and their Indian voice is not clearly evident. The obviously visible Indian voice emerged in 

the 1970s in the form of the Native American Renaissance. Next to the emergence of the 

American Indian voice, establishing the connection between the past oral narrative 

tradition and the present literature was the “purpose of Native American Renaissance” 

(Lincoln 1-2). The acknowledgement of the power of human voice underlies American 

Indian literatures despite the many differences in tribes, geographical areas and time. 

According to author James Welch all native tribes have been “storytellers from a long way 

back. And we will be heard for generations to come” (qtd. in Lopez). Moreover, Native 

poets and novelists are descendants of storytellers. In the Native voice of contemporary 

fiction, significant characteristics are visible, as well as the hybrid discourse and the 

obstacles they have to overcome.  

One of the main obstacles was to regain authenticity within Euro-American 

methods. Storytelling has always been passed on from generation to generation in 

American Indian culture yet different from Western European cultures. Storytelling, for 

instance, is an important custom in religious ceremonies. Literary scholar Paul G. Zolbrod 

(1932) has done research on Navajo artefacts and their link to stories. During his research 

he discovered that storytelling, sand paintings and weaved traditional rugs were closely 

connected. The sand paintings were made by the men during a cultural ceremony in order 

to pass on mythical stories. These spiritual designs were then later weaved by the women, 

outside the ceremony and without the re-enactment of the myths, yet the “weavings 

represent a fusion of distinctly male and female activities in Navajo tradition” (13-14). In 
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this way, storytelling is linked to other forms of art for the weavings represent the stories, 

and are part of them. However, due to Western tradition, only the tapestries are exhibited, 

but the stories are missing, despite catalogues with elaborate descriptions (Zolbrod 15). 

One might say that the visual art illustrates the outcome of part of the stories, not the 

narrative, not to mention the poetry.  The oral story adds meaning to the artefact and 

reflects the balance of Navajo culture, and “offers a more explicit explanation” (Zolbrod 

18-20). Therefore, the Navajo ancient oral stories that are only presented in the rugs are 

interpreted, incomplete, and the Indian voice partly stripped of its authenticity. 

The performance aspect of oral narrative shaped and adapted the stories within and 

in response to the community, the audience. From oral narrative to written narrative is a 

“process of mediation and translation”, and although there is a distance the written 

narrative is “not less authentically Indian” (Murray23 69). The shift from the communal 

oral tradition, that was considered dynamic and continuing, to an individual who uses a 

European writing device, which is considered static and was translated and written by 

others first, has not broken the chain of the individual and his or her community. A novel 

too is a dialogue for the reader must respond by interpreting the cultural and historical 

issues given. An example of an individual writer and the tribal community can be seen in 

the multiple narrators in the novels of Louise Erdrich who together speak the voice of the 

community. Moreover, American Indian literature, which is evidently interwoven with 

their culture, works as a memory chain for the tribes. Their Pan-Indian experiences with 

national policies, removal, starvation, warfare, genocide, boarding schools, and 

abandonment of their own culture has bound them together in the struggle for literary and 

physical survival (Lincoln 18). Although Native American storytellers have adjusted to 

western performing modes, that might have led to a better understanding between the 

                                                
23 David Murray is professor of American Literature and Culture 
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Indian and western society, literature eventually did contribute and still contributes to the 

increasing unification of the different Indian tribes and a broader, Pan-Indian awareness. 

However, once the written device was captured it took a long time before the Indian 

culture was prominent in Native American fiction. 

 

Early Writings 

Since reading and writing of the dominant English-language was mainly taught from a 

European and Christian perspective, the first publications came from converted Indians 

who wrote for a White audience. An example is the first written text published, namely the 

sermons and collection of hymns by the Mohegan minister Samson Occom in the 1770s 

(Roemer 1). Some 60 years later, William Apess (Pequot, 1798-1839), also a convert, 

wrote A Son of the Forest, 24(1829) a redemption narrative, though, with elements of 

“conventional Indian identity”. His later works present “disastrous effects of white 

incursion” and functions as a mirror to the white and the Indian audiences (Murray 75). 

Since the early 19th century publication of novels, poetry, essays and 

autobiographies by American Indians have appeared (Roemer 1). Until the late 19th and 

early 20th century most Indian authors wrote according to European conventions. However, 

in poems of, for instance, Zitkala-Ša and Emily Pauline Johnson (Mohawk, 1861-1913) 

“stress and fractures” of forced assimilation at boarding schools became noticeable. More 

autobiographies followed by Sarah Winnemucca25 (Paiute, 1844-1891) and Charles 

Eastman (Santee Dakota Sioux, 1858-1939). The format of most of the early publications 

was predominantly focused on a vanishing race (Murray 76). Although writing has taken 

over the function of oral narrative, Euro-American views have highly influenced the early 

Native American literature which suppressed the Pan-Indian voice. Nevertheless, the seed 
                                                
24 Considered to be the first autobiography written in English by an American Indian 
25 The first autobiography by an American Indian woman 
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for this American Indian voice was sown, had budded, and fully blossomed out in the 

twentieth century. 

 

Native American Renaissance 

It took some 300 years before American Indian literature, written in English, was generally 

recognised. Despite the many novels, poetry, essays, and autobiographies written by 

American Indians, it “was rarely included in academic literature courses before the 1970s”. 

Nevertheless, since 1969 it “progressed from invisible to marginal to expected status” 

(Porter & Roemer 1). The Civil Rights Movement provoked the American Indian 

Movement and Ethnic Studies and paved the way for acknowledgement of American 

Indian literatures followed by a dramatic growth of American Indian authors during the 

1980s and 1990s (Porter & Roemer 2).  

The Native American Renaissance of the 1970s was considered an adaptation of 

oral tradition, and its writers, from a myriad of cultures, had a “collective sense of origins 

deep-rooted in the land, kinship and tribe, and shared a struggle for cultural revival and 

rebirth” (Lincoln 13). According to Kenneth Lincoln the purpose of Native American 

Renaissance was to trace the collectivity between the “cultural past and its expression in 

the present” (1). “By the 1990s, reference books on American Indian literatures were 

plentiful,” starting with A. LaVonne Brown Ruoff’s American Indian literatures (1990). 

More anthologies, handbooks, and encyclopaedias followed together with journals, 

conferences, publishing programmes, associations, seminars, and the American Native 

Press Archives were established in 1983 (Porter & Roemer 2). In the new millennium well-

known Indian authors publish with prestigious companies while University Presses support 

others. “From ignored to required, from dry bred to mainstream”, American Indian authors 

have become part of American literature (Porter & Roemer 3).  
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Characteristics, Hybridity and Obstacles 

 “What exactly is American Indian or Indigenous literature?” Can it be distinguished from 

other American writing (Porter & Roemer 3)? How can more than 560 federally 

acknowledged tribes represent one culture? Before the arrival of the European settlers, 

thousands of narratives already existed and could be subdivided in categories or forms 

such as “creation and flood episodes, trickster and hero” narratives, and ceremonial 

performances together with songs and prayers with diverse cultural and regional varieties 

(Porter & Roemer 4). What is considered American Indian literature? The label itself 

already poses “ethical and descriptive problems because [it] impose[s] European concepts 

and … transform diversity into a vague generic essentialist category that can be used to 

marginalize or misrepresent a diversified people and a complex intercultural history” 

(Porter & Roemer 9). 

American Indian literature is shaped from communal anonymous stories to 

individual authorship together with “Indian authority and control” (Murray 75). No longer 

is their literature dictated by Western conventions, nor based on a vanishing race. 

American Indian author James Welch once exclaimed: “Happily, I was wrong in thinking 

that nobody would want to read books written by American Indians about American 

Indians and their reservations and landscapes”. However, before the 1970s this native 

writing was not part of university literature courses because academic Indian country 

belonged to anthropologists and historians. Only after about three hundred years of silence 

towards the Native narratives, the enormous increase in the “visibility” of American Indian 

literatures has inspired the study of this literature by literary critics and scholars.  

The most significant publications of the pioneers of the Native American 

Renaissance are Vine Deloria’s (Yankton-Standing Rock Sioux) Custer Died for Your Sins 
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(1969), Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn (1968), the reprint of John Neihardt’s 

narrative Black Elk Speaks (1972), Simon Ortiz’ (Ocama) Going for the Rain (1976), a 

New York Times Book Review of James Welsh’s Winter in the Blood (1974), Gerald 

Vizenor’s Darkness in St. Louis Bearheart (1978), and Lesley Marmon Silko’s Ceremony 

(1977). Although shaped by contemporary Western literature, their work was seen as 

outside the great Western traditions and as a “written renewal of oral traditions translated 

into Western literary forms” (Lincoln 7-8). According to Jarold Ramsey26, Indian writing 

is “the extraordinary fusion of cultural inheritance and imaginative innovation” (169). Jace 

Weaver27 argues that the authors “help Indians imagine themselves as Indians” especially 

in depicting grief and exile (qtd. in Porter & Roemer 15). Despite the many cultural losses, 

American Indians received the "technology of writing" in order to preserve their cultural 

knowledge and experience (Swan & Krupat 6). 

Writing in the adapted English language is not always easy and sometimes difficult 

for American Indians because not all of their native words and expression have an 

equivalent in English. An example can be seen in Silko’s Ceremony. Tayo, the central 

character of the novel, seeks to be cured from his war traumas through cultural traditions. 

Old Ku’oosh, a medicine man who tries to help him remarks: “But you know, grandson, 

this world is fragile.” The omniscient narrator then explains: 

The word he chose to express ‘fragile’ was filled with the intricacies of a 
continuing process, and with a strength inherent in spider webs woven across paths 
through sand hills where early in the morning the sun becomes entangled in each 
filament of web. It took a long time to explain the fragility and intricacy because no 
word exists alone, and the reason for choosing each word had to be explained with 
a story about why it must be said this certain way. That was the responsibility that 
went with being human, old Ku’oosh said, the story behind each word must be told 
so there could be no mistake in the meaning of what had been said (Ceremony 35-
36, emphasis mine). 
 

                                                
26 Pulitzer prize nominated essayist, poet and professor emeritus of English at the University of Washington 
27 Director of Institute of Native American Studies, and professor of Native American Studies and Religion 
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This passage shows that writing has become a new tool to reclaim identity that is passed on 

through the power of storytelling. The authors first acquired the technique of writing by 

which they are able to pass on the power of storytelling as was custom in their cultures. A 

single word sometimes had a story or context behind it that needed to be told first. Only 

then could stories heal the community or the individual. The psychological effect that 

storytelling can have is related to rediscovering one’s identity. According to Alexie, Indian 

identity has been so fractured, [oppressed] …, and our tribes … destroyed, [that] the 

concept of a pure Indian identity is really strong in Indian literature” (Story-Smoke 154). 

Porter and Roemer mention some other shared characteristics in American Indian writing 

such as historical perspectives and experiences, awareness of survival, “hope for tribal 

sovereignty and identity”, “complex communal identity” and “place/time” (Porter & 

Roemer 11).  

Starting with the publication of Momaday’s House Made of Dawn American Indian 

Renaissance writers began to deal with the “conflicting demands of the tribe” and 

mainstream America through their protagonists (Murray 77). Their work focuses on 

contemporary life on the fictional reservation and the conflict and quest for identity. This 

“written renewal of oral tradition (Lincoln 8)” gives readers insight into Indian 

contemporary worlds and worldviews. These authors, educated in the setting of 

mainstream American culture and western literature, have been able to create a new 

discourse. This discourse is even more hybrid than the general hybridity described by 

Bakhtin for it combines pre- and post-modern and pre-and post-colonial views, yet still 

predominantly Indian. Many literary critics, Indian and non-Indian, acknowledge the 

“critical discourse that functions in the name of the people … as cultural force” in 

American Indian literature (Elizabeth Cook-Lynn qtd. in Murray 79). This view is shared 

by Kenneth Lincoln who argues that “[g]rounded Indian literature is tribal (8)”. Literary 
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critic James Ruppert summarizes this hybridity in two ways: positively that the Indian 

writers move cross-culturally instead of dividing, and negatively in that they commodify 

Indian culture to make it comprehensible to a white audience (9). Arnold Krupat insists 

that in “varying degrees, all verbal performances studied as Native American literature, 

oral, textualized, or written, are mixed, hybrid; none are pure or strictly speaking 

autonomous. Native American written literature in particular is an intercultural practice” 

(Turn to the Native 21). Louis Owens considers it a  

richly hybridized discourse aimed at [both] … the traditionally educated Indian as 
well as … the Eurocentric reader…. [The] effect … is subversive: the American 
Indian writer places the Eurocentric reader on the outside, as ‘other’ while the 
Indian reader … is granted, for the first time, a privileged position (14-15).  
 

Nevertheless, from now on this hybrid American Indian literature has gained popularity 

among mainstream America (Murray 79).  

There are several other characteristics that occur in many contemporary American 

Indian literatures, such as non-linear time, the importance of landscape, seasons, nature 

and the mythical trickster28 figures, and above all the issue of mixed blood identity. The 

mixed or half-blood Indian figure can be a metaphor for the disturbing historical facts that 

changed and destroyed tribes. They can represent negatively the tragic loss of tribal 

traditions, but can represent positively “ways of mediation and negotiating” and are mostly 

presented in a comical way as a traditional trickster figure (Murray 79). The trickster figure 

may also function as a manifestation of Pan-Indian culture, as it is not associated with a 

particular tribe. Another non-western feature in American Indian literature is that 

characters either live on or off the reservation and that they combine the spiritual or 

religious world of their ancient tribal culture with that of Christianity. 

 

                                                
28 An important mythological figure that in several native tribes can also be called Coyote, Nanabush, or 
Raven. The trickster is a “comic, clownish sort of character” and can come in “many guises”. His/her role is 
to teach the community; “a central hero figure from our mythology” without a specific gender (Highway). 
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Shared History 

Native American fiction is full of shared historical and mostly painful events. The 

discussed novels are imbued with this shared history of colonial subjugation. Survey has 

shown that the sovereign status of the tribes has been restored albeit not in the same way as 

it was before colonisation. The tribes’ status remained sovereign until the late eighteenth 

century. Since the Indian Removal Act of 1815 their status changed into “domestic 

dependent nations”. With the establishment of the reservations in the 1850s they became 

“wards in need of protection”. Due to the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, their status 

turned into “quasi-sovereign”. Since the 1960s they regained self-determination and self-

governance and are considered “domestic dependent, quasi-sovereign nations” (Wilkins 

xxiii-xxv). The results of white intrusion are enormous loss of lands, relocations, cultural 

oppression, forced assimilation, torn apart families, divided communal possessions and 

dependency. The traumatic experiences and restricted practices of these policies and events 

are what all American Indian tribes have in common, and are still visible in alcoholism, 

child abuse, domestic violence, rape, diabetes, poverty, single-parenthood, and many other 

heartrending consequences. The Ojibwa and Spokane tribes Erdrich and Alexie belong to, 

are no exception to this experience, and its results are dramatized throughout their novels. 

A brief historical tribal overview will prove fruitful in order to understand the bereavement 

and the quest for identity. 

 

Ojibwa 

The Ojibwa belong to the Algonquin language group “located from Newfoundland to the 

Rocky Mountains and from Hudson Bay to North Carolina”. They have their own story of 

origin including a “Great Mystery” or “Creator”, also called “Kitchi Manitou”. Many of 

the Ojibwa tribes also have stories about a trickster figure: Nanabozoho (North Dakota 
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Studies - Intro). For an unknown reason the Ojibwa moved from the “Great Salt Lake in 

the east” –Atlantic Ocean? - westward to Lake Superior (North Dakota Studies – 

Migration). Their first contact with European settlers was with French traders and 

missionaries. Due to fur trade with the French and later the English in the 17th and 18th 

century, the supply of fur diminished, and near the end of the 18th century several bands 

moved to North Dakota (North Dakota Studies – Contact & Move to the Plains). Around 

1863, due to “manifest destiny and the Homestead Act” they were pushed to cede 11 

million acres of land that was sold to white settlers. Many more enforced treaties or 

“agreements” followed, and finally resulted in the “designation of a 24 by 32 mile tract” 

called the Turtle Mountain Reservation (North Dakota Studies – Treaties & Early 

Reservation Life). 

Louise Erdrich’s novel Tracks, written before but published four years after Love 

Medicine, deals with the aftermath of the Allotment Act of 1887 that took away a 

multitude of land and tribal unity. The tribe is divided into feuding family clans who strive 

between tradition and western influences. The trickster figure Nanapush has an important 

role in securing what is left. Love Medicine is situated between 1934 and 1984 in the time 

of the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 that decreased federal control over the 

Indigenous nations and increased their self-government (Encyclopaedia Britannia). Besides 

that, it portrays the painful consequences of the Indian Removal Act. Furthermore, in both 

Erdrich’s novels the tribe is fragmented, old Indian customs are circumvented, and a 

melding of religion, medicine, and education, as well as mixed blood consequences are 

depicted, although disguised in a seemingly romanticized image of reservation life.  
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Spokane 

Before colonization Spokane ancestral lands consisted of some 3 million acres located 

from the Spokane River from the Idaho border to the confluence of the Spokane and 

Columbia Rivers. Today their reservation consists of 154,000 acres², of which they 

“possess only ten percent,” for the rest is held in trust by the government. The Spokane 

called themselves “Sqeliz” meaning “the people”, or "Children of the Sun" and belong to 

the Salish language family. In the 13th century they developed permanent winter villages 

situated on rivers, where fish were plentiful. Their spiritual life was closely interwoven 

with the land and living things. They believed in a “Great Spirit and other atmospheric 

spirits as wind and thunder, and numerous supportive animal spirits”. The Prophet Dance29 

that rose in the early 19th century is considered a reaction against the increasing crush of 

tribal culture and was soon suppressed by the US government. Next to that, all sacred and 

ancient grounds outside the reservation were “often disrupted and destroyed” (Spokane 1-

3). 

The first contact between the Spokane and white explorers and fur traders was in 

the 18th century, and the first missionary arrived in 1836. “Missionaries usually meant 

well, but they deliberately sought to extinguish the natives' religion as well as many of 

their customs.” The Gold Rush in California (1849) brought gold seekers to the 

Washington territories who were “frequently unruly, caring little about Indians and their 

rights”. Indian wars in the inland Northwest were a result. In 1858 US Army colonel 

George Wright orders his troops to slaughter 800 Native American horses at Liberty Lake. 

His soldiers also destroyed the tribes’ lodges and storehouses of grain. Then Wright’s 

cavalry became engaged in a punitive military expedition against the Spokane, and Coeur 

                                                
29 Participants danced in order to hasten the return of the dead and the renewal of the world, particularly the 
world as it was before European contact. The Prophet Dance was a precursor of the famous Ghost Dance 
movement of the 1870s and 1890s (Encyclopaedia Britannica) 
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d’Alene tribes. Horses meant wealth and power to the tribes. Their slaughter together with 

the destruction of housing and food supply devastated the tribes. From 1860 onward white 

encroachment “forced off the original inhabitants”. In 1877, the Lower Spokane relocated 

to the Spokane Reservation that was officially declared by executive order in 1881. The 

Upper and Middle Spokane were herded to the Colville, Flathead or Coeur d'Alene 

Reservation in 1887 (Spokane 4-5). 

Natural resources were exploited, and uranium was discovered on the reservation 

“and mined from an open pit” between 1956-1982. “The now inactive mine is on the list of 

Superfund cleanup sites with contaminates including metals, radionuclides and acidic 

drainage.” After the construction of the Grand Coulee Dam on the Columbia River (1939), 

salmon could no longer migrate and the Spokane fishery was disrupted. The waters behind 

the dam “flooded numerous tribal lands and cultural sites. The tribe struggled for years to 

win compensation from the federal government” (Spokane 6-7). 

Alexie’s novel Reservation Blues is a hypothetical elegy, a mourning song in the 

format of the Blues which aim is to awaken the tribal, Pan-Indian community as well as the 

non-Indian reader. Reservation Blues particularly deals with the reservation as a colonised 

dehumanizing concept and a trap for the Indian. According to Alexie, “reservations were 

created as concentration camps. They were created so Indians would be shipped there and 

die. I really think that’s still their purpose: to kill” (Reservation of the Mind 171). The 

reference and connection to the Blues emphasizes the iniquitous system of oppression.  

His novel Indian Killer, set off in the late 1960s with tensions of the Vietnam War 

and the foundation of the American Indian Movement, illustrates the anger, grief, and 

mourning of the contemporary Pan-Indian society that is bereft from identity, land, and 

culture. This novel is a multi-layered paradox full of misconceptions and has an ambiguous 

title: who is killing who or what is being killed? Many characters have an ambiguous or 
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lost identity or would like to have someone else’s. The old and the new world are mixed in 

the characters, two worlds and at least two views.  

 

The history of American genocide has also left the Ojibwa and Spokane in mourning even 

for their future. They too share the atrocious experiences of all Indian tribes. These 

experiences form the background of Erdrich’s and Alexie’s writing. Both writers want the 

speaker and reader to “achieve consolation…. But … what happens when the speaker and 

reader are not from the same community? What if some of the readers are from the 

community responsible for the [Indian’s] loss” (Leibman 542)? Simply asking for 

forgiveness will only give a “10% discount” according to Alexie (Introduction to). What is 

most important is the acknowledgement that the genocide is “part of American Indian 

cultural property” (Leibman 543). Hence Alexie’s demand for an American Indian 

Holocaust museum (Living Outside). Alexie and Erdrich encourage readers to join in to 

what Leibman calls a “bridge of difference” (542), to acknowledge but not to erase, not to 

simply have a feeling of empathy, not to identify with –or snatch away again- for that is 

“not the same as understanding” (Leibman 544). “The [Indian] tragedy must remain 

[Indian], not universal (Leibman 553).”  
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Sacred Ground 

The land. The people. They are in 
relation to each other. We are a family 
with each other (Simon Ortiz, Woven 
Stone 1992). 

 

Can a nation be a nation without land? Is land significant for a nation’s identity? 

Can identity exist without land or are they inseparable? Relating identity and land, in 

particular the place where one is born and bred, is human. Since European colonisation, the 

American Indian tribes of the US share a history of colonial subjugation. Being colonised 

might be why many of them cling to the last remainders of their ancestral sovereign lands. 

It was not until the Indian Reorganization Act of 193430 that the Native tribes reclaimed 

sovereignty. Land, and sovereignty, was what the American Indian Movement basically 

fought for, and some tribes currently still do. Being a nation within a nation is a 

troublesome concept legally, politically, and in regard to identity. “Land, or lack thereof, is 

central to Indian identity” according to Meredith James31 (2). Most people are consciously, 

or unconsciously, linked to the land of their birth. This could be physically, 

psychologically but also linked to the area’s geographical characteristics. Even climatic 

condition is part of that. It is more than coincidence that for instance in Minnesota many 

Scandinavian colonists settled. They must have felt at home since the natural environment 

and the climate correspond to their motherland.  

The theme of place is central in Native American literature. Characters struggling 

with their identity often link this to the place they belong, or feel they belong. Robert 

                                                
30 Also called the Indian New Deal that laid out new rights for Native Americans, reversed some of the 
earlier privatization of their common holdings, and encouraged tribal sovereignty and land management by 
Native tribes. 
31 Dr Meredith K. James, Assistant Professor of English at Eastern Connecticut State University and 
instructor in the Native American Studies Programme. 
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Nelson32 argues that in Native American fiction “identity, like life itself, derives from the 

land” (1). Therefore, the connection to place is a key factor in Indian identity. Arnold 

Krupat argues that “native communities ‘negotiate with narrative’ to establish … cultural 

identity, an identity that undergirds a particular sense of distinctiveness connected to a 

particular geoscape, and implies autonomy and a full capacity for self-governance” (Red 

Matters, 8). This chapter will discuss the significance of place to the American Indian and 

demonstrates that their identity originates from their ancestral lands. Since the colonisation 

of the continent and the following relocation policies, the American Indian lands have been 

minimised to reservation areas. The novels portray the reservation as a place of memoirs of 

historical pain, but also of home, either romanticized or not. A later concept of place next 

to the reservations has become the city that created the urban Indian. 

 

Significance of Place 

In her essay Where I Ought to Be: A Writer’s Sense of Place Louise Erdrich describes the 

importance of land to the American Indian, and argues that the main difference between 

native and non-native authors is that to the Native the land is part of their ancient cultural 

heritage. 

In a tribal view of the world, the landscape becomes enlivened by a sense of group 
and family history…. A [Native] storyteller fixes [readers] in an unchanging 
landscape combined of myth and reality. People and place are inseparable…. [And] 
each place … [has] personal and communal connotations (23). 

 
Native Americans were perhaps even more connected to the vast areas they inhabited than 

other nations. That is the image Erdrich evokes. Farmers, hunters, gatherers, tipis, 

wigwams, or mud huts, the Indians were one with their land. Everything the land supplied 

was accepted with gratitude for everything was sacred, as life is sacred. More than to the 

                                                
32 Emeritus Professor of English, University of Richmond, Virginia. 
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western colonists, land was a spiritual reality to the indigenous nations of America, even 

more important than the material or physical reality. Earth was Mother. The steady sound 

and rhythm of the Indian drum represents the heartbeat of Mother Earth. Ancestors, spirits, 

and sacred places were all inextricably bound up with the perception, consideration, 

reality, and the identity of the Indian. The land was huge and it was good. 

While describing the significance of place and its relation to and loss of American 

Indian culture Erdrich uses a nuclear disaster as a metaphor to depict the seriousness of this 

vital element of Indian authenticity. 

In our worst nightmares, all of us have conceived what the world might be like 
[after a nuclear holocaust]…. Consider then, that to American Indians it is as if the 
unthinkable has already happened, and relatively recently. Many Native American 
cultures were annihilated more thoroughly than even a nuclear disaster might 
destroy [contemporary America], and others live on with the fallout of that 
destruction, effects as persistent as radiation –poverty, fetal alcohol syndrome, 
chronic despair (Where 23). 

 
Many of the first settlers exploring the continent met with hospitality. Generally, they were 

welcomed. Yet many more arrived, and more, perhaps too many. Imagine this: the 

neighbours across the street pay a visit and they are most welcome. Yet, too many of them 

come and the situation becomes cramped. Then they become brazen and stipulate 

conditions. First they want part of the house for themselves then a larger part and finally 

nearly the whole house. The original occupants are banned to a closet in the basement. 

That is where they hide dreaming of the big house they once lived in, the house they still 

consider theirs, their property. Also, military defeats, misleading treaties and purchases 

contributed to the loss of lands which lead to the post-apocalyptic sense Erdrich describes 

above. The new occupants redecorate the house to their own standards and desires. They 

too have their dream. They dream their American Dream, their dream of the land of 

opportunity. Unfortunately they do not want to hear the injustice upon which this dream is 

based; it would only disturb that dream. To protect the shredded native culture Erdrich 
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underlines the mission of Native American writers to guard and acclaim what is left of 

their cultures and lands. 

Contemporary Native American writers have therefore a task quite different from 
that of [non-Indian] writers…. In the light of enormous loss, they must tell the 
stories of contemporary survivors while protecting and celebrating the cores of 
cultures left in the wake of the catastrophe (Where 23). 

 
The novels by Erdrich and Alexie are hypothetical wake-up calls. The indigenous people 

are exhorted to secure their place in the American society not as outsiders dreaming of the 

past, but as powerful personalities who make a valuable contribution to this society. The 

American Indian is called to stand firm and strong, being Indian but in the country in its 

current state. And there is the rub. In Native American writing attention is frequently 

drawn to the significance of place in “both spiritual and secular realms” (Porter & Roemer 

16). Landscapes are also the mystical homes of native spirits and therefore considered 

sacred. Examples are the highly debated Lakota Black Hills in North Dakota or the 

fictional Lake Matchimanito where the native water god Mishepeshu resides in Tracks. 

Must the contemporary American Indian therefore, if adapting himself to present-day 

America, in this materialistic age, depart from this traditional, spiritual dimension of place? 

Is it possible to fit into a sacrilegious society that does not acknowledge these spiritual 

values? Above all, a society that does not confess its criminal behaviour towards its own 

people? Therefore, the wake-up call of Erdrich and Alexie is not only aimed at the Native 

Americans but to all Americans alike. American society as a whole is urged strongly to 

face up to what happened to the American Indians in the past, and is continuing in the 

present, and no longer to ignore the voice from the closet in the basement. The American 

dream is a fake illusion and has been besmirched in a society that does not admit the 

grievous wrongs it has done. The dream must make way for truth on both sides. 
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Place and identity 

Lipsha, in Love Medicine returns home to the reservation after he has discovered his true 

identity, John Smith in Indian Killer kills himself because his split personality is not able 

to deal with not knowing who he is and where he ought to be. In Erdrich’s novels in 

particular, place is often linked to the consequences of the Allotment Act. Love Medicine 

refers to the same remote, desolate remainders and the disastrous results as in Tracks 

which is situated right after the time of the Act. When Albertine drives home she describes 

the reservation as wasteland.  

All along the highway that early summer the land was beautiful.” But when she 
enters the reservation the landscape changes. “At the end of the big farms and 
blowing fields was the reservation…. The highway narrowed off and tangled, then 
turned to gravel with ruts, holes, … [and] the dust hung thick…. The policy of 
allotment was a joke. As I was driving towards the land, looking around, I saw 
usual how much of the reservation was sold to winds and lost forever. Just three 
miles, and I was driving down to rutted dirt road, home (LM 11). 

 
The Allotment Act has actually torn apart the tribe and its communal land. Henry 

Lamartine, and his ancestors before him, “had never filed on or bought the land outright, 

but he lived there…. He knew [that] every foot and inch you’re standing on, even if it’s on 

the top of the highest skyscraper, belongs to the Indians. That’s the real truth of the matter” 

(LM 221). So when the tribe wants Lulu to move off that piece of land she resists first of 

all because of the pain and memory of the historical relocations the Chippewas had already 

suffered from.  

Oh, they said they’d move it. Sure they did. How many times did we move? The 
Chippewas had started off way on the other side of the five great lakes. How we 
were shoved out on this lonesome knob of prairie my mother used to tell. It is too 
long a story to get into now. Let’s just say that I refused to move one foot farther 
west…. The Lamartines lived all their life on that land ... The Lamartine family 
deserves to stay (LM 222-223). 

 
  At present, the reservation represents the last piece of ancestral land and Indian 

culture, even if it’s considered wasteland or a desert. A contemporary example of this 
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impact are the Timbisha Shoshone who live in Death Valley, Nevada. Ever since the first 

emigrants in 1948 threatened to occupy their ancestral lands they fought back because they 

"have lived in [their] homeland forever and will live [there] forever.... We are part of our 

homeland and it is part of us. We are people of the land. We don't break away from what is 

part of us (Timbisha)". The Timbisha Shoshone Homeland Act of 2000 finally returned 

7,500 acres (30 km2) of their ancestral homelands. No matter how small or remote, 

ancestral land is vital to and intertwined with American Indian culture. According to 

Sherman Alexie “so much has been taken from us that we hold onto the smallest things 

with all the strength that we have left” (qtd. in Grassian 143).  

In Erdrich’s Dakota Saga, situated on and around a fictional reservation in North 

Dakota, the reservation is portrayed as home for the Indian. Some do live in the city, but 

when they refer to home they mean the reservation. For June “going home” refers to the 

place she comes from and the “bus ticket would stay good, maybe forever (LM 3)” 

meaning that she can always go back; she is not cut off. Besides June, Lipsha, and 

Albertine in Love Medicine, and Lulu in Tracks are returning home to the place where they 

feel they belong and have chosen to belong. Alexie makes explicit distinction between the 

Indian and the white people, and the reservation and the city. In an interview he said: “as 

an Indian the idea of the reservation is always there. You grow up firmly within borders…. 

The idea of borders goes beyond [my later character’s] ethnicity and into their personal 

decisions (Story-Smoke 155)”. Nevertheless, his fictional descriptions of the reservation 

are overall gloomy and depressing, and the characters that seek a brighter future seem to be 

encouraged to leave the reservation, like Marie Polatkin. Her parents “had refused to 

teach” her the Spokane language “because they felt it would be of no use to her in the 

world outside the reservation”, they said that she “belonged in that larger world”. Despite 

her chances, she envies the other children “who skipped school so they could travel to 
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powwows or attend various cultural events…. They could speak Spokane as fluently as 

many elders, but they could barely read English. They were intelligent and humorous, and 

never wanted to leave the reservation” (IK 33). Not only does Alexie portray the chances 

but also the conflicts an individual has to deal with when he is outside the reservation. 

When the Indian lives off the reservation his identity becomes split and needs to 

adjust and become more hybrid. An example can be seen in the homeless Indians whom 

the band Coyote Springs meet in the city: “I’m Tap Water. Used to be Spring Water. But 

I’m urban Indian now” (RB 150). However, they do not always lose their affiliation nor 

their Indian identity. The old woman Carlotta Lot, who meets John Smith once on the 

streets of Seattle, gives a completely different view of the city. She says: 

Me, I’ve got lots of places to stay around here. All these white people think I’m 
homeless. But I ain’t homeless. I’m Duwamish Indian. You see all this land around 
here ….  All of this, the city, the water, the mountains, it’s all Duwamish land. Has 
been for thousands of years. I belong here, cousin. I’m the landlady. And all these 
white people, even the rich ones living up in penthouses, they’re homeless ones. 
Those white people are a long way from home, don’t you think? Long way from  
E-u-r-o-p-e (IK 251). 

 
Although Carlotta’s argument seems tough talk it also carries delusion, the tragedy of the 

colonised Indian who has lost the battle. Alexie himself, son of mixed Indian ancestors, 

says that he feels “an immigrant into the US” (Story-Smoke 147). This pain is satirically 

described in Indian Killer in the scene where young white guys beat the homeless Indian 

couple and one of them yells “go back to where you belong, man! ….  Get the fuck out of 

our country, man!” (IK 215). Satirically or angrily, the fact is harsh reality. Despite being 

the memorial place of cultural genocide and struggle all over, the reservation still means 

home to many American Indians.  

 Although the reservation unarguably has preserved at least part of the Indian 

identity, on the other hand, it has also perpetuated a false romanticized image of the Indian. 

Moreover, the reservation has perpetuated the separation between the Indian and the rest of 
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American society, and has maintained poverty and the bitterness towards the past and the 

present. Since an indissoluble tie binds place and identity, all the above-mentioned aspects 

have become part of the Indian identity to date. Although the reservation gives a sense of 

home, belonging, roots, it does hinder them to settle somewhere else. Both Erdrich’s and 

Alexie’s characters are on the horns of a dilemma searching for an identity that is Indian, 

and can remain Indian even in the world outside the reservation. 

 

The Multifaceted Reservation 

But it’s a small world 
You don’t have to pay attention 
It’s the reservation 
The news don’t give it a mention 
Yeah, it’s a small world 
Getting smaller and smaller (RB 245).  

  
Originally the reservation system stems from monetary gains. The American continent 

provided enough places into which “Indians could be pushed, away from approaching 

white settlements” (James 13). The first plans for reservations date from 1848 by the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (Norton 341). Next to the land hunger, the reservation was to be a 

solution to Indian resistance. Besides that, “[r]eservations were not only an attempt to 

separate entrance from the white settlement of the United States, but also to impose 

European philosophies and worldviews” (James 8). The overall concept was power, 

control and assimilation legitimated by social Darwinism, for Indians were proclaimed 

inferior and needed to be saved. Physical and cultural genocide and oppression is the 

harsh, damp reality of the reservation that signifies a history of warfare and unresolved 

political and social conflict. The reservations are little stains on the utopian American 

dream, the reminder of a tainted past. Reservation Blues illustrates the desolation of the 

monotonous reservation where dreams are buried and turtles live under the surface “fed on 
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failed dreams” (RB 27). The community has no desire to escape and it has “forgotten to 

turn to songs and stories” (Leibman 547-548). Alexie depicts his reservations on the edge 

of oblivion: “Wellpinit, the only town on the reservation, did not exist on most maps” (RB 

3). According to Alexie, living within the border of the reservation affects the characters’ 

lives (Story-Smoke 149). In his fiction “the reservation is a geographical space of borders 

and confinement” (Story-Smoke 150) full of “HUD shacks and abandoned cars” 

(Reservation of the Mind 17). Daniel Grassian argues that “the monotonous, virtually sold 

and closed hermetically environment [of the reservation] has become, in a way, a casualty 

of its own homogeneity” (79). According to Åse Nygren, on the reservation Alexie’s 

characters “are tormented by collective memories of a genocidal past, of cavalry-approved 

hangings” (Story-Smoke 1). The reservation is a haunted place where “faint voices …  echo 

all over” (RB 46).  

The description of the reservation is sometimes ambiguous in the novels. Visitor 

Robert Johnson notices that “pine trees blanketed the mountain and the rest of the 

reservation” and calls the reservation “a beautiful place” which is opposed to the dark side 

of life on the reservation. Thomas Builds-the-Fire answers Johnson: 

 “But you haven’t seen everything”, Thomas said. 
“What else is there?” 
Thomas thought about all the dreams that were murdered here, and the bones 
buried quickly just inches below the surface, all waiting to break through the 
foundations of these government houses built by the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (RB 7). 
 

The ambiguity of Alexie’s reservation description is exactly what he wants to portray; 

“Alexie’s works show a harsh, sometimes unforgiving reservation, yet at the same time 

this fictional reservation serves as a source of celebrating traditional values of family and 

community (James 87)”. His portrayal of the reservation is nostalgic and harsh at the same 

time. According to Alexie, most of contemporary Native American authors did not grow 
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up on the reservation “yet most Native literature is about the reservation. So there is a 

nostalgia for purity: a time when we were all together and when our identity was sure, and 

when our lives were better” (Story-Smoke 145). The fact that Native American authors 

focus on the reservation that much is somewhat remarkable considering that 70 to 80 per 

cent of the contemporary Indians are living off the reservation. According to James, the 

connection between Indian authenticity and ancestral land has been created artificially, 

resulting in a romanticized view of the Indian and his spiritual connection to tribal land. 

These romantic images “only serve to perpetuate ideas that Indians are merely extensions 

of the natural, embedded in the landscape, and frozen in a particular moment in history” 

(10). Although there is much truth in James’ statement, for the image is romanticized, she 

forgets the fact that it is human nature to feel connected to the place one is born and raised. 

Moreover, for the Indians, deprived of most of their original homelands, ancestral land is 

of great significance. Therefore when place, considered as a crucial factor in identity, is 

missing it becomes extremely difficult to form an identity.  

Despite scarcity, unemployment, and alcoholism the reservation is not all doom and 

gloom; it does provide shelter from the outside world. In Reservation Blues, to Junior and 

Victor, two macho Indian males who take pride in conquering women, Indian and non-

Indian, the reservation is their home and a safe environment. Whatever is outside the 

reservation is unknown and to be feared. “Though they always pretended to be the toughest 

Indian men in the world, they suffered terrible bouts of homesickness as soon as they 

crossed the Spokane Indian Reservation border (RB 61)”. Other characters share this 

feeling.  Furthermore, the man-who-was-probably-Lakota proclaims that “[t]he end of the 

world is near!” and “[n]one of the Spokane paid him much mind because they already 

knew the end was around the corner, a few miles west, down by Turtle Lake” (RB 11). The 

outside world is close yet considered frightening. In contrast, Alexie describes the 
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reservation as a place of hopelessness and misery. The protagonist Arnold Spirit in The 

Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian says that “this reservation tried to suffocate 

[his sister], had kept her trapped in a basement” (91). The reservation also represents the 

long history of poverty, alcoholism, diabetes and other misery that has become part of the 

identity of the American Indian. 

Ironically, at the same time the reservation is still romanticized by many and 

attracts outsiders. In the early ages of contact the attraction was land and resources while in 

the post-modern age attraction is the exotic experience initiated by the Hippie culture and 

the longing for love, peace and happiness, and still kindled by the New Age philosophy 

that attracts them. In Reservation Blues the two white women, Betty and Veronica33 come 

to the reservation to hear Coyote Springs play. They over-wear turquoise jewellery and 

have sex with Victor and Junior even though they are treated disrespectfully by them. The 

women elaborate on the assumed Indians’ spiritual wisdom:  “[y]ou live at peace with the 

earth. You are so wise” (RB 168). Betty and Veronica consider Indians from reservations 

more pure and real than urban Indians. After the failure of recording in New York City, 

Betty and Veronica are disillusioned and Chess exclaims to them:  

What did you New Agers expect? … You come running to the reservations, toward 
these places you have decided are sacred. Jeez, don’t you know every place is 
sacred? You want your sacred land in warm places with pretty views. You want the 
sacred places to be near malls and 7-Elevens, too (RB 184).  

 
This passage shows the artificial and false image that outsiders have of Indians and their 

reservations. Just like Father Arnold when he first came to the reservation “expecting tipis 

and buffalo, since he had never been told otherwise. He was genuinely shocked when the 

Indians in his congregation spoke English” (RB 36). His false image represents a historical, 

past image. According to Alexie, “in most people’s minds American Indians only exist in 

                                                
33 Two white wannabe Indians. Alexie may have borrowed the names from Archie’s Betty and Veronica a 
comic book series that portray two stereotypical Barbie girls in mainstream America. 
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the 19th century” (Reservation of the Mind 188). In Indian Killer, John Smith creates an 

idealised and utopian reservation that does not cohere with the image of the reservation 

that Alexie portrays. John Smith’s idea is that “there is enough food, plenty of books to 

read, and a devoted mother” (43). He obviously knows nothing about poverty, hunger, and 

book burnings. 

The reservation portrayed in the novels is not only a place that exists 

geographically or physically, but also in the people’s minds, psychologically. When June 

“decided to walk home instead of going back” she knew exactly which way to go despite 

the amount of alcohol in her blood and the weather condition. “Even when it started to 

snow she did not lose her sense of direction.” While freezing to death, “June walked over 

[the field] like water and came home” (LM 6). Zelda thought that June “probably wandered 

off too intoxicated to realize the storm” and got lost, but Albertine knows that could not be 

the case. “June grew up on the plains. Even drunk she’d have known a storm was coming. 

She had known by the heaviness in the air, the smell in the clouds. She’d have gotten that 

animal sinking in her bones (LM 9)”. Here we see the connection between the human 

psyche, the geographical area where one is raised and even the climatic condition. 

Finally, the image of the reservation as a lost home can be seen in Reservation 

Blues and Indian Killer. When Chess looks upon the homeless Indians roaming the streets 

of Seattle she “knew those old Indians were a long way from home, trapped by the city and 

its freeway entrances and exits” (RB 150). William Bevis34 argues that in Native American 

literature, the Indian character “recoils from a white world in which the mobile Indian 

individual finds no meaning and as if by instinct, comes home…. This ‘homing’ cannot be 

judged by white standards of individuality; it must be read in the tribal context” (qdt. in 

                                                
34 William W. Bevis, Professor of English at the University of Montana. 
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Grassian 11). Therefore, home primarily means the reservation, though many Indians are 

forced to leave it. 

 

Moving to the City 

Due to high unemployment rate, and lack of higher education, many American Indians had 

and still have to leave the reservation. The Relocation Programme established after WWII 

was set up to recruit American Indian veterans who could then be relocated to urban areas 

to find jobs. This programme “assured Indians that urban life would be much better than 

life on their reservations” (Fixico 3-4). When leaving the familiar environment, and 

entering a new, foreign world, it becomes difficult to stay connected to the tribal traditions. 

“Tribal values, maintained through generations, set apart the American Indian…. Yet this 

retention of traditionalism was now being challenged by urban mainstream values” (Fixico 

4-5). Many Indians “experienced the psychological alienation of a minority” opposed to 

mainstream America (Fixico 3). In order to survive many felt compelled to lay aside their 

tribal identity and become an Urban Indian (Fixico 3). In the novels, the world outside the 

reservation is portrayed as frightening, far away, and alien. The city is a hostile 

environment where discrimination is widespread and where identity and authenticity are 

under threat. According to Paul Gunn Allen, Native American novels are “useful to those 

who try to move from one place to the other, for the new place is always different from 

their ancestors” (qtd. in Coltelli 12).   

The Indians in Reservation Blues and Indian Killer who leave the reservation feel 

outnumbered and scared. They fear the city because it is white territory. Reggie Polatkin 

believes this literally for “he knew every city was a city of white men” (IK 409). When 

Coyote Springs went to Seattle to have their first performance they “slept fitfully in their 

blue van” for they had no money for a motel, and “[t]he city frightened them, especially 
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since the thin walls of the van barely protected them (RB 142).” In Indian Killer, another 

young Indian student who has been beaten up by white men explains his fear to the police: 

 “Yeah, I was afraid, but I’m afraid most of the time, you know? How would you 
feel if a white guy like you got dropped into the middle of a black neighbourhood, 
like Compton, California, on a Saturday night?” 
“I’d be very afraid”. 
“And that’s exactly how I feel living in Seattle. Hell, I feel that way living in the 
United States. Indians are outnumbered, officer” (IK 188). 
 
Fear for the unknown overwhelms most of Alexie’s characters; nevertheless, they 

are encouraged to break the physical boundaries and the boundaries of the mind. In an 

interview Alexie himself says: “as an Indian living in the US, I’m used to crossing real and 

imaginary boundaries, and have, in fact, enjoyed a richer and crazier and more magical life 

precisely because I have fearlessly and fearfully crossed all sorts of those barriers” 

(Conversation 135). Realizing the devastating side of the reservation, Arnold Spirit cries 

for his people and draws his own conclusion: 

I was crying because I knew five or ten or fifteen more Spokane’s would die during 
the next year, and that most of them would die because of booze. I cried because so 
many of my fellow tribal members were slowly killing themselves and I wanted 
them to leave. I wanted them to get strong and get sober and get the hell off the 
reservation. It’s a weird thing. Reservations were meant to be prisons, you know? 
Indians were supposed to move onto reservations and die. We were supposed to 
disappear. But somehow or another, Indians have forgotten that reservations were 
meant to be death camps. I wept because I was the only one who was brave and 
crazy enough to leave the reservation. I was the only one with enough arrogance 
(Diary 216-217). 
 
Although an alien world, the city is also depicted as the place where dreams can 

come true. Dreaming is also part of the native characters in the novels, yet it seems that 

they have to leave the reservation and “go somewhere were other people have hope” 

(Diary 43). Particularly in Alexie’s novels characters venture out of the reservation daring 

to follow their own dreams. Coyote Springs try to obtain national fame in Seattle which 

“was only 60 miles from the reservation, but Thomas figured it was no closer than the 
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moon” (RB 252). Marie Polatkin, in Indian Killer, tries to pursue a proper education. 

Erdrich has some of her characters also leave the reservation in order to pursue a better 

future, for example Albertine in Love Medicine. On the contrary, Gerry Nanapush, who is 

imprisoned throughout Erdrich’s novels and who is constantly trying, and succeeding to 

escape, represents the situation of all Indians feeling trapped on their reservations. He 

knows that “he won’t ever really have what you’d call a home (LM 268)” for their home 

has been taken centuries ago. “’What is fair?’ Gerry picked up the cards, shuffled, dealt 

them out again. ‘Society? Society is like the card game here, cousin. We got dealt hand 

before we were ever born, and as we grow we have to play as best as we can’ (LM 263)”. 

Gerry seems to say not to live in the past, but to look to the future. Not to be captivated, 

but to free oneself and make choices. 

 

The Indians’ quest for identity becomes clear and understandable considering the 

amputation and often imposed relocation of their homelands. Therefore, can identity exist 

without land or are they inseparable? Land, sovereignty and autonomy are vital to nations, 

and in particular to the identity of its citizens. A connection to land produces a feeling of 

belonging and is therefore significant, and human. Louise Erdrich claims that for the 

American Indian land is ancient heritage and that American Indian authors should protect, 

praise, and celebrate what is left of the land and the culture. 

Although reservations are the painful heritage of white imposed policies, they 

represent the mystical, sacred areas of the Indian. Having no land would mean a great loss 

of identity. The city then, the new environment, is a danger to tribal identity, because 

boundary negotiation is difficult for all the characters, but also an opportunity where the 

split identity can become hybrid. A new question will then be whether tribal cultures will 

remain. The American Indian has remained Indian for over 400 years and it is Alexie’s 
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hope that they will continue to be so: “I want us to survive as Indians (Reservation of the 

Mind 20)”. Alexie’s statement raises several questions: what does it mean “to survive as 

Indians”? Is that a matter of race, a way of living, holding on to the blurred and mystifying 

past, and finally, who are these “Indians”? 
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Spider Web 

We started dying before the snow, and like the snow, we continued to fall. It 
was surprising there were so many of us left to die. … But the earth is 
limitless and so is luck and so were our people once. Granddaughter, you 
are the child of the invisible, the ones who disappeared (Tracks 1). 

 

The umbilical cord between place and identity alone, however, is not enough to 

form a person’s identity. Character development is also strongly connected to the 

community one belongs to. For instance, the Cherokee, Creek, Seminole, Chickasaw, and 

Choctaw nations have completely lost their ancient lands in the so-called Trail of Tears35, 

yet they have been able to partly retain their cultural identity. A major Pan-Indian 

characteristic is tyospaye, the Dakota word for community. In contrast to mainstream 

Western individualism, most native tribal members have a sense of community and 

responsibility to that community. At first the community was the tribe. Due to, for 

instance, the Dawes Act, which was meant to break tribal bonds and to get more land, and 

to educate the children and youth at Indian boarding schools according to Euro-American 

standards, the community became limited to the family and other close relationships, the 

tyospaye. According to Vine Deloria “Indian tribes are communities in fundamental ways 

that other American communities or organizations are not. Tribal communities are wholly 

defined by family relationships” (qtd. in Peraino 157). John Redhorse, Cherokee social 

worker, explains the tribal understanding of community as follows: “Native American 

extended families differ from their European counterparts which define an extended unit as 

three generations within the same household. Rather, Native American extended families 

assume a distinct village-type network construct“ (qtd. in Peraino 157). An integration of 

traditional kinship structures is currently still visible in the complexity of the clan 

                                                
35 The forced relocation of south-eastern tribes to the artificial Indian Territory in east Oklahoma following 
the Indian Removal Act of 1830. 
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organisation of various southwestern tribes such as the Navaho (Peraino 157) and the 

Sioux tribes on the Great Plains. Furthermore, “cultural traditions, like individual 

identities, are articulations of the experience of coming to terms with the life of that 

culture” (Nelson 12). It is the community that needs to confirm the personal identity. An 

example is given in Indian Killer where John Smith, although an outsider, knows how 

important that confirmation is. 

 John knew … that Indians quizzed Indians about all the Indian friends, family, 
lovers, and acquaintances they might have in common…. He could pretend to be a 
real Indian. He could sit in a huge crowd of Indians and be just another anonymous, 
silent skin…. Other Indian men might give him that indigenous head nod, which 
confirmed a connection he did not feel (35). 
 

To John Smith this confirmative nod is only painful for it does not restore his identity. To 

Lipsha, in Love Medicine, the revelation about who his biological parents are by his 

grandmother is what reveals his identity and heals him as an individual now truly part of 

and belonging to the community. 

The importance of the complicated almost multi-dimensional “interconnective 

nature of communal identity (Porter & Roemer 13)” appears in many Native American 

novels. Writing about the community as a whole, as Erdrich does, shows the life of the 

people as a collective body. The life stories of the individuals are woven within the cultural 

group, although the mixed blood family identity seems to overrule the communal identity 

and all individuals are forced to make a choice. In Tracks, the characters are even divided 

by a traditional clan and those who have adapted to a more western style of living. 

Although individual authorship is foreign and adapted, the individual narrator is 

“usually not considered the ‘creator’ of the ‘text’”; nevertheless, the Indian writers have 

found creative ways to incorporate the individual and the community (Porter & Roemer 

15). “The role of the storyteller as mediator is central to identity (Reid 75)”. The oral 

storytellers told the stories of the communities, how they used to live, and what their 
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values were. The contemporary storyteller, the author, tells the stories of before, of what 

has changed, and most importantly, opens new perspectives. In both the old and new 

stories the storyteller’s task is to weave “multiple perspectives” that can influence the 

individual’s life (Reid 76). In Love Medicine the identity of June comes through family 

members and in Tracks the identity of Lulu is woven in a “historical and tribal context” 

(Reid 76). In telling their own stories, the community weaves together and heals the 

fragmented identity of the individual Indian, since this identity is linked to family and/or 

tribe. Louis Owens explains that “a coherent personal identity [is] entirely dependent upon 

a coherent cultural identity” (20). 

At the beginning of each of the discussed novels, a form of alienation, or 

separation, from the community is seen. In Love Medicine one first meets the lost daughter 

June who is physically separated from her family, and in Tracks one meets the alienated 

Lulu, who is estranged from her community due to her time at boarding school. In Alexie’s 

Reservation Blues, Thomas Builds-the-Fire, storyteller and traditionalist, is an outsider 

because he attempts to uphold tribal culture in a reservation that has lost its own culture 

and history. Lastly, Indian Killer immediately starts off with the abrupt, warlike adoption 

of the Indian child, John Smith, into a white family, whose abandonment and separation 

from the Indian community has disastrous consequences. The individual character’s 

identity can only be restored by the tyospaye. 

 

Role of Community 

According to Sean Sayers36, social philosophers say that people are “essentially social 

beings” and that “our very being and identity” is formed by the social relations we have 

(1). A process that takes place within the relation between the individual and his or her 

                                                
36 Emeritus Professor of Philosophy. University of Kent 
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community forms personal identity. Their social network is part of the individual’s being 

that helps develop the identity. In traditional communities the individual’s identity is 

inseparable from his or her place in the social structure of the community. This place is not 

chosen by the individual, but given by birth (Sayers 2). “Doing without a social framework 

is impossible (Sayers 4).” The majority of Native Americans are born into family and 

cultural traditions. The community, the extended family, lays the foundation for the 

identity within the context of traditions and values. 

In Love Medicine and Tracks Louise Erdrich uses multiple narrators to connect the 

individual to the community that is either the family or the tribe. In both novels there is no 

protagonist, and nobody is right. It is the voice, view, of the community together dealing 

with upheavals. Erdrich’s nonlinear storyline seems fragmented, but yet this fragmentation 

and sometimes ambiguity is necessary to create the wholeness of the individual, the family, 

and the tribe. According to Lydia Schultz37 the “multiperspectivity does not serve as the 

sign of uncertain, individual solutions that it is in dominant American culture. … Instead, 

the multiple narrators are part of the hooplike repetition and variation of Chippewa 

storytelling” (qtd. in Reid 69). An example of this “hooplike repetition” can be seen in 

Love Medicine. June Morrissey is literally going “home (LM 1)” to her family, but her 

story remains untold because of her death. Through the first person narrative of other 

characters her life story is exposed and in this way provides more on June than she could 

ever have done herself. Since the community is going to reveal her life, create her in front 

of the reader, the community restores the fragmented individual. So, the story told by the 

community gives the full and richer identity of the individual. Furthermore, the “half-told, 

re-told, and left un-told” pieces of June’s life tie together the other characters and help 

them “adapt to changing times”. The “a-chronological narrative structures” picture a “web 

                                                
37 Literature and Language Arts Teacher. Saint Mary’s University of Minnesota 
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of stories” that weave the pieces of the individual’s and the community’s “stability and 

cultural revival” (Reid 70). 

 As Love Medicine is woven around family ties, Tracks is woven around tribal ties 

that are mainly described through the characters Nanapush and Pauline who speak from 

different points of view as they “differ in gender, generation, religion, and community 

standing”. Nevertheless, their stories “overlap and complement one another” (Reid 71). 

Again it is the community that depicts the identity of the individual, Lulu Lamartine, in 

collaborative storytelling. In addition, the character Zelda Kashpaw “always used the royal 

we, to multiply the censure of what she said by invisible others” (LM 7). Nanapush, in 

Tracks, calls the invisible others “the ones who disappeared”, their ancestors (1). 

 

The writers are aware of the fragmented identity of the American Indian and with their 

novels preach the message that in order to gain an identity it must be formed by the 

community. The individual needs different perspectives on life and confirmation of the 

social environment. Although the individual is relatively autonomous, it is in need of a 

coherent identity (Sayers 12). Moreover, the American Indian identity, as any other 

nation’s identity, is also rooted in its history which must be known too. 

 

Healing Stories 

In the novels one sees a process of recovery, and re-discovery, from a sense of alienation 

from the community to a personal identity. Except for John Smith in Indian Killer who is 

adopted by white parents and unaware of his biological descent and tribal affiliation. The 

healing process is driven by storytelling just like the oral tradition helped the community 

members to develop, understand life, and survive. The first chapter of Love Medicine is not 

only about June’s death but also about the family meeting and how they look alike and 
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differ from one another. Even Lynette, the white outsider has become part of the 

community. The house, where now only Aurelia lives, is “communal property for the 

Kashpaw” and their kin (LM 27). When the family reunites after June’s death, they 

recollect memories of June, and by telling them they ease their own grief. “Then they were 

laughing out loud in brays and whoops, sopping tears in their aprons and sleeves, waving 

their hands helplessly (LM 21).” Furthermore, the reason why the now mature Lulu 

Lamartine reveals Lipsha’s true descent is because “[he] never knew who [he] was” (LM 

245). Once Lipsha knows who his (grand-)parents are he understands more of his character 

and where his talents come from:  

the talent to touch the sick and heal their individual problems without even 
knowing what they are… [w]as likely come down from Old Man Pillager. And then 
there is the newfound fact of insight I inherited from Lulu…. It was all these 
connecting threads of power … that gave me the flash of vision (LM 248).  
 

The knowledge of his descent urges him to continue his quest in order “to get down to the 

bottom of my heritage” (LM 248). The novel ends with Lipsha, having found out who he 

is, returning home to the reservation “and bring[in] her home”, his mother June (LM 272). 

The circle is completed through storytelling. 

Songs and music can be equal to stories. Songs sung by members telling the life 

story of the community are passed on from generation to generation as oral narrative. The 

Blues38 transfers the sorrow of the community and mingles the personal and the collective 

shared experience. In Reservation Blues the horses sing the blues of the Spokane and other 

Native tribes in the State of Washington. Historically, the horses were killed to refrain the 

Indians from a counterattack, and to weaken the tribes, as according to General Wright39 

                                                
38 Music that originated in African-American slave communities in the Southeast of the US containing 
spirituals, work songs, and chants. 
39 On September 8, 1858, U.S. Army Colonel George Wright (1803-1865) orders his troops to slaughter 800 
Native American horses (the herd of a Palouse chief) at Liberty Lake to deny their use by enemy tribes. 
Soldiers also destroy Native American lodges and storehouses of grain. Wright is engaged in a punitive 
military expedition against the Yakama, Spokane, Palouse, and Coeur d'Alene tribes, which had defeated 
Lieutenant Colonel Edward Steptoe's force on May 17 and 18, 1858. Horses represent both the wealth and 
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“[w]ithout horses the Indians are powerless” (qtd. in Ford 200). Big Mom, the maternal 

ancestor of the Spokane tribe, “heard the first gunshot” that killed the horses, “which 

reverberated in her DNA”. After the killing, “she saved the bones of the most beautiful 

horse she found and built a flute from its ribs. Big Mom played a new flute song every 

morning to remind everybody that music created and recreated the world daily” (RB 9-10). 

With his use of the blues music, Alexie seems to meld people and races who stand at a 

crossroad in life and wonder which way to go. The blues is like a web functioning as a 

“metaphorical cultural exchange” (Ford 203). Later on, Big Mom says: “[d]on’t you 

understand that the musical instrument is not to be used in the same way that a bow and 

arrow is? Music is supposed to heal” (RB 208). Alexie himself has “been helped and 

healed by other people’s words“ (Living Outside). In his case poetry triggered his talent for 

writing and helped him to overcome alcoholism. 

In Tracks one sees another healing effect of the individual and the tribe through 

storytelling. The trickster figure Nanapush tells to young Lulu how the tribe struggled to 

survive in the past in order to bring her back her cultural identity that she had lost at 

boarding school. Not only does he tell the history of her mother Fleur, but most of all he 

tells the tribe’s life story. 

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 
(Tracks 2). 
 

Knowing the story of her ancestors enables Lulu to understand her pain, anger, and loss 

and ultimately can define herself as part of the tribe. Although no one knows for sure who 

her real father is, “yet she had the Kashpaws’ unmistakable nose, too wide and squashed 

                                                                                                                                              
military power of the tribes. The slaughter along with the destruction of the food supply devastates the tribes. 
The Free Online Encyclopedia of Washington State history. 
<http://www.historylink.org/index.cfm?DisplayPage=output.cfm&File_Id=5142>. 
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on the tip”, still she is fully adopted by the tribe as a member: “[t]hey formed a kind of 

clan, the new made up of bits of the old, some religious in the old way and some in the 

new” (Tracks 70). Although the novel starts with Nanapush telling about the vanishing 

race and the last survivors, it ends with the image of Lulu when picked up from boarding 

school where she was taught to act and behave in what was believed to be civilised by the 

dominant white culture.  

[Her] “braids were cut… The dress was tight, too small, … [her] knees were 
scabbed from the punishment…. But [her] grin was bold as [her] mother’s, white 
with anger that vanished when [she] saw [them] waiting. [She] went up on [her] 
toes, and tried to walk, prim as [she’d] been taught. Halfway across, she could not 
contain herself and sprang forward. Lulu. [They] gave against [her] rush like 
creaking oaks, held on, braced [them]selves together in the fierce dry wind (Tracks 
226). 
 

The image is one of unconsciously absolutely knowing who one is and where one belongs. 

Deep down Lulu is still connected to her community which she immediately realises when 

she walks towards the last pieces of straw that are left. Although the community is 

described as “creaking oaks”, they “held on”. She is not alone, but part of the community 

who is there to confirm that and to help her recover her American Indian identity. Just like 

the geographical environment, the extended family relations are part of character 

development and storytelling is a tool used. 

 

The novels portray storytelling as a healing tool for the fragmented Indian identity. In this 

way they evoke the ancient oral narrative tradition as a tribal medicine for the individual 

and the community. Not only do the writers portray the quest for identity, they also 

contribute to the realization of the American Indian identity through their stories. They are 

actively involved in the re-construction of this identity. 
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Outside(rs) of the Community 

When an individual leaves the community, either by choice or forced, the social values of 

identity fall apart or are endangered, and a new community is formed. Leaving the 

reservation could mean facing many difficulties and “it’s a constant fight to keep in mind 

for yourself who you are” (Allen Gunn qtd. in Coltelli 13). The novels show how, for 

instance, the city, alien territory, evokes the urge to create a new Pan-Indian tribal 

community. The urban Indians, represented in Reservation Blues and Indian Killer, hang 

together as homeless, and often drunk, Indians. When Coyote Springs are in Seattle, 

homesick Victor easily makes connection with the homeless urban Indians. This urge to 

connect also features in Indian Killer: “despite all their pain and suffering, these Indians 

held together, held onto one another” (IK 377). Hence, urban Indians who come from 

different tribes form a new tribe. Just as Marie Polatkin notices that:  

so many [urban] Indians who were, as John was, as she was, outcasts from their 
tribes. They were forced to create their own urban tribe…. But, somehow, most 
every urban Indian still held closely to his or her birth tribe. Marie was Spokane, 
will always be Spokane. But she was also an urban Indian, an amalgamation that 
included over two hundred tribes in the same Seattle area (IK 38).  
  

Depicted in Reservation Blues is the need for creating a pan-tribal community in the cities 

where “[e]very Indian is a potential lover, friend, or relative dancing over the horizon, only 

a little beyond sight. Indians need each other that much; they need to be that close, tying 

themselves to each other and closing their eyes against the storms” (RB 151). This us 

versus them feeling is prevalent in American Indian novels. Another example of the 

significance of belonging to a recognisable community is visible in Love Medicine where 

run-away Albertine, 15 years old, ends up in the city of Fargo. Alone and frightened she 

searches for something familiar in the crowds of people and follows a young man who 

“could have been an Indian”. He, Henry Lamartine Junior who happens to be a member of 
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her tribe, too “had noticed her first in the bus station. Her straight brown hair and Indian 

eyes drew him” (132-133). 

 

Not only does moving to another place bring alienation; sometimes it occurs “within the 

boundaries of the reservation” (James 33). Thomas-Builds-the-Fire is the outcast of the 

tribe and only by spiritual assignment is he the leader of Coyote Springs. Nevertheless, 

Thomas watches television to seek community but all the Indians he sees are either fake or 

stereotypes (RB 70). Being an outsider makes one vulnerable, and a target for bullying as 

Thomas constantly is by Victor. Moreover, leaving the reservation, even temporarily, has 

enormous implications because your very own kin likely will call you a traitor. When 

Coyote Springs have been on tour to other places for some time Thomas hears from an old 

lady at church that they are considered traitors by the traditionals of the tribe because of 

playing “white man’s music” and for taking in “white women” (RB 179). Thomas then 

answers: 

 “But everybody liked us before.” 
“Before you left the reservation, before you left.” 
… 
“But we still live here,” Thomas said to the old woman. 
“But you left. Once is enough.” (RB 179-180) 
 

This passage shows that the community feels rejected and threatened when people leave, 

and when white society is involved it becomes even more complicated for then the enemy 

has entered camp. In Reservation Blues the tribe is divided by the success of Coyote 

Springs as their music effaces the boundaries between tribes, reservations, and the outside 

world (186). The Tribal Council publicly criticizes the band because they fear they will 

lose control (175). Therefore, leaving the community feels like a kind of Faustian sacrifice. 

When considered traitors Coyote Springs fear worse: “what if we screw up in New York 

and every Indian everywhere hates us? What if they won’t let us on any reservation in the 
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country?” (RB 214). What they fear is exile from their own reservation and tribe and even 

from the entire Indian world. Therefore it is fear that prevents them from leaving their 

place. Historically, it was fear that perpetuated hostility between the indigenous nations 

and the colonial settlers and it is fear that implicates power. Therefore, the power of the 

community that wants to hold on to the adjusted boundaries, and power, seem to prevent 

the characters from stepping over those boundaries, even spiritually. On their way to 

Seattle Coyote Springs’ van does not want to go faster than 40 miles: “this van don’t want 

to go to Seattle, enit (RB 133)". When they fly to New York they are all scared because the 

plane “hit some nasty turbulence” (RB 219).  

Alexie himself “felt so conflicted” about leaving his reservation and community 

and often portrays solitary outcasts on the margin of reservation life (Living Outside) like 

Thomas-Builds-the-Fire and Arnold Spirit. Arnold translates Alexie’s feeling of being 

looked upon as a traitor: 

 “The people at home,” I said. “A lot of them call me an apple.” “Do they think 
you’re a fruit or something?” he asked. “No, no,” I said. “They call me an apple 
because they think I’m red on the outside and white on the inside.” “Ah, so they 
think you’re a traitor. “Yep” (Diary 131-132). 
  

The pressures from inside the tribal community, but also of the outside word are “more 

conflicting than to any average white American”. Being a nation within a nation, an 

unusual situation, in particular leads to a “sense of living in-between” (Sayer 15), and 

brings forth a feeling of rejection and alienation. According to Alexie, “as a native, as a 

colonized people you do live in the in between.” Being alien in the land of his birth feels 

“lost” (Living Outside). The feeling of rejection and being a lost alien can split a 

personality (Sayer 15) as is seen in John Smith in Indian Killer who becomes 

schizophrenic and eventually kills himself. Nevertheless, every human being has to deal 

with conflicting social identities. As family relations “are riven with ambivalence” the 
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wider social relations of a community, tribe, neighbourhood, class, town, and for the 

Indian the neighbouring US society, makes the individual enter new ideas. At first these 

new and different values conflict but the individual needs to balance them (Sayer 13). 

Therefore, losing the community’s framework does not always implicate failure or moral 

loss for the individual can take on a “new role, identity, and encumbrances” to develop a 

“more autonomous and pluralistic identity” (Sayers 6-7). To illustrate, at the beginning it’s 

difficult for Arnold to adapt to his new situation of being a part-time Indian, living on the 

reservation and going to a white school off the reservation, but eventually he sees that it 

doesn’t matter to which tribe or ethnic group one belongs, it is merely about how to deal 

with the division. As Alexie himself says: 

You can still maintain your tribal ties and your culture while also having a much 
broader worldview….  I have these two amazing cultures to choose from – this 
world culture /American culture and then my own tribal background. They’re both 
filled with magic, and I’m angry at the people who taught me I had to choose 
between them” (Riches 165). 
 

What Alexie has discovered, and preaches, is that it has nothing to do with choosing 

between two opposite alternatives, but that being a member of two nations, Indian and 

American, can be an enrichment. As outsiders, Arnold and Thomas are forced to look 

beyond the safe borders of the reservation. Sometimes identity is a matter of circumstances 

like being the outsider, the other, but for most of the characters it is a matter of choice. 

 

Choice 

“I ain’t got nothing, I heard no good news 
I fill my pockets with those reservation blues 
those old, those old rez blues, those old reservation blues 
and if you ain’t got choices 
what else do you choose? 
… 
And if you ain’t got choices 
Ain’t got much to lose (RB 1) 
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Notwithstanding that the identity of the individual is interwoven in the social spider web, 

there are prospects to make individual choices. Although values of identities are social and 

historical products, and formed through a social process (Sayers 12), this identity is not 

fixed for it can be changed and revised. “If one strand of the web -be it a personal, tribal, 

or historical condition- alters its position, the others must adapt (Reid 80).” So each single 

piece of the chain, every individual person, re-creates a new necklace. Or as Joy Harjo 

claims: “all persons are still their own entity, but not separate from everything else” (qtd. 

in Reid 80). Due to historical reasons and modern society, traditional tribal structures have 

largely disappeared. What is left is a fragmented community that also happens to live next 

door to a larger “relatively fragmented, plural, and differentiated” society, the US (Sayer 

9). Nevertheless, despite all fragmented social structures, modern time has not destroyed 

“all shared frameworks”. Moreover, the individual social being is able to create a new and 

different identity by way of choices (Sayer 4).  

According to Louise Erdrich, being able to adapt is “one of the strengths of Indian 

culture, that you pick and choose and keep and discard” (Whatever 79). Therefore, the 

character Zelda (Love Medicine) decides that her mixed blood daughter Albertine is 

absolutely Indian, Pauline (Tracks) chooses to be white as her white Canadian 

Grandfather, and Nanapush (Tracks) chooses to “function as a white government 

bureaucrat” (Reid 79), but to remain a traditional Indian. Their choice is a free and 

individual one, and based on a matter of will. To Lipsha, the in-between of the conflicting 

clans, a metaphor for the in-between situation of the Indian in general, “[b]elonging was a 

matter of deciding to. Through many trials [he] had seen this to be true. [He] decided [he] 

belonged” (LM 255). 
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Obviously, the tyospaye has a crucial role in defining one’s identity, not only for the 

American Indian but for every human being. For, if one does not belong to a community 

what then provides a culture and or identity? The individual identity is not only formed by 

close and more distant relatives, but by society as a whole. The choices one faces do not 

particularly implicate loss or failure. However, when the community is lost or extremely 

disturbed, as the Indian communities are, a satisfactorily new identity can only be created 

when the splitting is minimised, and when others help the individual to develop his or her 

identity in a natural environment such as family. The novels provide a beneficial view on 

the role of the community, old and new, and on the healing strength of narratives. Above 

all, their stories provide constructive alternatives of dealing with upheavals and new 

perspectives. Finding ways to mix traditional community life and innovative new life is a 

creative blend shown in the stories. For instance, Thomas, the vulnerable outsider and 

traditional storyteller is also the one who dares to leave and become a Post-Indian, or a 

part-time Indian. This example is very autobiographic in Alexie’s case. Erdrich seems to 

have her characters seek their identity more within the Indian communities. However, her 

fictional communities are very pluralistic and culturally mixed. In her later novels 

characters do leave, specifically in order to gain an education outside the reservation area, 

like Shawnee Ray in Bingo Palace. Perhaps this different attitude between Alexie and 

Erdrich has to do with age and gender, for neither live on a reservation or within a pure 

Native community anymore. Both authors have found the enrichment of hybridity as an 

opportunity that living in two worlds has to offer.  
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Conclusion 
 

The misnomer Indian was the first step in taking away the indigenous’ identity. 

Genocide, isolation, and estrangement gnawed the identity further away. Pan-Indianism 

and cultural revival in the 1970s resulted in the Native American Renaissance and with it 

the vision quest to self-recognition was born. Since the colonisation of the American 

continent, all Indians are metaphorically mixed bloods for they live in two worlds. 

Nevertheless, they are the indigenous people and their narrative discourse has become a 

more complex hybridity than for all immigrants who came to the continent. Their 

population has shrunk from approximately 18 million to 5 million people, and in order not 

to completely go astray self-determination is necessary, although complicated because is 

one Indian by blood or by choice?  

The Indian identity is influenced by the fictive, constructed image primarily based 

on the last surviving Indian nations, the Plains Indians. Next it is formed by their tribal 

affiliation, yet also by American mainstream culture. Nevertheless, their prime source of 

being Indian is their indigenous status next to the genetic survival of blood memories. To 

find a balance between these mixtures is crucial in defining one’s identity. The mixed 

narrative discourse brings forth social energy by which Native American writers transfer 

the soul and the voice of the Indian. This voice is no more forcibly based on western 

conventions, or on a romanticised yet vanishing race, but it is the voice of the 

contemporary Indian who speaks from the basement-closet and needs to be heard. This 

voice can bring down the huge and thick brick wall that has been built by the historical 

genocide and which nearly suffocated the Indian identity and voice.  

Contemporary Indian writers as Erdrich and Alexie invite their readers, Indian and 

non-Indian, to acknowledge and understand the mourning, and not to trivialize it or 
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consider it a remote-and-to-forget-past. Erdrich and Alexie write from their cultural 

background, which is unique but also burdened, broken, and diseased. These writers are 

members of defeated and maltreated nations and the consequences are embedded in their 

blood memories by which they, and all American Indians, suffer daily. Yet, they are 

exceptional for the traumatic heritage has not lead them to destruction, fatal alcoholism, or 

indifference, but their experiences have contributed to a creative and unique literary feat. 

The grief receives words and phrases, and traumas come to light. By shedding light on the 

poignant reminder of their nations’ grief, caused by colonisation, something new arises, 

not only in the poet or novelist, but also in the reader, whether Indian or non-Indian. Not 

the utopian quest for the Holy Grail or the romanticised Indian, but a quest for truth and 

reality to find opportunities for the future.  

Although the past cannot and must not be forgotten, and not everything can be 

healed, there is a present and a future. That future must be lived. The Indian question is: 

who am I, what am I, and what does it mean to live in this frame of references called 

American Indian? What is my true identity now at present? Native American writers, like 

Erdrich and Alexie, are part of, and kindle the fragile beginning of a re-discovery of who 

they are, and they should be honoured for that. 

 Key factors to identity are place and community. The fallout of destruction that 

decimated these vital factors has been a threat to the Indians and their cultural identity. The 

reservation is considered home, despite the poverty and separation from American 

mainstream society, and has become part of their identity. Several tribal schools, colleges 

and universities promote and teach the tribal language, craftsmanship, and other cultural 

significances. Nevertheless, these remainders of a tainted past are as ambiguous as 

Alexie’s depictions of harsh and beautiful at the same time, and a safe haven in Erdrich’s 

depictions. The novels demonstrate that contemporary reservations encompass all aspects 
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of any state or country in the world, albeit in miniature. There is beauty & decay, solidarity 

& crime, love & domestic violence, attention & negligence, joie de vivre & alcoholism. 

Interestingly, the same can be said of urban Indian communities such as Little Earth in 

Minneapolis. Although sometimes the city is portrayed as frightening in the novels, or 

hostile as Seattle in Indian Killer, the Indian must pass the border between the reservation 

and the rest of the world, at least temporarily, in order to improve one’s life as both Erdrich 

and Alexie encourage.  

The community too has an ambiguous role since the social environment is vital to 

form one’s identity. The individual is part of a circle, yet an individual link that can be 

strangled too by the same community. Leaving the community brings conflict first and 

then balance is needed between threats and opportunities. Each individual Indian is 

responsible for his or her own choice in choosing an identity be it Indian, American, or 

American Indian. 

The novels hold a mirror up showing that both the Indian and the non-Indian are 

potential Indian killers by clinging on to the enchanted American or American Indian 

dream. That utopian dream is useless, a never-ending story, a Panta Rei for neither the 

Holy Grail ever existed. 

The novels show that in order to find one’s Indian identity one needs to collect the 

debris of the old and the new world to be able to make one’s own choice. It is not enough 

to establish a National Museum of the American Indian that displays only one side of the 

coin and smooth over the wrongs and mourning. Hence knowing the tribal and Indian 

identity, acknowledging the pain, anger and loss caused by colonisation, and also realizing 

and mastering the threats and opportunities given by the larger society, can only fulfil the 
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difficult and complicated quest to the American Indian identity. Makoce noŋpa umanipi, 

Wakaŋtaŋka yayawašte40. 

 

  

                                                
40 Walking in two worlds, God bless you. 
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