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Preface

The main purpose of this paper is to show the reader that the role of Native American women in Native American literature is equally important to that of men. This opposes the Western cliche of the damsel in distress, the woman that needs saving and guarding by men. The idea for writing such a paper dawned to me during a course in gender studies. I had recently followed a course in African American literature and found that it would make an interesting topic to see how African American women fared in literature with regard to gender. My expectations were that they would be given a position of weakness in literature. Later, I decided that Native American women would make a more interesting topic, as I was less familiar with Native American culture. I was expecting Native American women to be given a position of weakness by Native American authors as well. This all changed when I read the work of one of the most important sources for my paper, Patrice Hollrah. Her work has given me valuable insight in Native American culture and writing which has helped me approach the paper from a new point of view. I would like to thank Roselinde Supheert for taking the trouble of sending me information about Hélène Cixous, another important source for my paper. Finally, I would like to thank Derek Rubin for supervising my writing efforts and for allowing me to take the time that I did. 






  1. Introduction

Western settling of the Americas has had a devastating effect on Native American culture in the last centuries. Native Americans were taught to embrace Western culture and forget their own. For women of Native American descent, this meant that they were faced with the Western idea that women were inferior to men. Not all Native Americans have accepted this Western concept.   

This paper will demonstrate that Native American women in Native American literature are portrayed as strong and independent personalities and not as weak or victims. In order to show this, I have chosen to analyze three novels by Native American authors. The novels that will be discussed are Ceremony (1986) by Leslie Marmon Silko, Tracks (1988) by Louise Erdrich, and Indian Killer (1998) by Sherman Alexie. The Native American women in these novels each have their own unique strengths, ranging from physical strength to influential strength and mental endurance. The use of strong females in aforementioned literature shows that these Native American authors try to resist patriarchal influences from mainstream American culture. I have chosen these writers because they are well established Native American authors who have won several awards related to their works throughout their lives. I have chosen this relatively recent work, because it illustrates how Native Americans have been able to resist the destruction of their culture by Western interference the last centuries. 


Patrice Hollrah from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas has done extensive research into the subject of women in Native American literature. Hollrah argues that Silko, Erdrich and Alexie make use of strong independent female characters in their respective novels. “Within the writings of Zitkala-Ša, Silko, Erdrich, and Alexie evidence of gender complementarity in both traditional tribal communities and contemporary urban settings can be seen at work in the roles of powerful female characters” (2). In her book The Old Lady Trill, The Victory Yell (2004) Hollrah explains how she thinks that Native American women are on an equal level with men by using the concept of gender complementarity. The concept of gender complementarity means that even though men and women have different roles within a society, one is not looked upon as being inferior to the other, but rather each role complements the other. According to Hollrah, in Native American culture it was not strange for women to perform tasks which were usually dominated by men if the circumstances required it. This would suggest that women could become powerful individuals within their culture. 


My method of analysis for showing that the female characters examined are powerful and independent  is the use of binary oppositions. This method has been used by Hélène Cixous in several of her essays, the essay 'Sorties' from the book La Jeune Née (1975) most notably, to show that literature has a prejudice against women, even if it may not seem that way at first glance. Binary opposition in the way Cixous uses it, deals with power relations between words that are each others opposites. According to this, the word man is given more power than woman in the same way powerful is related to submissive. There are many of such oppositions and I will be using them to show that the Native American women in the three books I will be analyzing are attributed power and independence by their authors. One critical note on the concept of strong women is that despite their strength, they still have flaws. I will be using the method of binary opposition in my analysis of the three novels. I will end the analysis of each novel with a conclusion which will lead to a general conclusion for the paper. 





         2. Indian Killer:





    Alexie's female fighter

The first book to be analyzed in this paper is Sherman Alexie's Indian Killer. The contents of the book will be briefly introduced and several excerpts containing one of the main female characters will be discussed and analyzed. The analysis will show that this character is a strong, independent Native American woman. The binary opposition method by Hélène Cixous will be used in the analysis. As explained in the introduction, Cixous uses the power relation between two opposing words, such as culture versus nature and one of them is considered superior to the other. When analyzing the words used to describe a character it is possible to see a difference in the amount of strength in the words used. Thus it is possible to establish whether a character is attributed power by the author.  


Indian Killer tells the story of an Indian-American man who was adopted at a young age and who has developed severe psychological problems as a result of his double heritage. The man, John, feels repulsed by Western culture and people. From his point of view, the white people took his ancestral lands. On the other hand, he feels disconnected from his Indian heritage, because he has had a white upbringing. His first contact with Native Americans is with a Native American priest called father Duncan. The priest can be seen as an example of John's divided mind, as Duncan is a Native American, but also a catholic. Early in the novel, father Duncan disappears and John loses the only connection he has to his ancestry. Several years after father Duncan disappears, John meets Marie Polatkin, a Native-American student who is verbally powerful and fiercely protective of her heritage. Marie also shows a distinct hatred of white people when she is asked out by a fellow student. She tells him that she does not date white men and ends their conversation with that. After some time a Native American starts killing people, with John as a suspect, and Marie is one of the few that do not believe he is the killer. In the end, John dies and Marie is under interrogation. She maintains that John is innocent. 


The main female character, Marie Polatkin is a Native American woman with Western style eduction. She is looked upon with respect by her kin and seen as troublesome by her white professors. Cixous' binary oppositions theory can be used to analyze several excerpts from Indian Killer to establish if Marie is a strong, independent woman or a weak, submissive one. In the excerpt below, the author describes Marie’s youth and early education. She is constantly described with words that suggest movement or action.  This is a powerful notion when compared to its opposition, stasis or inaction. Examples of this in the excerpt are the words, “organizing” and “quickly passed her classmates by”.

Marie had been organizing protests since her days on the Spokane Indian 
Reservation, 
though she had often been the only protester. A bright child who read by age three, she had 
quickly passed her classmates by. [...] But as the years passed, many of Marie's reservation 
friends flunked classes, lost interest, were intimidated into silence by cruel white teachers, or 
simply had no energy for school, because of hunger. Marie felt more and more isolated. 
Some bright kids were more interested in Spokane Indian culture than in a public school 
education. Many of those kids skipped school so they could travel to powwows or attend 
various cultural events. During the summer, when powwow season was really in swing, 
those kids were too busy to pick up books. 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. They had chosen that life, and Marie both resented and 
envied them. Because she did not dance or sing traditionally, and because she could not 
speak Spokane, Marie was often thought of as being less than Indian. Her parents, who did 
speak Spokane, had refused to teach Marie, because they felt it would be of no use to her in 
the world outside the reservation. [...] Instead of teaching her about Spokane culture, they 
brought her books by 
the pound at pawn shops, secondhand stores and garage sales. (Alexie 33)

There are more binary oppositions that can be found in this excerpt. Another such opposition used in this excerpt is that of reason versus emotion. According to Cixous, reason is associated with the powerful, whereas emotions are deemed to be the lesser of the two. In the excerpt above we read that Marie has been taught to read books and learn English, instead of the language of her ancestors. This was based on rational thinking by her parents. The teaching of English to Marie can also be linked to the opposition of culture versus nature. The dominant culture in the United States is that of the white man, who has distanced himself from nature. Native-American culture is often associated with nature and can be regarded as the opposite of Western culture. 

In adition to the opposition of culture versus nature, Marie is also described as a fighter in the excerpt below. This links Marie to the opposition fighting versus submitting. 

She read those books and many others, studied hard at school, and endured constant bullying and taunting from many of her peers. Marie learned how to fight, and her best friend, Sugar, a traditional dancer and accomplished street fighter, helped. Marie fought fiercely, without control or thought. She tackled people, bit and pinched, spat and kicked. She refused to accept beatings. She always wanted revenge, and would wait until the perfect moment, which could be months later, to ambush her enemies. In one memorable instance, she had stolen a knife from the high school cafeteria and chased Double Andy across the playground. Marie had really meant to stab Double Andy. Everybody had seen the crazy look in Marie's eyes that day and nobody bullied her for months after that. Still, her nose had been broken four times before she graduated high school. (Alexie 33-34)

Marie chooses to be a fighter instead of taking the role of victim.  All of the aspects of the oppositions above, action versus inaction, culture versus nature and fighting versus submitting, put Marie in the spectrum of superior and powerful of Cixous' oppositions. The notion of a strong female Native-American is in line with the thoughts of Patrice Hollrah about Native-American women. She comments on several writers of Native-American descent, including Sherman Alexie: “These authors create powerful females who live autonomous lives” (1). This suits Marie quite well, as she is independent from almost anyone. 


There are arguments against Marie being a strong woman, though. Another one of the binary oppositions is that of fighting versus fleeing. While it can be said that Marie is a fighter on a physical level, on an emotional level she appears to be fleeing from the reservation: 

After two years at tribal college, she was accepted into the University of Washington on a full scholarship. Through her intelligence and dedication, Marie had found a way to escape the reservation. Now she was so afraid the reservation would pull her back and drown her in its rivers that she only ventured home for surprise visits to her parents, usually arriving in the middle of the night. Even then, she felt like a stranger and would sometimes leave before her parents knew she was there. And she rarely spoke to any of her reservation friends. (Alexie 34)

She “found a way to escape the reservation” according to the excerpt above, suggesting she is not able to cope with her emotions in the reservation. Her character has not been made perfect by Alexie, but is instead subject to human flaws. On the whole, though, the tone seems more set on Marie being a strong woman. 

Below is another excerpt from Indian Killer containing Marie and a policeman who is interviewing her in what seems to be the aftermath of the book:


“Ms. Polatkin, Marie, can you tell us something about John Smith?”


“He wasn’t the Indian Killer.”


“Why do you keep insisting on this? We have the murder weapon, we have Jack Wilson’s 
sworn testimony. John Smith was the Indian Killer. Case Closed.”


“Jack Wilson is a liar.”


“Have you seen Wilson’s face? He looks like a car wreck. I hardly think he deserves to be 
called a liar. Have you read his book about all this?”


“No.”


“You should. It’s a very interesting portrait of John Smith. You’d like it. Wilson says that 
Indian children shouldn’t be adopted by white parents. He says those kids commit suicide 
way to often. You ask me, John’s suicide was a good thing.”


“Wilson doesn’t know shit about Indians.”


“Have you read Dr. Mather’s book?”


“Absolutely not.”


“Really? You’re in it, you know? And it’s not too flattering, I must say.”


“So what.”


[...]


“What else do you know?”


“I know that John Smith didn't kill anybody except himself. And if some Indian is killing 
white guys, then it's a credit to us that it took over five hundred years for it to happen. And 
there's 
more.”


“Yes?”


“Indians are dancing now, and I don't think they're going to stop.” (Alexie 415-418)

In this second excerpt, there is only dialogue, making it harder to find direct evidence of Marie being strong. Or rather, there is no direct narrative that describes her. This said, her short and aggressive answers give the impression of a woman with a fighting spirit, unwilling to surrender to the questioning by the police officer. This can in turn be seen as one of the powerful sides of a binary opposition by Cixous. Active, from the opposition active versus passive is applicable here. Her answers are controlled and she does not appear as though she will succumb to the police officer's interrogation. 


What is striking in the novel is the stark contrast when comparing white people with Native Americans. Contrary to most Western literature, the Native American characters in the novel are portrayed as being part of a strong, civilized and almost superior culture. In most Western literature, this role is usurped by Western culture. In Indian Killer the white Americans, especially the men, are portrayed as strong, but highly uncivilized at times. White people seem self centered, while Native Americans are shown as having a strong social connection. This is an example of how Alexie shows his esteem for Native American women, and for Native American culture in particular. 


In the case of Indian Killer, it is no surprise that Cixous' oppositions apply, because Sherman Alexie himself claims that he opposes patriarchal society. In The Old Lady Trill: The Victory Yell, Hollrah quotes Alexie from an interview with Carl and John Bellante. When asked what it is about white culture that makes him so angry, he replies; “Pretty much everything patriarchal.”(133) 

After analyzing Indian Killer, it can be concluded that the main female character is portrayed as a strong, independent person. This could be expected, given the strong opinion of the author. He has given a powerful women a central role in this novel.  






      3. Tracks:






The Lone Huntress

Tracks, by Louise Erdrich is a story about the fleeting Native American culture in the Indian reservation in which the novel takes place. It is told by two narrators, each taking turns in narrating a chapter. By analyzing several small excerpts referring to the main female characters in Tracks it will be made clear that one of them, the more traditional Native American, is a strong, independent woman. The other, a Native American woman who converts to christianity and adopts Western customs, is shown as mentally unstable. The method of binary opposition by Cixous will be used in the same way it was used on Indian Killer. 


The main character of Tracks is Fleur Pillager. She is found as an orphaned child near her deceased family in the beginning of the book. Her family perished when an epidemic hit the reservation. She is found by one of the narrators, Nanapush, who takes her in as a daughter. After a series of events and deaths, superstition makes the locals believe that Fleur is wanted by the god of the lake. Since locals fear for their lives, Fleur is sent away to a small settlement, Argus, within the reservation. Here she meets the second narrator, a girl called Pauline who works in a butcher shop with Fleur. Fleur makes enemies in Argus too and she is run out of town after winning a big hand with cards. Fleur retreats to the woods, where she makes a living for herself, trapping animals and living off the land. Eventually she even gives birth to a child. During this time, Pauline joins the convent and starts to believe that God has begun talking to her. She becomes convinced that Fleur is a pagan who needs correction. Fleur overcomes Pauline’s hatred, but she eventually leaves the reservation, because she is betrayed by her in-laws. She had saved money to pay for both their debts to the authorities, but the in-laws use the money to pay only for their own debt in the end.


Fleur represents everything strong about Native American women: she is cunning, strong, caring and has many other positive traits. She hunts and is a mother at the same time and keeps many traditions in high regard. Pauline, the narrator for half of the chapters, is not at all like Fleur. Pauline converts to Christianity, leaving behind the traditional ways. She is depicted in the book as being a girl, and later, after her conversion, a madwoman. It could be argued, though, that even Pauline is depicted as a strong woman. The following excerpt from Tracks shows how Pauline chases away a bear while Fleur is trying to deliver her baby:


So I know that when Fleur saw the bear in the house she was filled with such fear and power 
that she raised herself on the mound of blankets and gave birth. Then Pauline took the gun 
and shot point-blank, filling the bear’s heart. She says so anyway. But she says that the lead 
only gave the bear strength, and I'll support that. For I heard the gun go off and then saw the 
creature whirl and roar from the house. […] It left no trail either, so it could have been a 
spirit bear. (Erdrich 60)

This excerpt can be interpreted in multiple ways. The most literal is that Pauline was brave enough to chase away the bear by injuring it. On the other hand, it could be said that the bear represents the traditional Native American beliefs, because Nanapush mentions that it left no trail and could have been a spirit bear. If this is the case, the shot in the heart could be symbolic for Pauline’s  betrayal of the old ways, by adopting Christianity. In either case, Pauline made a display of power by chasing away the bear. The giving birth by Fleur is also a display of power. The fact that she gets up by herself whilst she is about to give birth shows that she is able to endure pain quite well.  Cixous' theory of binary opposition applies here as well. The opposition of active versus passive can be used here. Both women are active during the attack, instead of passive, instead of cowering away from the bear. 

The next excerpt is one narrated by Pauline during a card game between Fleur and some villagers. The excerpt shows how Fleur and her deceased family are looked upon with fear by their fellow Chippewa Indians:


She turned, looked straight at me, and grinned the white wolf grin a Pillager turns on its 
victims, except that she wasn't after me. “Pauline there,” She said. “How much money you 
got?” We had all been paid for the week that day. Eight cents was in my pocket. “Stake me.” 
She held out her long fingers. (Erdrich 19)

The word “victims” suggests that many have fallen prey to the Pillager family. Luckily for Pauline, Fleur is only interested in the money. Fleur has no doubt that she will get it, suggested by the fact that she holds out her hand before receiving an answer. This shows that she is determined to get what she wants. 

In another excerpt Pauline describes Fleur’s features. In this excerpt, Pauline is observing Fleur and comes to this conclusion:


Power travels in the bloodlines, handed out before birth. It comes down through the hands, 
which in the Pillagers are strong and knotted, big, spidery and rough, with sensitive 
fingertips good at dealing cards. It comes through the eyes, too, belligerent, darkest brown, 
the eyes of those in the bear clan, impolite as they gaze directly at a person. (Erdrich 31)

The descriptive words she uses show that Pauline has a sense of awe for Fleur. The “strong and knotted, big, spidery and rough” hands describe a literally strong woman. In terms of Cixous' binary opposition, most of the adjectives used in the excerpt above can be found at the powerful end of the spectrum. Some examples are rough versus frail and belligerent versus kind. 


Throughout the novel Erdrich mentions problems that faced Native Americans in the reservations at the beginning of the twentieth century. Patrice Hollrah mentions Fleur Pillager as one of the strong women Erdrich uses in her novels. She also mentions how Fleur survived all kinds of hardship: 


Among those characters are several powerful women who illustrate the tribal concepts of 
gender complementarity and intellectual sovereignty. One of these strong female characters 
is Fleur Pillager (b. 1895-d. ca. late 1980's or 1990's), who has the necessary knowledge to 
live as a single woman at different times in her life. A respected and feared medicine woman 
and mother of Lulu Nanapush, she is a woman who has survived disease, famine, three near-
death drownings, and land dispossession. (Hollrah 96)

This confirms that Fleur is a woman who can endure at least as much as most men. The way Fleur is described is an example of how Erdrich uses her work to express her view on the role of Native American women in society. The following excerpt describing Erdrich's work shows what traits she bestows on her female characters: 


The characters are steeped in Ojibwe tradition, gender complimentarity, and intellectual 
sovereignty, which all contribute to their survival. When the characters are mothers 
surviving difficult births, such as Fleur, […] they depend on the toughness of spirit that 
Erdrich ascribes to the power of laboring women and in many cases to the intellectual 
sovereignty associated with traditional midwifery. (Hollrah 130-31)

This shows that according to Hollrah, Erdrich is a writer who attributes strength to her traditional female characters; the power of her female protagonists rivals that of the male characters in her novels. The power stems not so much from equality to males, but from a different kind of strength that is equal, yet different. 


To conclude: Native American women are described as strong, independent within Tracks. The women that follow tradition and Native American values are shown as the strongest personalities. Fleur is the best example of this throughout the novel. The women that do not follow tradition and lean towards Western culture are described as mentally and physically weaker. It can be argued that because they have adopted so many Western values, they are no longer truly Native American. Pauline is a good example of this, as she becomes a devout, yet mentally unstable christian in the novel. In the case of Tracks it was worthwhile to use Cixous' theory of binary opposition. With this method, it is possible to demonstrate that Native American women in the novel are both mentally and physically strong. Erdrich has created a variety of Native American women in her novel, but it can be said that the overall impression that they give is a powerful one. 






4. Ceremony:





      
Wise Women

The novel Ceremony by Leslie Marmon Silko gives its reader a view into the life of Tayo, World War II veteran. After the introduction of the novel, the analysis will focus on the arguement that Native American women in Ceremony are strong, independent women like the ones in Indian Killer and Tracks discussed before. Cixous' theory on binary oppositions is not as viable a tool for analyzing the female Native American characters in Ceremony. The main reason for this is that they are not the protagonists and act more as guides for the main character. As a result, they are not described with enough words to make a direct observation using Cixous' theory, but rather an indirect one. To clarify: it is difficult to find words directly describing the Native American women in this novel, but observations can be made on the atmosphere and setting around these women.


Ceremony tells the reader a story about Tayo, a Laguna Pueblo World War II veteran who has developed severe psychological trauma as a result of his exploits in the Pacific. The main themes of the novel are the adverse effects of cross-cultural contact and the importance of sticking to tradition for Native Americans. The title Ceremony likely stems from the ceremony Tayo will undergo in the novel. The medicine man, Ku'oosh is called in to help Tayo overcome his troubled thoughts with the help of this ritual. The ritual does not have the desired effect, but it puts Tayo on the path to recovery. Ku'oosh decides to send Tayo to another medice man, named Betonie. After listening to Tayo's story, Betonie sends Tayo back home. He wanders in the reservation, until he finally reaches an abandoned mine. He enters the mine and is followed by several hostile Native American veterans who want him dead. The veterans are drunk and Tayo could easily kill them, but he is convinced that sparing their lives will cure him of the post-war nightmares he endures. Tayo succeeds in sparing the men's lives and by the end of the book he appears cured. 


Tayo is the single protagonist in the story. None of the other characters are followed throughout the entire novel. It can be noted, however, that Tayo is influenced most of all by the women in his life. They seem to guide him in his journey to be redeemed of his nightmares. The three women that have influenced his life most are his mother, aunt and grandmother. His mother gave birth to him after she was made pregnant by an anonymous white male. She left Tayo at the age of four in her eldest sister's care. His partially white blood is perhaps what has shaped his life most. Tayo’s aunt, who takes care of him after his mother leaves him, reminds him constantly of the mixed blood he has. She clearly shows that she loves her son, Rocky, more than Tayo. Her own son dies in the Phillipines during the war though, so Tayo is the only remaining 'son' for his aunt. Lastly, there is his grandmother. She is a wise old woman who helps Tayo find his path to redemption by sending him to the medicine man Ku'oosh. 


One reason to believe that women in Ceremony are strong, is in the creation myth at the beginning of the novel. It mentions three goddesses that created the universe together: 


She thought of her sisters,


Nau'ts'ity'i and I'tcts'ity'i,


and together they created the Universe


this world 


and the four worlds below.


Thought-Woman, the spider, 


named things


and as she named them 


they appeared (Silko 1)

This excerpt demonstrates the power of the role of women in this novel, because it shows a divine female creating the world instead of the traditional male Judeo-Christian god. While Thought-Woman is not an actual physical character in the novel, it could be said that her presence is seen in Tayo's struggle for redemption, much like the Judeo-Christian god is said to be omnipresent in many Western novels. 


An aspect that Ceremony appears to explore is the impact of Western culture on Native American culture. The women in the novel are diverse in their personalities. There are strong women and weaker ones. This element of weakness or strength seems less connected to the gender of the characters and more to the culture they follow. All the strong female characters in this novel are firm believers in the old ways, while the weak ones are victims of white culture. An example of the strong characters is Tayo's grandmother. She is a calm and wise woman, and is the least affected by Western culture. An example of the weak characters is Tayo's mother. She embodies how Western culture has negatively affected Native Americans. She became addicted to alcohol. The fact that she had a white man's baby symbolically shows how she has fallen to white culture. In terms of Cixous’ binary oppositions, Tayo’s mother embodies the lesser elements from several oppositions: strong versus weak, wise versus naive and reason versus emotion. It can be argued, though, that all of the Native American women in this book are strong and independent, because those women that abandon Native American tradition are no longer truly part of that culture. Tayo's mother, for example, no longer has any contact with her family or tribe. She does not follow tradition anymore and is therefore perhaps no longer considered a Laguna Pueblo. 


Silko herself is of Laguna Pueblo, Mexican and Anglo-Saxon descent. She has included the matriarchal elements of Laguna Pueblo culture in the novel Ceremony. In the following excerpt from an interview, she explains how these elements influence Laguna Pueblo society:

In a matrilineal society, in a matriarchy, and especially in this particular matriarchy, the women, [...] control the houses, the lineage of the children, and a lot of the decisions about marriages and so forth. In a sense, the women have called the shots pretty in the world of relationships and the everyday world. While the Pueblo women were running the show, buying and selling sheep, […] the women making many of the business decisions, the Pueblo men would be taking care of ceremonial matters or maybe out hunting. (Hollrah 64)

The way Silko says Laguna Pueblo society is run, clearly shows gender complimentarity. Women of the Laguna Pueblo are the managers of daily life, whereas the men are the workforce that execute the women's decisions. For instance, Silko says that the Laguna Pueblo women would buy sheep. In Ceremony, Tayo is one of the men responsible for taking care of the cattle. In a culture where women wield so much power, it is understandable that patriarchal Western culture has such a profound impact. A great number of the Native Americans in Ceremony can not deal with the differences between both cultures and many resort to alcohol. Silko has used Ceremony to display both the traditional model where women are in control and the Western society model, where men are in control. 


In Ceremony, the women only seem to act as advisors, and they are not described as physically strong women such as Fleur in Tracks. As seen in the paragraph above, women wield decisive power over decisions in family matters, though. Their power is more influential than physical. In the next excerpt, from Ceremony, Tayo's grandmother and aunt discuss what they should do with him after he wakes up from a good dream, one that had shown him the contrast with reality: 



“I've been thinking,” she said, wiping her eyes on the edge of her apron, “all this 
time, while I was sitting in my chair. Those white doctors haven't helped you at all. Maybe 
we had better send for someone else.”



When Auntie got back from the store, old Grandma told her, “That boy needs a 
medicine man. Otherwise, he will have to go away. Look at him.” (Silko 33)


The talk about finding Tayo a medicine man in itself is not a display of power. The fact that the important decision of letting a medicine man show up or sending Tayo away, is taken without even consulting any man shows how much influence women have in the traditional Laguna Pueblo households. Not even Tayo himself is asked for his opinion on his fate. The power of these women can be linked to Cixous’ binary oppositions. Deciding versus obeying is one example that could be applied. 


There are strong women in this novel, but gender does not appear to be a main theme of the book. A strong Native American woman in  Ceremony is presented as being strong, because she is traditional and follows Native American customs. It can still be said that all the Native American women in this book are strong and independent, because from a certain point of view, the Native American women who live Western lives are no longer true Native Americans. The Laguna Pueblo women who follow tradition, Tayo's grandmother in particular, wield power through influence. They are not physically powerful as Fleur in Tracks, but in terms of power they wield at least as much, if not more, as Pueblo men. Silko has painted a picture through Ceremony that shows a society that was run by women and has tremendous difficulty with Western encroachment on their territory. That conflict has caused women with previously strong social positions, to fall into moral decay. 





          5. Conclusion

This paper meant to demonstrate that Native American women in the novels discussed are strong, independent women that contradict the stereotype from Western literature of a frail girl who needs protecting. The three authors, Alexie, Erdrich, and Silko all create these strong women, and they do so in their own distinct manner. 


Sherman Alexie's Indian Killer is a novel that portrays Native American women as very active and passionate. The character Marie Polatkin, discussed earlier in the paper, is the best example of a strong, independent Native American woman within the novel. She lives in a Western country, and educates herself by traditional Western means, but she uses this to further her own agenda and to support Native Americans. In a sense, she uses the system to fight it. 


In Louise Erdrich's Tracks, Native American women are portrayed differently. On the one hand, there is the traditional Native American woman who is strong and independent. The best example of this within Tracks is Fleur. She is strong in almost every possible way. Physically and mentally she can defeat most of the men in the novel, at least individually. Using the binary opposition method of Cixous it can be confirmed that Fleur is a strong person. The opposite of the traditional Native American woman is also illustrated in Tracks. Pauline would best fit this description, as she converts to christianity and behaves very different from Native American custom. Pauline starts hearing what she thinks is the voice of God, and becomes more and more unstable as the story progresses. It can be concluded that Erdrich attributes strength to tradition in her novel. The Native American women in the novel who follow tradition are strong, whereas those who do not, are both physically and mentally weak. 


Ceremony by Leslie Marmon Silko features many women, but they act as guides for the protagonist, Tayo. Despite being side-characters, the women in Ceremony should not be seen as weak or servile. The traditional Laguna Pueblo women in Ceremony are influential individuals. They are not physically powerful like Fleur from Tracks, but their social position makes them powerful in their own right. They make decisions about family and money and complement their male counterparts, who do the physical work. Much like in Tracks,  the non-traditional Native American women in Ceremony are weak. Tayo's mother, with her alcohol problem and inability to cope with having a child of mixed blood, is an example of this. 


The theory of binary oppositions, developed by Hélène Cixous, was used as the main method for determining the position of power of the women in the three novels. This was easiest in Indian Killer, because it features a major female character, Marie. There was plenty of text to find adjectives and general traits given to her by the author. Cixous' theory was also applicable in Tracks. In Ceremony, this was challenging, because a man, Tayo, is the protagonist of the story. However, it was possible to describe the atmosphere created in the book, by focussing on the women in Tayo’s family. 


Old Lady Trill, The Victory Yell by Patrice E. M. Hollrah has given valuable insight in Native American culture, which helped focus the research efforts. Hollrah states that while women are not exactly equal to men in Native American literature, they do enjoy a similar amount of respect. Western feminism assumes a woman should have the exact same rights as men to attain equality. According to Hollrah, many Native American women already enjoyed equal status to men before the appearance of Western feminist waves, due to gender complementarity. So even though they performed tasks that were deemed female tasks, they were not lesser tasks, but just different. In addition to this, it was not unheard of for Native American women to perform tasks normally performed by men, if the circumstances asked for it. The latter can be seen in Tracks, where Fleur, apart from knowing the tasks of a woman, learned the necessary skills to hunt, skills normally attributed to men. 


In conclusion: The women in all three novels have their own specific skills and traits. It has become clear that they are seldom portrayed as weak or as victims. In the novels Tracks and Ceremony, though, there is the sense that traditional Native Americans are seen as powerful, whereas the Native Americans who embrace white culture are not really seen as Native Americans anymore. This causes the traditional Native American women to be seen as complementing the male Native Americans, whereas the ones choosing Western culture can be seen as Western women, being treated as inferior to men and behaving as victims. 
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