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To our forebearers, 

may their bones lie peaceful 

in the lands of their people. 
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Margaret E. Galloway 

December, 1986 

Literature concerning Indian women through mid-1950 

was written by the colonizers . Portrayals in fiction or 

nonfiction revealed biased stereotypes. The stereotypes 

fall into two categories--princess or squaw. Indians today 

are writing their own literature. The purpose of the study 

was to ascertain the depth of stereotyping and analyze the 

effectiveness of Indian authors in eliminating stereotypes. 

Pocahontas, Nancy Ward, Cherokee, and Sacajawea were 

resources for examining stereotypes. These works 

demonstrated how individuals had their identities 

transformed. Three recent novels by Indian women revealed 

their response to stereotyping. Ceremony, The Woman 

Who Owned the Shadows, and Love Medicine answered 

a demand to reveal cultural secrets to dispel stereotypes. 

The study revealed that stereotyping was justification 

for the almost total annihilation of Indians. Stereotypes 

demeaned the roles and influence of Indian women. Attempts 

to reverse stereotyping were not successful because of 

cultural perspective and anticipated need to meet 

audience/publisher expectations. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A casual review of the literature portraying Native 

American women reveals characters which fall into one of two 

stereotypical guises: Indian princess, or Indian squaw. 

Both Byler and Mickinock point out that biased portraits may 

not appear to be calculated, but Native American women feel 

that these stereotypes have undermined their tribal roles 

and demeaned them in the eyes of the dominant Western 

European culture. 

The stereotype of the Indian princess portrays a young, 

beautiful virgin who willingly endorses the European ways as 

superior to her own religion, culture, and society. She 

frequently saves the life or lives of European interlopers and 

may offer herself in marriage to the European leader. The 

stereotypical Indian princess converts to the Christian 

faith with considerable fervor, and she nearly always 

expresses shame or guilt for the barbaric customs of her own 

faith. Literature shows that after she has sacrificed her 

customs, her people, and her culture to the aliens, the 

Indian princess almost always loses her life as well. The 

literary reward of an Indian princess is portrayal as a 

young, beautiful, intelligent, and possibly mythical figure. 

1 
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The final actuality is nearly always disease, abandonment, 

and death. 

The Indian squaw, on the other hand, is the picture of 

an ignorant savage blindly following the leadership and 

customs of whatever male she serves. The subtlety in 

distinction of roles appears to lie in the fervor of 

endorsement for the "obviously superior" European culture. 

Indian squaws never really abandon their own culture; they 

just adapt their culture to the demands of the dominant 

European culture. 

youth and beauty. 

Few authors reward the Indian squaw with 

The stereotypical portrayal usually runs 

to cunning, poverty, and subjugation. The final outcome for 

the Indian squaw is alcoholism, beatings, and disease. 

Neither stereotype presents an accurate image; but 

whether one reads ethnographic studies compiled by 

anthropologists, eyewitness accounts by traders and 

missionaries, or literature written by the dominant 

Europeans, the Native American woman appears destined to 

fall into one of the two categories (Wittstock 208-210). 

Since the mid-1950s, Native American women have challenged 

these portrayals and have attempted to present new 

characters for appraisal. But while the cosmopolitan reader 

may intellectually reject the stereotype of princess or 

squaw, a disturbing lingering hint of both remains in the 

current writings. Frequently the insight supposedly 

provided into the true character of the American Indian 
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woman has done little more than portray her as culturally 

bereft, intellectually frustrated, and socially outcast in 

the eyes of the dominant culture. If this portrayal of the 

American Indian woman becomes the final one, then she will 

suffer her third stereotype at the hands of her own culture. 

The purpose of this study is to examine three of the 

best-known examples of American Indian women who have been 

cast in one or both stereotypical roles. The three women 

selected are Pocahontas, Nancy Ward, and Sacajawea. These 

individuals have had their identities transformed into 

fictional characters ranging from princess to squaw to suit 

the needs of a given time period. Ironically, all three 

women were considered both princess and squaw during life 

and on into death. A variety of literary formats--novels, 

historical biographies, historical romances, plays, poems, 

and short stories--has served as the vehicles for the 

introduction and perpetuation of the stereotypes. 

Since these stereotypical roles in literature and 

research were evolved by the dominant European cultures, an 

advantage must have been gained through such depictions. 

This study will attempt to define what the advantages were, 

who benefited from the stereotypes, and why the Native 

American women did so little to dispel the stereotypes until 

the mid-twentieth century. A brief review of the roles and 

the status of Native American women will attempt to define 

who and what they are within their own social systems as 
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portrayed in the literature. While the "women's movement" 

within the United States first served to help clarify the 

roles and the status of Native American women, it later 

served to separate Native American women from their other 

American sisters because of the differing social value 

structures (Wolfe 161-163). 

In summation, the study will analyze Silko's Ceremony, 

Allen's The Woman Who Owned the Shadows, and Erdrich's Love 

Medicine, which have attempted to articulate the status of 

current Native American women. The struggle to find a 

satisfactory cultural portrayal is frustrated by the 

writers' reluctance to reveal dimensions of their personal, 

religious, and cultural lives which have heretofore remained 

a part of the cultural secret (Fisher 231). Such 

constraints are further heightened by the simple fact that 

Native Americans do not share a common cultural or tribal 

heritage. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ROOTS OF STEREOTYPING 

The Native American population is thought to have been 

divided into more than two thousand independent tribal 

groups speaking more than five hundred languages at the time 

Columbus arrived in the Americas (Velie 9-10). Some of 

these groups had shared cultural attributes besides a common 

language. When joining together, these federations were as 

structured or loose as the immediate demands of the tribes 

dictated. The main point to consider is that the Americas 

were a "melting pot" long before the European and Asiatic 

migrations of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Marx 

12) . 

Within each tribal unit, women had a significant, 

structured role. The role changed depending upon the 

geographical location and economic dependency of the tribal 

group (Cronon 23), but women had a unique voice in the daily 

life of al 1 tribes. What came as a considerable shock to 

the Europeans was the number of matrilineally governed 

tribal units. Many of those tribes not actually governed 

politically by women frequently permitted certain favored 

women a special voice in tribal government. Individuals 

such as Nancy Ward, Beloved Woman of the Cherokees, were 

known to be a part of both political and war councils. The 

5 
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respect shown to these Indian women created consternation 

among the European explorers. When the Western Europeans 

insisted upon "doing business" with the Indian male, the 

arrangements arrived at were not infrequently negated by the 

ruling women (Brown 154-55). In Indian communities such as 

the Iroquois where the land and dwellings belonged to the 

women, the Europeans discovered that the Indian male had 

no right to treaty away the land. Judith Brown indicates 

that Iroquois women exercised considerable power and had an 

extremely high status due almost entirely to their control of 

the tribe's economic organization (167). Niethammer notes 

that Iroquois women determined who sat in tribal councils, 

and they chose the war chiefs (3). Navajo women owned the 

livestock and household goods. Other Indian women chose 

different cultural roles. Four Blackfeet women became 

well known as hunters and warriors (Ewers 10-13). In QQg_ 

Soldiers, Bear Men and Buffalo Women, Mails carefully 

outlines the role of women in religious, war, and hunting 

activities among certain plains tribes. Mails stresses the 

fact that these women's societies were not considered 

peripheral but were an important aspect of the cultural life 

of the tribe. Then there were Indian women like Mary 

Musgrave who became "Queen of the Creeks" on the basis of 

sheer ambition and desire (Coulter 30). 

In general, Indian women performed the essential 

agricultural functions upon which the tribe's economic 
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position rested (Niethammer xvii). Men were, and continue 

to be, absent much of the time. Women are the "cohesive 

force" (Neithammer xvii); they are responsible for 

maintaining a stable home and community life. Many Indian 

tribes recognized that women "gave life" not only to 

children but to each future generation of tribal culture. 

Pueblo Indian culture is based upon the belief that a female 

deity created her sister deities who, in turn, created 

everything else. Indian women simply did not view 

themselves as beasts of burden or lowly squaws. They saw 

themselves as fulfilling significant cultural roles. 

Some Western European males found Indian women very 

attractive. For some of these men, the Indian woman 

provided a touch of the exotic or forbidden. For others, 

the choice was one of practicality. Many mountain men and 

traders found it economically and physically advantageous to 

marry Indian women from the tribe which controlled the 

geographic area in which the mountain men had chosen to 

live. These Indian women proved to be adaptable to the 

rigors of a nomadic hunting lifestyle. They were 

knowledgeable about the requirements for living in and 

making a living from the environment, and these Indian women 

afforded a cultural alliance with a support group, their 

tribe. Because these men tended to reside on the fringes of 

the Western European society, their attitudes concerning the 

Indian woman tended to be discounted. James W. Schultz was 
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able to amend that attitude to some degree through 

publication of numerous magazine articles and his memoirs. 

Schultz, better known by the Blackfeet as Apikuni, was 

employed at Fort Conrad Trading Post in 1878. He married a 

Blackfeet, Fine Shield Woman, and lived among the Indians 

for some fifty years. Schultz portrayed the Indian women 

that he knew as supportive of their warrior men, industrious, 

pious of their gods, clean, knowledgeable about the world 

they lived in, wise, and frugal (148). Throughout his 

tales, Schultz refers to Indian women with such terms as 

"lovely," "tall and slender," and "beautiful"; but he does 

not hesitate to describe in detail the punishment meted out 

to an adulterous woman (228). Since the majority of the 

traders and mountain men were not known for their literacy, 

few examples of such praise for Indian women exist outside 

of Schultz's works. Others who did write about these men 

and their Indian wives referred to the men as "squawmen," a 

term of much derision and ridicule. 

Another group of Western European men was interested in 

the Indian women. These were the "men of God" of every 

faith. The majority of these men were ambitious to turn the 

heathern savage away from the infidel gods to the acceptance 

of the one true faith and one God. These men understood 

that Indian women, as did the women of their own European 

societies, controlled the education and cultural aspects of 

tribal life. If the Indian women could be converted, then 
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the entire tribe would be Christianized for centuries to 

come. The Catholic Church probably understood this 

technique the best, and the Spanish made this principle one 

of the cornerstones of their colonization efforts. Mathes 

in "American Indian Women and the Catholic Church" states 

that the Indian women were "able to gain respect not only 

from their peers but the white communities as a whole" (25) 

through their roles in the Catholic Church. Certainly, the 

Protestant John Rolfe had a similar goal in mind when he 

insisted on the conversion of Pocahontas, whom he then 

married (Young 412). While the physical details are left 

untold in most of the early religious communiques, the 

emphasis is placed upon the "eagerness" of the female 

converts to accept the true faith and upon their "pious" 

devotion. 

While on the surface both of these attitudes expressed 

by the mountain men and the missionaries may appear to place 

Indian women in a more favorable light, the light is only 

favorable if accepted by the dominant society. As long as 

Indian women provided skilled, dependable, cheap labor and 

brought their tribal members into the Christian fold, they 

were portrayed with some good qualities. Paula Gunn Allen in 

her introduction to The Sacred Hoop makes this point very 

clear: 

The physical and cultural genocide of American Indian 

tribes is and was mostly about patriarchal fear of 
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gynocracy. The Puritans particularly, but also the 

Catholic, Quaker, and other secular Christian 

missionaries, like their secular counterparts, could not 

tolerate peoples who allowed women to occupy prominent 

positions and decision-making capacity at every level 

of society. Wives telling husbands and brothers 

whether to buy or sell an item, daughters telling 

fathers whom they could or could not murder, empresses 

attending parleys with colonizers and being treated 

with deference by male leaders did not sit well with 

the invaders. ( 3) 

The Western European society could not and would not 

accept the Indian women on any terms but its own. Perhaps 

the ethnographers, who purported to give documented and 

factual information concerning the most intimate aspects of 

Native American life, created the most insidious collection 

of writings concerning American Indians. These academically 

educated men and women brought their biased Western European 

perspectives and their pointed questions onto the 

reservations to study a tribal lifestyle that the dominant 

society had already pulled apart. How could they possibly 

expect to experience the lifestyle of nomadic plains hunters 

when the Indians they saw and dealt with were trying to 

become family farmers in the dry midwestern United States? 

These same ethnographers attended a selection of ceremonial 

events and dances and then proclaimed a comprehension of the 
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significance of the religious aspects of the occasions, 

which are so complicated that many tribal members spend 

entire lifetimes attempting to reach an understanding. 

After all, if the event is colorful, exciting, and 

accompanied by costumed dancers, it cannot be a true 

religious ceremony--it can only be a pagan drama of some 

sort. 

Men like Lewis Henry Morgan, George Catlin, and 

Frederick Hodge implied that Indian women were little more 

than common "drudges and slaves" (Mathes, "New Look" 131-

132). The irony of this position stems from the fact that 

these men were aware of Indian women who were chiefs, 

physicians, politicians, property owners, and warriors as 

well as wives and mothers. These individuals who devoted 

their careers to the study and portrayal of Indian 

lifestyles had an unusual ability to concentrate upon the 

Indian male and quickly dismiss the Indian woman to those 

roles thought most appropriate by the dominant Western 

European culture. This perspective is made abundantly clear 

in Weist's chapter on "Plains Indian Women: An Assessment." 

This chapter points out the bias of the early ethnographic 

studies regarding the roles of Indian women and the 

continued need to review these roles both currently and 

historically. 

Houts and Bahr point out that the stereotyping of all 

Indians continued in such unlikely places as cartoons in the 
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Saturday Evening Post. From 1922 through 1968, cartoons of 

American Indians appeared more frequently, per capita, than 

either black or Anglo-American cartoons (Houts and Bahr 

112). While these cartoons did not single out Indian women 

for stereotyping, the cartoons did convey "that the Indian 

in American life is important only as a primitive, 

historical bow-and-arrow type who has no place in the modern 

society" (Houts and Bahr 113). 

As Hirschfelder says so well, the portrayal of the 

American Indian, male and female, through literature 

demonstrates 

... a sorry history of oppression towards ... 

minorities, expropriates a shallow version of a 

subordinate, relatively powerless group and promulgates 

that imagery as valid. (viii) 

The necessity of such a portrayal is better understood in 

the broader context of social psychology. Stewart talks 

about the need for individuals who victimize others to 

convince "themselves that the victim was a person they could 

not possibly like" (159). If, as Stewart points out, "women 

and children are involved [then] emphasis is placed on what 

subhuman beings they are" (160). As competition developed 

for the natural and economic resources in the New World, an 

economic motive joined with the social-psychological attitudes 

to create additional antagonism. Stewart goes on to say, 
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In the case of the American Indians, the land 

competition became one of conquest, with the Indians 

driven out of all their best land and assigned to 

marginal lands in the form of reservations, leaving them 

no real economic role to play in the development of the 

country. (234) 

In an attempt to rationalize such cruel and un-Christian 

behavior, the dominant society developed stereotypes for the 

Indians: "Resultant Indian stereotypes were first those of 

the cruel savage, then of lazy incompetent, who would make 

no good use of the land even if they retained title to it" 

(Stewart 235). Being able to blame the victim is a way for 

the dominant culture to preserve the picture of a just and 

Christian world. Dominant Western European writers have 

portrayed Native Americans as "fragile, regressive, 

deteriorating entities, teetering on the brink of 

extinction" (Dorris 152-53) for the very reason that it fit 

their imperialistic and expansionist goals and salved their 

guilty conscience at the same time. 



CHAPTER III 

HOW TO TELL A PRINCESS FROM A SQUAW, 

AND OTHER NATIVE AMERICAN MYTHS 

If a dominant Western European culture is ever to 

confront the myths of the Indian princess and Indian squaw, 

it must accept that Captain John Smith's story of his 

salvation by Pocahontas may only be a fabrication (Young 

398). To do this requires an individual to have some 

knowledge of international folktales and stories from the 

middle ages (Young 409, Green 698-99). The basic outline of 

the relevant tale runs like this: an adventurer falls into 

the hands of the king of another country who believes in 

another faith; the adventurer is about to be put to death; 

the lovely princess, who is the king's cherished daughter, 

rescues the adventurer by offering her life for his; and the 

princess then renounces her faith and her homeland for his 

(Young 409). This particular theme came to be known as "The 

Enamoured Moslem Princess" (Young 409). The basic tale was 

revised to fit various circumstances and ethnic groups. It 

was told in France and Germany and served as a basic plot 

for tales by Chaucer and Shakespeare (Young 410). A popular 

Scottish ballad known as "Young Beichan" or "Lord Bateman 

and the Turkish King's Daughter" was well known and 

frequently told at the time of the colonization of the 

14 
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Americas (Green 698-99). It is not difficult to see the 

comparisons between this basic folktale plot and the 

Pocahontas/John Smith story. 

The alacrity with which the tale was accepted in Europe 

and North America indicates the willingness to accept 

Smith's story as an actual enactment of a well-known theme 

in self-sacrifice. Pocahontas, the dusky skinned princess, 

was soon portrayed on everything from ships' figureheads to 

cigars (Green 700); and she became a literary by-product of 

plays, novels, poems, and short stories which run well past 

one thousand bibliographic entries. Pocahontas easily 

became the national embodiment of what every American wanted 

the Indians to be--noble, innocent, self-sacrificing, and 

receptive. As Young points out, Pocahontas is "perfectly 

ideal propaganda for both church and state" (412). 

If the theme of princess/squaw evokes another 

suppressed sociological image, it should. The parallel 

between princess/squaw and madonna/whore has been noted by 

more than one sociologist. The dominant society has never 

cast Pocahontas as a villainess even though she betrayed 

her own people, committed acts of treason against her own 

father, and forsook her own faith (Young 413). As Young 

says, "one does not resent a betrayal to his own side" 

because "we are so wonderful she loved us anyway" (413). 

The total act of renunciation of family and culture by 

Pocahontas helps to explain her vast appeal to popular 
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imagination. If the Indian woman is to preserve the image 

of princess, she must rescue the white man and retain her 

virtue as the "Mother Goddess" (Young 703). 

Some Indian women who gained positive recognition from 

the dominant European culture were chief's daughters, but 

few would have been recognized as "princesses" by their own 

cultures. The title of chief was generally not hereditary 

and there was no continuing aristocracy as the Europeans 

knew it (Stedman 24). Respect of person was generally 

earned by the individual, not bestowed because of 

relationship to another. Such a democratic attitude should 

have been appealing to the Europeans running away from 

tyrannical monarchies, but few of the Europeans understood 

the Indian society well enough to draw such delicate 

distinctions. 

What distinguished the exotic, beautiful, and innocent 

princesses from their sisters, the squaws? A simplistic 

response would be that the squaws refused to become 

domesticated. These Indian women functioned as women, not 

myths. They were wives, mothers, daughters, hunters, 

weavers, and squaws--the perfectly acceptable Algonkian term 

for woman (Witt 29). Squaws remained "savage" while their 

sister princesses became "civilized." Green implies that 

this savagery is defined by the sexual relationship between 

the male and the female (703). The males of the dominant 

culture desired the Indian women sexually. If the women 
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were married to Indian men and bore Indian children, they 

could not be innocent princesses (Green 703). Both Green 

and Witt point out that the squaw stereotype is tied to the 

general stereotypes used for the Indian male: drunken, 

slothful, stupid, slaving, thieving, ugly, and faceless 

(Green 703-4, Witt 29). An Indian squaw does not rush to 

rescue strange men or convert to the Christian faith. An 

Indian squaw remains a female of her own culture. If squaws 

associate with or marry white men, they are "whores ... 

who are simply economic and sexual conveniences for the men" 

(Green 711). As long as the stereotype can be kept 

abstract, noble, and sacrificial, the Indian woman is the 

power symbol of a princess (Green 713). When she is the 

"depersonalized objective of scornful convenience" (Green 

713), she becomes the powerless squaw. But, as Green is 

quick to point out, "When realities intrude on mythos, even 

princesses can become squaws" (712). 

Three literary works will be examined in some detail to 

reveal the stereotyping of Indian women. These Indian women 

were well-known by the dominant European culture, and they 

had certain prestige within their own societies. 

Pocahontas 

David Garnett wrote an extremely popular work, 

Pocahontas, or the Nonparell of Virginia, in 1933. Young 

states that this particular work is "a good historical novel 

with a thesis" (406). He goes on to explain Garnett's work: 
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Garnett shows the Indian women torturing their naked 

prisoners to death in obscene cruelty. This leads to 

orgies of sexual passion which act as a purge. To this 

sequence he contrasts the cruelty of the whites, which 

they sanction with self-righteousness and piety and 

follow with guilt. Garnett's book is a romantic and 

primitivistic performance after the manner of 

D. H. Lawrence which uses Pocahontas, more tender 

than her compatriots, as a vehicle for a lesson on the 

superiority of uncivilized peoples. (406) 

Garnett describes Pocahontas as saying at the time she 

saved Smith, 

He is mine: my man. I take him. I am old enough. I 

want him. He can make me beads and copper bells .. 

Her eyes shone, her face was radiant, she embraced 

him. (68) 

The Western European culture would have expected a princess 

to have a certain degree of authority, but Pocahontas remains 

totally Indian in Garnett's eyes because she wishes to make 

Smith her slave so that he can make insignificant trinkets 

for her. She certainly did not save Smith's life because 

she thought he was superior or because she had a special 

gift of "sight." 

Shortly afterwards, the happy princess "sat in his 

[Smith's] lap and slept with her head on his shoulder" 

(Garnett 69). At a later meeting between Smith's men at 
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Powhatan's camp, Garnett describes the scene: "sitting 

beside her father, Pocahontas looked like a statue cast in 

gold" (92). The first picture is one of innocent faith, 

that the man whose life she has just saved will not harm her 

in her sleep, which is certainly not the type of action one 

might expect from a more sophisticated Western European 

woman under the same circumstances. The second picture 

portrays dignity, value, and regality while emphasizing the 

almost pagan quality of a golden statue. 

When Pocahontas saw the terrible conditions that 

Smith's party lived in at the Jamestown Fort, Garnett says, 

... she bore no malice against him [Smith] for 

beating her people, robbing them of corn and setting 

fire to their houses .... She had learned so much of 

white men that such incidents seemed inevitable. (108) 

And, he continues: 

Yes, she knew now, she knew however dirty, feeble and 

diseased these companions of Smith might seem, that 

they were irresistible, and that behind them lay a 

world that glittered like tinsel, which shone with 

inconceivable attraction, with knowledge which none of 

her people could grasp. (108) 

In these two passages, Pocahontas is shown as beginning the 

process of accepting the Western European culture as 

superior regardless of the realities of the situation. 



20 

Her renunciation of her own culture has begun, and her 

deification as a "princess" is being rapidly established. 

Garnett states that Pocahontas saw that "she herself 

was a wild barbarous creature belonging to a bygone age" 

(108). Garnett has Molly Gates, whose father was then 

governor of the colony, call Pocahontas, who was given the 

English name of Rebecca, "Pocabecca because she is still 

half a savage and only half a Christian" (237). This 

quotation provides insight into the questioning acceptance 

of Pocahontas into the Western European society and the 

somewhat dubious reasons why Pocahontas may have been 

willing to become civilized. It is important to understand 

that Pocahontas was a prisoner at the Jamestown Fort at this 

time, and her willingness to become a Christian may have 

been colored by this incarceration. 

Garnett describes Pocahontas' meeting with various 

dignitaries during her incarceration: 

The girl beside them dominated them by her dress and 

dignity. She was no savage child ... , but a 

princess of a royal house whom it was necessary to 

treat with chivalry and deference. (243). 

Rolfe, who would marry Pocahontas, describes her as". 

pure, humble, chaste, zealous to walk in the way of the 

Lord, and the daughter of an Emperor" (Garnett 251). Both 

of these passages strive to make Pocahontas acceptable to 

the Western European culture. Pocahontas must either be 
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exceptional, a "real princess," or extremely pious and 

"Christian." Certainly a woman of such quality, taste, and 

cultivation could not be regarded as a simple squaw. 

Garnett describes Pocahontas' attempt to distinguish 

the differences between her people and Rolfe's in this 

manner: 

Powhatan was always content with what he made .... 

But Rolfe could [do nothing] in the same way as his 

forefathers. Everything had to be better, and so, in 

spite of all his work, he could never be satisfied with 

anything he had made and was always scheming to improve 

on it and replace it. This change of attitude was the 

most fundamental difference in the civilization that 

the white man brought with him into America. (276) 

This quotation demonstrates the argument which Garnett will 

have Pocahontas use for her continuing desire to accept the 

Western European culture over her own. It is interesting to 

note, that Garnett does not necessarily insist that 

Pocahontas must find this attitude to be superior; he just 

wants her to acknowledge the difference between the 

cultures. 

While Pocahontas struggles to make herself the perfect 

English farmwife, she 

. be 1 iev ed that the white man's ways were better, 

but she could not bear to see the cool, naked, clean 

Indians strolling idly under the trees ... knowing 
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that they spent their nights in song and love whilst 

Rolfe wore himself out with incessant labour. 

(Garnett 282) 

This interesting passage is Garnett's attempt to provide 

insight into what Pocahontas had to renounce in order to 

become civilized. The emphasis upon the sexual is 

unmistakable. If Garnett is interpreted in a certain 

manner, labor would be more acceptable to the Western 

Eu r opean culture than love! 

Garnett describes Pocahontas' feelings at the time of 

her last illness: 

... the memory of Virginia and of her own people 

would have been detestable; they were diabolic 

creatures of blood, of violence and sin. (334) 

As the ship sailed from the English harbour, Garnett 

states that Pocahontas 

... could not bear to think that in a few weeks she 

was going back to that hideous land where al 1 was 

murder, massacre, torture, treachery, where infamous 

creatures, her brothers and her kindred, tore scalps 

from the living heads of men. She was near to 

God. . (335) 

In the end, Pocahontas has totally renounced her own people 

and culture. She is shown at the time of her death as 

turning completely to the God of the English while wishing 
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never to see her own home-land again. Pocahontas is now the 

totally accepted Indian princess. 

In describing the women of Powhatan's tribe during an 

especially grisly scene of the torture and killing of a 

young Monacan warrior, Garnett insists that these "dusky, 

savage temptresses ... were emotionally and sexually 

aroused by the torture" ( 15). There was no doubt that 

Smith's comrades found the Indian women sexually attractive. 

Garnett describes one man on a visit to Powhatan's camp as 

"standing with his arms round the waists of two nearly naked 

girls" (95). Indian women dancing for one of Smith's visits 

are described as "cinnamon beauty" (Garnett 115). He even 

has Pocahontas, in a fit of childish glee, "turning 

cartwheels, naked, at Jamestown Fort" (Garnett 84-6), a 

sight which certainly must have aroused the men's sexual 

appetites. After a spirited dance led by Pocahontas, the 

Indian girls fall upon Smith "in a whirl of naked arms and 

legs and bellies ... young breasts ... thirty naked 

girls" (Garnett 116). Garnett's description of the scene 

following the massacre of Archer's party by the Indians 

includes this detail: 

Each of the tawny bodies was soiled and filthy with 

caked blood and sweat; the women's rumps muddied and 

plastered with leaves from often repeated tumbles under 

the trees .... (193) 
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From these quotations, it is easy to understand the sexual 

overtones that dominate relationships between the Western 

European men and the average Indian women or squaws. These 

relationships leave no room for acceptance of different 

cultures. The women are never considered for adoption into 

the Western European society. Because the average Indian 

woman was not an "emperor's daughter," she could not begin 

to have the prestige of someone like Pocahontas. The 

dominant European society was enthralled with the 

discoveries of the new world, and to be able to have a close 

relationship with an exotic woman who could claim to be a 

powerful chief's daughter was appealing to the European mind. 

Garnett's book demonstrates many of the stereotypes 

which Native American women have found distasteful. Even 

though Garnett is not excusing the attitudes and behavior of 

the Western Europeans, he does not attempt to find a suitable 

portrayal for Indian women. In this book, the men and women 

of the Western European society are shown as foolish, 

selfish, greedy individuals willing to sell their souls to 

get ahead within their own culture. The Indians are 

portrayed as innocent, willful, savage children who will be 

destroyed because of their inability to act quickly enough 

to repulse the invaders. In particular the women are shown 

as sexual tormentors with no power or authority within the 

tribe. The only really powerful woman, Pocahontas, is no 

longer a factor in the culture of her tribe. 
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Nancy Ward (Nanye'hi) 

While Felton's children's book, written in 1975, 

attempts to avoid many of the familiar stereotypes regarding 

I ndian women, he is not able to leave the general 

stereotypes completely out. He does make a supreme effort 

to balance the Cherokee's desire to do away with all white 

men with a description of the continued theft of Indian 

lands by those same white men. Felton does nothing to 

balance the stereotype of Nancy Ward as Indian princess. He 

seemingly feels that if the dominant culture should wish to 

make a myth or saint out of Nancy, then the Indian culture 

should be equally delighted to see her portrayed in that 

manner. The Cherokee people honored Nancy Ward in her own 

life-time by naming her "Ghigau." This honor was for 

bravery and leadership during the stress of battle and not 

for her attempts to bring a peaceful co-existence between 

her people and the Anglo-Americans. 

Nanye'hi, known as Nancy Ward by the colonial 

Americans, was a Cherokee. In the Americans' fight for 

independence from England, Nancy Ward encouraged the 

Cherokee to side with the Americans. Felton, in his book, 

Nancy Ward, Cherokee, refers to her as the "Cherokee 

Pocahontas" (12). He quotes from James Robertson, the North 

Carolina agent to the Overhill Cherokees, who described her 

as "queenly and commanding" (Felton 11). Felton subscribes 

to the belief that Nancy was the daughter of an English 



26 

soldier, Sir Francis Ward. In any case, Nancy did not know 

her father; but her mother, Tame Doe, "taught her English 

and Cherokee, two languages, a great gift for any child" 

(Fel ton 23). Felton also states that Tame Doe "taught her 

the ways of two worlds that were coming closer and closer 

together, the world of the white men and the world of the 

Indians" (23). 

Soon the "slender and beautiful" Nancy would fall in 

l ove with the Kingfisher: "He could fish and hunt. He was 

young, but he was a brave, a warrior, a man" (Felton 24). 

Then the ancient rivals, the Creeks, attacked. Nancy and 

Kingfisher went to war together: "She made ready the 

powder, the packing, and the balls. She chewed on the lead 

balls to make them strong, to make them win" (Felton 31). 

When Kingfisher fell dead in battle, Nancy took his weapon 

to fight the Creeks; and "the Cherokee warriors saw her, and 

stronger hearts came to them, and a new spirit" (Felton 31). 

Upon their return to the tribe, Nancy was made "Ghigau, 

or Beloved Woman" which was a position of great honor. She 

would forever sit in the councils of the nation. In many of 

these councils, Nancy would raise her voice in favor of 

peace with the white men. When the Cherokee war of 1776 

against the Ame r icans was finally declared, Nancy prepared 

the "black drink for battle": 

Rad i ant in white deerskin clothes, trimmed in white 

s wan s ' - down , she a pp ear e d be fore the war f i re. . . . 
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Each of her motions was from the tradition of her 

people and each of her actions was marked with a sweep 

of a white swan's wing, now slow and graceful, now fast 

and sharp. (Felton 44) 

When the revengeful Cherokees would have burned Mrs. 

Bean at the stake, Nancy appeared in her role as Ghigau: 

The sacred swan's-down on her shoulders fluttered as 

the breeze touched it, a snow-white carpet for the 

beautiful, regal head rising above it. The Ghigau's 

swan 's wing , power f u 1 medicine , was in her hand. . . . 

Nancy stepped forward and helped the woman through the 

pile of wood. The hand that held the swan's wing was 

around Mrs. Bean now. (Felton 54, 56) 

On July 20, 1 781, Nancy rose to speak at the treaty and 

peace council between her people and the victorious 

Americans: 

She was in ceremonial dress, white deer-skin trimmed 

with swan's-down, and she held her swan's wing, symbol 

of her authority .... As the Commissioners 

listened, they pushed back their lust for Indian lands. 

They we 11 knew of the great debts they owed to Nancy 

Ward. They were humbled by her words. (Felton 70, 72) 

Felton describes Nancy Ward's death in 1822 when those 

with her saw 

... a pale light rise from her body as her last 

breath came. · The light was white, like swans'-down. 
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It grew stronger and began to turn in small circles, 

fluttering as a young bird flutters its wings. At 

last, as though reluctant to leave, it passed through 

the open door. It hesitated for a time, passing back 

and forth in front of the house. Then it rose high in 

the air. It became larger. Its form grew more 

distinct. Now it seemed to be a white swan. Spreading 

wings wide, it flew over the trees and the hill, past 

the distant ridges, toward Chota, the "City of Refuge." 

(84, 86) 

This passage by Felton elevates Nancy Ward to the 

status of some mystical, super-human woman who was willing 

to oppose her own people because she was able to envision 

the "better world" of the dominant European culture. 

Because Nancy favored the Anglo-Americans in almost all of 

her actions, Felton has practically deified her. 

Very few descriptions are given of Indians, female or 

male, in this particular work; but every time Nancy Ward is 

mentioned, she is made to seem exceptional. Nancy was 

described as being extremely beautiful as a small girl. She 

was a "queenly" young woman. She is almost always 

described, as in the passages above, as wearing an exotic, 

white costume. According to Felton, white was symbolic of 

peace while red stood for war. Nancy was given her exalted 

place in the dominant culture because she adopted certain 

ways from the alien culture. She introduced cattle breeding 
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to the Cherokees and taught them to produce by-products from 

the milk to supplement their diets. Nancy learned these 

techniques from Mrs. Bean, whose life she reputedly saved. 

Felton makes it quite clear in his work that Nancy fought 

hard to defeat the Creeks, but she frequently jeopardized 

the outcome of her own people's campaigns against the 

Americans by rescuing, releasing, or informing the Americans 

about her people's intentions. In this respect, Nancy 

certainly seems to earn her reputation as an Indian 

princess. 

Sacajawea 

After the legend of Pocahontas, few Indian women 

garnered such attention from the public until Sacajawea, the 

Shoshone woman, who accompanied Lewis and Clark on their 

expedition. From the time that Oregon suffrage leader Eva 

Emery Dye conjured the legend of Sacajawea out of the 

journals of Lewis and Clark for her 1902 book, The Conquest 

(Clark and Edmonds 93-102), to the present day, people have 

been intrigued by the limited facts surrounding the story of 

this Indian woman. Anna Lee Waldo is the latest in a long 

line of authors to have capitalized on the myth. Her book, 

Sacajawea, was published as a paperback by Avon in 1978 and 

1984. 

In the opening pages of Waldo's book Sacajawea, known 

as Grass Child, is told by her Grandmother of a special 

vision concerning her future: 
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You, Grass Child, are a chosen one. You will have many 

names. You will be a leader. Something like a chief 

to bring full bellies and happy faces to the 

People .... You wi 11 be known in legends many old 

men from now, and loved by other nations. You will 

die young, yet you will live to a very old age. (16) 

Within the first sixteen pages of this book, Sacajawea is 

presented as a bright, inquisitive child with intelligence 

beyond the expected norms for the Indian society she has 

been born into. Her dying grandmother promotes this 

superiority by prophesying her future. The illusion the 

grandmother leaves is that Sacajawea will lead men, an 

activity which, according to Waldo, would be totally 

unacceptable to the Shoshone culture. 

Following her Grandmother's death, Sacajawea evaluates 

her own place in life: 

. would [her sisters] notice she was no longer a 

papoose, or would they scold and tease her for running 

off? . . . Even her father would not stay for one 

girl-child when it was time to move. To a man's way of 

thinking she was not worth much. She was aware that 

boys were worth more because they could defend the camp 

and hunt. But were not women useful? They kept the 

camp together and made warm tepees for the men and boys 

to come home to. They cooked and made clothing. They 

had the babies. (Waldo 29) 
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After Grass Child's capture and enslavement at the camp 

of the Hidatsa, this exchange takes place with the second 

wife of Grass Child's owner: 

"I don't want a man." Sacajawea coldly blanked all 

feeling out of her eyes and kept it off her face. 

"I want you to be the woman of Catches Two," said 

Antelope, her eyes searching Sacajawea's face. "I want 

you to stay in our lodge. Old Mother says you are the 

best worker in the village and fast to catch on. You 

make our work light and bring happiness to Old 

Grandfather. . " 

"I do not want to be a slave squaw forever." 

"But squaws do not ask for more. They are happy 

to serve their man and have his children." 

Sacajawea raised her eyes. "I cannot live like a 

caged bird always." 

"Your ideas are strange. Catches Two could beat 

you for them." (Waldo 113) 

Waldo makes the point in this passage, and throughout the 

book, that Sacajawea is constantly at odds with the Indian 

societies she must live in. Sacajawea is actively promoted 

as an early feminist. This particular bias is readily 

traced back to the earlier work by Eva Emery Dye. Almost 

the entire book presents Sacajawea as being unable to accept 

domination from any culture or man outside the dominant 

Western European society. 
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Upon being bought out of slavery by a Metaharta brave 

and being adopted by his family, Sacajawea slips into a more 

normal life, only to catch the attention of another 

dangerous man: 

He'd been there a long time, fixing his beaver traps 

and watching Sacajawea at play. This was not the 

first time that he had followed this same girl 

lecherously .... Each time he had shadowed this 

child, who was clear-featured and slim, exquisitely 

made, beautiful by the standards of whites and Indians 

alike, the one part of frenzied daring had come a bit 

closer to prevailing over the nine parts of sheer 

cowardice that composed his French nature. (Waldo 154) 

This quotation rouses the Native American woman's nemesis, 

the sexual plaything of the Western European male. 

Sacajawea has attracted the attention of a European male 

who lives as an outcast within his own society. This man 

does not value Sacajawea because she is exceptional but 

because he finds her sexually attractive. Sacajawea 

is portrayed as a common squaw. She does not become a 

princess because of her marriage to a European male because 

he is a mountain man. 

In the camp of the Mandans, Sacajawea becomes the 

stakes in a gambling game of hands. The winner is, of 

course, the French trapper Charbonneau: 
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" ... It takes no bra very to give me to a man who 

is the winner in a game of hands. You are no more than 

rabbits, a nation of magpies with broken wings. If the 

fur-faced one wants a woman, why don't you let him find 

one for himself--one who is willing to sleep with a 

furry buff a 1 o." 

There was some sniggering, and Charbonneau sat 

stockstill, his mouth open, listening to the Minnetaree 

words of this bold young girl. If someone had told him 

that an Indian female had that many words in her head, 

he would not have believed it. (Waldo 227-8) 

In this outburst, Sacajawea attacks her own culture for 

permitting her to be handed over to such a worthless man as 

Charbonneau. But, while she actively scorns her own 

society, she also despises what Charbonneau represents--a 

squawman! In this exchange and others throughout the book, 

Sacajawea will constantly get the verbal best of her French 

husband, but she will pay dearly with physical abuse from 

him. 

The squawmen portrayed in Waldo's work are the lowest 

class of Western European men. They cannot exist within 

their own culture, and they hang on to a subsistence 

standard of living within the Indian cultures because they 

have the ability to speak several languages. Waldo's 

squawmen are brutal, depraved individuals who care nothing 

for the Indian cultures they live within but seek only 
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their own peculiar comforts. Charbonneau is depicted as 

having a sexual appetite for nubile, virgin Indian girls. 

He constantly chooses wives who are twenty or thirty years 

his junior. Waldo says Charbonneau 

... did not much mind being cal led Squawman. He 

did not mind if it meant this--being warm and wel 1 fed 

by women who did as he commanded. They were chattel. 

He was the boss. For a few trinkets and bits of 

foofaraw, the women were always there to make him feel 

like the Emperor Napoleon. (Waldo 241) 

The arrival of the Lewis and Clark contingent offers 

Charbonneau an opportunity to serve as an interpreter for 

the expedition. What the Frenchman finds hard to understand 

is the interest that the two leaders have in Sacajawea: 

she looked at Chief Red Hair. He was smoking, 

and, to her relief, he smiled. She looked at the other 

chief, and he was smiling, too. It was not that they 

were amused by Charbonneau's exasperation; rather they 

were completely warmed by Sacajawea's round, childlike 

face, her huge, intelligent eyes, her graceful hands as 

she made signs while speaking, and the incongruity of 

her obvious pregnancy at the age of only twelve or 

thirteen. (Waldo 257) 

Clark attempts to explain his reasons for taking 

Sacajawea and her baby on the expedition to Lewis: 
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.. It might not be as silly as it sounds at 

I'm trying to think like the Indians we'll 

meet. They resent being called Indians, you know. 

That is a paleface name to them. They want to be known 

by the name of their particular tribe. They have a 

p r i d e in the n a t i on the y be 1 on g to. . I f you saw 

a contingent of Sioux with a woman and child, would you 

think that they were a raiding mission or some war 

party?" 

"No, I'd 1 ike to be 1 ie ve they were maybe hunting 

or looking for a spot for a camp," said Lewis, glaring 

at Clark. "Why do you ask this non-sequitur question?" 

"Oh, but it does follow logically. If we take a 

squaw with child, no Sioux, Blackfoot, or Crow will 

figure we are at war .... " (Waldo 275) 

While this exchange demonstrates the practical attitude of 

Lewis and Clark toward Indians, and Indian women in 

particular, Clark soon begins to reveal considerably more 

interest in Sacajawea than is warranted by her ability to 

serve as a symbol of peace to the tribes they wil 1 

encounter. 

When Sacajawea and her child come close to drowning in 

a flash flood while out with Charbonneau and Clark, Clark 

risks his own life to save the mother and child, and 

Sacajawea cannot understand why any man would behave thus: 
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Why had Chief Red Hair risked his life to save hers-

the life of a squaw, another man's woman? And the life 

of her child? The child has no usefulness yet. Her 

man would have let her and the child drown to save his 

own life. The life of a grown man was more important. 

Sacajawea looked up at Chief Red Hair, and his 

eyes met hers. For a brief moment their walking 

stopped. The baby gurgled and smiled. Slowly Clark 

put his free arm about her waist and drew her to him; 

and then, to Sacajawea's amazement and delight, he 

kissed her lightly on the tip of her nose, letting her 

go quickly. (Waldo 358) 

Waldo seems to be implying that because Clark valued 

the lives of Sacajawea and her infant enough to risk his 

own life that Clark has begun the process of elevating 

Sacajawea to the status of princess. However, Clark 

expresses his basic sexual attraction to Sacajawea by 

kissing her. Clark is made to appear ill-at-ease by his 

response, and the implication is made that the affection 

is not totally sexual. 

Lewis admired Sacajawea's ability to adapt on the 

trail, but his own feelings about the girl were somewhat 

different from Clark's: 

Lewis, philosophic, introspective, and moody, did not 

share the fondness and interest in Sacajawea and her 

baby that Clark showed. Yet he was disturbed by this 
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soldier," Lewis had said, "Yes, a pity she's red

skinned." (Waldo 363) 
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Lewis never loses sight of the fact that Sacajawea is an 

Indian woman, a squaw. While she may react admirably to the 

rigors of the expedition, she is still an Indian. 

Sacajawea's homecoming with her own tribe proves to be 

bitter-sweet: "She was welcome if she stayed in the camp of 

the white men with her half-white child" (Waldo 419). When 

she is given a horse to ride, the men and women of her own 

tribe find her acceptance of other ways inappropriate: 

"[Grass Child] does not see a woman's place as we do," 

said one woman, clicking her teeth. "I should say 

not," said another within Sacajawea's hearing. "She 

behaves like a man. Look, she can carry a pack for the 

white men on her horse, and we promised her to carry 

packs on our backs." Someone tittered, "Ai, I saw that 

man of hers cooking, so I should not be surprised if he 

were the one to go to the birth lodge. She is brave; 

he is squaw." (Waldo 421) 

Sacajawea had expected her tribe to be happy to see her and 

learn that she survived her kidnapping. If her return with 

white men who can improve the living conditions of her 

people is not reason for great joy, she cannot think of 

anything which will please her tribe. What she finds is a 

tribe of people able to live without her just as she 
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survived without them. The Shoshone have simple ideas of 

what the white men can do for them. They want better 

weapons to use in hunting, and they want to be able to 

defeat their tribal enemies. 

What Sacajawea discovers is a group of people who have 

little interest in her and no respect for the ways she has 

adopted from the Western Europeans, but Waldo will make her 

a princess in spite of herself: 

She stood alone. It was pride that came to her rescue, 

pride that refused to be humbled. She felt publicly 

humiliated and stoned with words. Standing, listening, 

it came to her that these women were like half-grown 

children. She felt shame for them, and pity. (Waldo 

421) 

As the expedition continues, Clark finds himself having 

more difficulty with his feelings about Sacajawea than he 

had thought possible. Upon finding her emerging one evening 

from her bath, he sees 

. her creamy-brown shoulders and small, high, pink

tipped breasts, the curve of hips and thighs that 

melted into the perfect legs and tiny brown feet 

highlighted with moonlight. He could not explain his 

feeling of the moment. He was used to the nakedness of 

Indian girls and women and generally felt no desire. 

Yet tonight his face fevered and his hands were hot in 

the cold wind. (Waldo 499-500) 
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In this passage, Waldo introduces sex into the relationship 

between Sacajawea and Clark. In this physical desire that 

Clark begins to experience, Waldo hopes to build her case 

for the further kindness that Clark will show Sacajawea and 

her son. 

Sacajawea decides that" ... being with the white men 

was happiness" (Waldo 516). Before long, "she was feeling 

more and more as though she belonged with these white men. 

They accepted her as one of them. She was learning to speak 

their tongue" (Waldo 525). In her attempt to rationalize 

her feelings, she explains them to herself: 

Since her 1 ife with the white men, she had fe 1 t a 

belonging and a realization of their hold on her. They 

had their claws in her, like the sharp nails of a hawk 

fastened into a ground squirrel. It was not their 

conscious effort, but their endemic kindness. This 

kindness would remain with her, later not a memory of 

the past but of the present. It clinched her existence 

and her nature and twisted her, and she resented it in 

a kind of tender and anguished way. Why do I want to 

be like these white men and still be one of the People, 

especially when my childhood is a chaos of events? 

(Waldo 557) 

Sacajawea justifies her growing attachment to the white men 

by rationalizing her mistreatment by the Indians since her 

kidnapping so many years before. She does not count her 
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French husband as being a member of this European culture 

which has made such a favorable impression upon her. Her 

husband is a misfit, a man without a culture. Sacajawea 

wants to find some way to continue her relationship with the 

Western European culture after the expedition is ended. 

Clark's interest in Sacajawea grows at the same time: 

[He] could not restrain himself, but he watched her 

boldly. He saw her eyes laughed much of the time. Her 

features were not merely exceptionally attractive, but 

were arranged so that her expressions showed in a 

subtle way the restless harking of her soul. He could 

not read her deeper thoughts and wondered what it would 

be 1 ike to take her thin-boned head in his hands, 1 ike 

a skull, and look inside to satisfy his longing to 

know. (Waldo 649-50) 

In this passage, Waldo implies that Clark "sees" more in 

Sacajawea than just pleasant features. Clark is justifying 

his sexual attraction to this squaw by believing that she is 

exceptional. Clark has begun the process of making 

Sacajawea a princess by elevating her above others of her 

kind. 

Upon the return of the expedition to the camp of the 

Minnetarees, Sacajawea is disgusted with the living 

conditions within the Indian encampment. She discovers that 

she does not wish to be a part of a culture that she feels 

she has out-grown: 
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Today the thick-walled lodges ... seemed oppressive 

with filth and darkness, because she had lived for two 

years almost completely outdoors .... The wooden 

cabins of the white men were light, not filled with 

filth. She thought, Squaws belong where they 

are, the way the buffalo belong where there is grass 

and distance. But not me. I do not wish to be thought 

of in the same breath with prairie dogs~ They belong 

where they are. They were put there. I have moved. I 

have changed. The village is here and the same. I do 

not belong to it. (Waldo 689) 

Sacajawea has begun the process necessary to the princess 

image of renouncing her own society and culture. She feels 

that she has outgrown her own people, and she knows that she 

will never be completely satisfied with that culture again. 

Sacajawea is no longer satisfied to be the wife of a 

squawman living in an Indian village. 

Waldo subscribes to the theory in her novel that 

Sacajawea survived long after her reported death at the age 

of twenty-five and left Charbonneau to live for many years 

with the southern Comanches. This continued characterization 

shows her at odds with her newly adopted people because of 

her understanding and acceptance of the white men's ways. 

After rearing her children and losing her supportive, 

Comanche husband, Sacajawea finds her situation within the 
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tribe so uncomfortable that she strikes out with her infant 

daughter to locate her grown son, Pomp. 

This search will carry her farther into the white men's 

world as she eventually settles with the Shoshone on their 

newly established reservation and tries to help them 

reconcile their ways with those of the changing times. 

While she finds happiness with the family of her nephew, her 

own son Pomp dies without her ever seeing him again. 

Sacajawea's story should end with the element of 

triumph which comes from having finished an extraordinary 

adventure generally thought to be the province of the men of 

most cultures. She not only explored a vast country but 

explored the differences between two very different 

cultures9 She succeeded in a world where failure would have 

been understood and accepted. For authors to continue her 

saga beyond the historical documents which indicate her 

death a few years after the expedition is not only virtually 

undocumentable, but an unfortunate literary choice. For 

mbst readers, Sacajawea's story is the Lewis and Clark 

Expedition. To attempt to extend the story past the 

literary epic journey into undocumentable historical times 

does not make Sacajawea a more attractive character. The 

fact that a young woman carried an infant half-way across 

North America with an exploration team is story enough. 



Conclusions 

The illustrations selected from these three works 

demonstrate the sometimes subtle and sometimes direct 

stereotyping which has become second nature with most 
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fiction which includes Indian women. The comments on 

perceived worth of an Indian woman in her own community are 

frequently exaggerated to emphasize the princess or squaw 

image to suit the circumstances. If the role of the woman 

was out of the ordinary, then she had to do something totally 

against the notion of female behavior, such as Nancy Ward's 

leading men into battle, to justify the prestige of a 

princess. 

The underlying sexuality expressed in many of the 

works of fiction is particularly strong in the novels about 

Pocahontas and Sacajawea. Both of these young women were 

considered attractive by the dominant culture's standards, 

and both were married young to European men. In both 

instances, the motives of their respective European husbands 

were less than pure. Each of the males is portrayed as 

having an overwhelming sexual attraction toward these women 

coupled with exploitive reasons for associating with them. 

Rolfe is portrayed as wanting to see Pocahontas become a 

Christian. He also wanted the status that being married to 

an "emperor's daughter" would bring plus the lands in the 

new world that Pocahontas received as a gift from her 

father. Sacajawea satisfied her husband's need to dominate 
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much younger women than himself. She provided him with the 

opportunity to make the journey of a lifetime. 

Many authors apparently have difficulty describing 

Indians without resorting to the use of word symbols 

established by the dominant society. One wonders to what 

extent the authors are slanting their works toward audiences 

in the dominant culture. One also wonders whether the 

audiences really demand this type of characterization or 

whether the author or publisher only assumes the demand. 

One must also consider that some of the stereotyping may be 

the author's attempt to establish the attitudes and 

expressions of the people of a historic period. 

Invariably, the Indian woman who is most acceptable to 

the dominant society is the woman who adjusts to or accepts 

that society the most readily. Pocahontas and Sacajawea 

both chose the dominant Western European life-style. 

Pocahontas finds the attractions of London's court life much 

more to her satisfaction than the lifestyle of her tribal 

culture. She enjoys being the center of attention for the 

dominant society. Waldo has Sacajawea leave a brutal 

European husband, following a terrible beating, and wander 

into the southern plains. Because she never leaves far 

behind her understanding or appreciation of the white men's 

culture, she suffers from this tie when she is adopted into 

the Comanche tribe. Sacajawea is eventually driven out of 

the tribe because of her inability to adapt to the 
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regulations of tribal society. While Sacajawea has never 

been happy with the restrictions of tribal life, she now 

feels justified in her defiance because of her association 

with the dominant society. Sacajawea may never physically 

live with the white men again, but her heart never leaves 

them. Both Sacajawea and Pocahontas have their half-breed 

sons reared in the white men's society. As Larson points 

out, "the children of Pocahontas are not Indians--they are 

white" ( 30 ). Sacajawea's son is educated by Clark, who 

eventually becomes his guardian. Later he was granted 

the patronage of Paul Wilhelm, Duke of Wuttemberg, who 

took the young man to Europe to further his education. 

The point to consider is that these stereotypical 

Indian women did not preserve the culture and heritage of 

their own tribal cultures. Their children became part of the 

dominant society where they lived by other standards and 

values. The "princess" image remains to haunt the tribal 

culture because these women have forsaken their own people 

for the Western European lifestyle and culture. 



CHAPTER IV 

BUFFALO GALS WON'T YOU COME OUT ... ? 

It is an observed phenomenon that "children do not play 

'blacks and whites,' they only play 'Cowboys and Indians"' 

(Hirschfelder 4). If the children in their games display 

little factual knowledge about the Native American, their 

parents are equally uninformed. Hirschfelder has discovered 

that "children could tell more about the traditional 

activities of Indian fathers than Indian mothers ... 

[because] the media image of the Indian is predominantly 

male" (13). Most of the images that the dominant society 

maintains about Indians come from unidentified tribes, 

customs, and places. The image of the Indian is forever 

lost in some remote and unspecified past. Many members of 

the dominant society are astounded to learn that modern 

Indians may be living in their urban neighborhoods and 

attending their public schools. To these members of the 

dominant society, the only "real Indian" has to live and act 

just as those in the Saturday afternoon Westerns of their 

childhoods did. 

In confronting such an enormous lack of understanding 

and appreciation by the dominant culture, Paula Gunn Allen 

states the problem for Native American women this way: 

46 
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Image casting and image control constitute the central 

process that American Indian women must come to terms 

with, for on that control rests our sense of self, our 

claim to a past and to a future that we define and that 

we build. Images of Indians in media and educational 

materials profoundly influence how we act, how we 

relate to the world and to each other, and how we value 

ourselves. (Sacred Hoop 192) 

Allen goes on to point out that Indian women are confronted 

with a struggle on "two fronts: physical survival and 

cultural survival" (Sacred Hoop 191). Since literature 

forms a very basic aspect of the cultural experience 

stereotyping becomes of paramount importance to the Native 

American woman. What tends to last from every civilization, 

good or bad, is what has been recorded by someone. For the 

Native American to have any stake in the future, they must 

begin to record their own culture. As Allen states, 

Literature is one facet of a culture. The significance 

of literature can best be understood in terms of the 

culture from which it springs, and the purpose of 

literature is clear only when the reader understands 

and accepts the assumptions on which the literature is 

based. (Sacred Hoop 54) 

But the basic problem lies within the comprehension and 

understanding of the literary traditions of the Native 
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American by the non-Indian culture. The dominant society 

has traditionally treated most Native American literature as 

a type of folklore (Allen, Sacred Hoop 54). Further, all 

literature from all tribal traditions has been lumped 

together as if all Indians shared a single cultural and 

literary heritage. 

Because the expectations and understanding of the 

dominant culture have not been on the same plane of 

expression as the Indian author's, little communication 

between the two has taken place. The breakdown in 

communication occurs immediately, according to Allen, because 

the purpose of literature for the Native American is 

to provide a concept "of singular unity that is dynamic and 

encompassing, including all that is contained in its most 

essential aspect, that of life" (Sacred Hoop 56). This 

concept does not readily fit the dominant culture's 

expectation of literature serving as a means of personal 

self-expression. 

While Native American authors attempt to come to some 

understanding of the Indian within a hostile environment 

imposed by an outside society, they are also called upon to 

address the cultural and ritual understanding and needs of 

their own tribes. The main obligation then becomes the 

providing of a literary tradition which is acceptable and 

understood by the Native American. If members of the 

dominant society find meaning and value in the literary 
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expression, then the author has an added bonus. While this 

might be the most expedient process for the Native American 

author, it is not likely to entice a prospective publisher, 

who depends upon vast public appeal to keep the operation 

financially solvent. 

As author, the Native American woman is forced to reach 

some middle ground of popular appeal with a broader audience 

while satisfying the need to establish ties with tribal 

culture for her own people. In an attempt to review 

progress in this area since Native American women began to 

challenge cultural sterotypes in the mid-1950s, this chapter 

will review three novels written by promising Native 

American women authors. The three novels are Leslie 

Marmon Silko's Ceremony (1977), Paula Gunn Allen's The 

Woman Who Owned the Shadows (1983), and Louise Erdrich's 

Love Medicine (1984). Each of the novels presents the 

female in an interesting, and sometimes unique, manner. 

Regardless of the traditional ideas or expectations 

concerning major characters, these women demonstrate the 

power and place of the female in Native American society 

through unexpected cultural insights. 

Ceremony 

Silko's novel was made possible by an artist's 

residency provided by the Rosewater Foundation-on-Ketchikan 

Creek, Alaska and the 1974 Writing Fellowship from the 

National Endowment for the Arts. Previously known for her 
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poetry and short stories, Silko took both abilities and spun 

a story as neatly as any spider spun a web. Reviewers 

immediately began to indicate that Ceremony would "surely 

take its place as one of a distinguished triumvirate of 

first novels by contemporary American Indians ... like 

Momaday's House Made of Dawn and Welch's Winter in the Blood" 

(Beidler 358). Leslie Marmon Silko finds part of her 

heritage in the Laguna Pueblo, but her mixed ancestry 

provides her with a double vision and experience 

(Blicksilver 149). Silko takes the oral traditions of her 

people and spins them into current stories. She makes 

the reader believe in the integrity of the past and the 

redemption of the present. 

Ceremony concerns the necessity for the half-breed Tayo 

to go through the process of making himself, his life, and 

his culture whole again after the trauma of action in the 

Pacific during World War II. Carefully interwoven into the 

story of Tayo is a pueblo legend concerning Corn Mother and 

other legends dealing with the gods and animals important to 

the Laguna culture. The story-line is complex. Time 

becomes distorted. People become witches. Characters out of 

myths become real. The world that Tayo must deal with is 

fragile with none of the white men's scientific explanations 

applicable (Hoilman 60). It would be unfortunate to 

interpret this novel as a story concerning a man because the 

women play a subtle, but extremely influential role in the 
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course of the action. It is obvious that Silko fully 

believes that nothing existed prior to Thought-Woman who 

conceived the world and everything in it (Hoilman 65). If 

the "land is female" as Paula Gunn Allen states 

("Psychological Landscape" 10), then the balance Tayo seeks 

can only come about when he achieves a balance with the 

female aspect of his own nature ("Psychological Landscape" 

9) • 

Tayo's grandmother is the first to realize that he 

cannot be helped by the white men's psychiatric hospital: 

He watched her get up slowly ... moving cautiously 

. to his bed and reached out for him. She held 

his head in her lap and she cried with him, saying 

"A'moo'oh, a'moo'oh" over and over again. (Silko 33) 

When his aunt returns, the old woman confronts her: "That 

boy needs a medicine man. Otherwise, he will have to go 

away. Look at him" (Silko 33). 

The grandmother understands the necessity for Tayo to 

seek help through the "old ways." Her "blinded eyes" have 

not dimmed to the memory of ceremonies which should be 

performed for returning warriors. Tayo's aunt, who must 

blend the past with the demands of the present, sees the 

problem from another perspective: "Someone will say it's 

not right .... 'He's not full blood any'" (Silko 33). 

The aunt and the grandmother will represent the first 

basic conflict for Native American women throughout this 
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novel--accommodation of old within the new--myth versus 

reality. The problem Tayo will eventually have to confront 

is where myth ends and reality begins. 

Tayo's aunt has never let him forget that he is only a 

half-breed and that this fact has caused her shame: 

Tayo was part white. But Tayo was used to it by 

now. Since he could remember, he had known Auntie's 

shame for what his mother had done, and Auntie's shame 

for him .... he understood about white men and Indian 

women: the disgrace of Indian women who went with 

them. (Silko 57) 

This is the reality that Native American women deal with 

daily within their own families. They frequently carry the 

shame like a cross upon which to nail their half-breed 

children. 

The Mexican cantina dancer, Night Swan, is a different 

kind of woman. She is a good witch. A woman who bridges 

many cultures and times through her dancing. She arouses 

deep passion within the men she knows, and for some she 

gives the promise of a different life and future. Tayo's 

first sexual encounter is with this earthy woman: 

He could sme 11 her before he could even see her; the 

perfume smelled like the ivory locust blossoms that 

hung down from the trees in the spring .... He saw her 

feet, the open-toe blue satin slippers and her painted 

toenails. The kimono was blue satin and it wrapped 
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(Silko 97-8) 
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Although Tayo finds release in the sexual encounter with 

Night Swan, it is the bridge to the future that she provides 

him that makes her a woman to dream about: 

" . people are afraid of change. They think that if 

their children have the same color of skin, the same 

color of eyes, that nothing is changing." She laughed 

softly. "They are fools. They blame us, the ones who 

look different. That way they don't have to think 

about what has happened inside themselves." (Silko 100) 

And when Tayo turns to leave, Night Swan advises, 

"You don't have to understand what is happening. But 

remember this day. You will recognize it later. You 

are part of it now." ... She turned her head and 

smiled at him. "Ah, Tayo," she said softly, and he 

felt that she cared a great deal about him. (Silko 100) 

When Tayo is directed by the pueblo elders to the 

Navajo medicine man, Betonie, the ceremony which will lead 

to his healing is begun. Old Betonie is a half-breed as 

wel 1, and he explains to Tayo the history of the curing 

ceremony which centers around a story of Betonie's own 

grandmother. As the ceremony is finished, Betonie tells 

Tayo, 
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"Remember these stars." ... "I've seen them and I've 

seen the spotted cattle; I've seen a mountain and I've 

seen a woman." (Silko 152) 

Betonie has sent Tayo on a quest to recover his uncle's 

missing spotted cattle. The old medicine man knows that 

Tayo will encounter a mysterious woman who will help him 

through the ceremony of healing until Tayo is capable of 

confronting the evil witches. 

Before Tayo returns to Laguna, he encounters some of 

his army buddies and a Ute girl they have picked up in a bar 

in Gallup. This Indian girl is Silko's response to most 

Anglos' stereotyped expectations of what an Indian woman 

should be like: "She was wearing tight blue western pants 

and a frilly pink western blouse" (Silko 155). Tayo 

observed 

the lines at the corners of her eyes and a slight 

curve of flesh under her chin. Her hair was short and 

curled tight, and her eyelashes were stiff with 

mascara; she kept reaching into her tooled leather 

purse between her feet for her lipstick, rubbing it 

back and forth until her lips were thick and red. 

(Silko 156) 

Also, Tayo noticed that "her face was angular, and something 

about her nose and eyes reminded him of a hawk" (Silko 156). 

When they al 1 stop at the Y Bar, the men continue to 

drink heavily. Tayo watches the girl, called Helen Jean, as 
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she catches the eye of a Mexican road worker. Tayo passes 

into a drunken sleep only to awaken to the fact that his two 

friends have gotten beaten up in a fight and the Ute girl has 

run off with the Mexican. 

Betonie made it clear that if Tayo is to conquer his 

feelings of alienation, he must find and return the spotted 

cattle. He begins his search at a place the Indians cal 1 

North Top. It is here that Tayo meets the woman Betonie has 

told him about. Ts'eh is as different from Helen Jean as 

reality is from myth. 

In Silko's descriptions of Ts'eh there is an intricate 

weaving of myth, healing, and support. This is the type of 

Indian woman that might provide the role model for a culture 

under attack. Ts'eh appears to understand and live by the 

"old ways," but she is young and can envision a different 

future. She will provide the time of healing for Tayo so 

that he can face the witchery of the white men's world. 

Tayo first sees her as she steps out from under an 

apricot tree. 

She was wearing a man's shirt tucked into a yellow 

skirt that hung below her knees. Pale buckskin 

moccasins reached the edge of her skirt. The silver 

buttons up the side of each moccasin had rainbirds 

carved on them. She wasn't much older than he was, but 

she wore her hair long, like the old women did, pinned 

back in a knot. (Silko 177) 
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Ts'eh takes Tayo inside her adobe, feeds him, and sleeps 

with him. It is the first time he has slept so deeply since 

returning from the Japanese prison camp in the Pacific. 

Upon arising the next morning, Tayo observes her 

... at the other end of the table examining buckskin 

bundles and rawhide pouches. Occasionally she laid a 

round shiny pebble on the table .... He wanted to ask 

her what she was doing, but something about the way she 

ignored his eyes kept him quiet. She worked intently . 

. . . (Silko 183) 

Tayo finds the spotted cattle, but he is thrown from his 

horse. While attempting to find his way back to the adobe, 

he encounters a hunter who takes him to the woman: 

She is combing her hair by the window, watching the 

sky. He watched her take sections of long hair in her 

hand and comb it with a crude wooden comb. There was 

something about the way she moved her arms around her 

head, and the soft shift of her breasts with each 

stroke of the comb, even her breathing, which was 

intimate. His [Tayo's] face felt hot, and he looked 

away quickly before the hunter walked in. (Silko 209) 

Tayo moves away from the pueblo to live on the ranch 

and care for his uncle's cattle and his aunt's sheep. He 

has begun to establish some harmony within his life: "The 

terror of the dreaming ... was gone, uprooted from his 
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belly; and the woman had filled the hollow spaces with new 

dreams" (Silko 219). 

As Tayo begins to plan his life, Ts'eh rejoins him on 

the mountain: "She was walking through the sunflowers, 

holding the blue silk shawl around her shoulders in one 

hand, carrying the long curved willow stick in the other" 

(Silko 221). Tayo observes her as "She sat with her legs 

straight out in front of her, holding the red calico skirt 

in both hands, pulled tight around her legs like trousers. 

She wiggled her bare toes ... 11 (Silko 221). 

When Tayo attempts to learn more about her, "Ts'eh 
"')., 

imp lies that she comes from a large family, the Montano's, 

who live scattered across the region. She cuts off his 

questions: 

"Up here, we don't have to worry about those things." 

She was right. They would leave the questions of 

lineage, clan, and family name to the people in the 

village, to someone like Auntie who had to know 

everything about anyone. (Silko 223) 

The healing process continues for Tayo as Ts'eh gathers 

roots and plants during the long summer days: 

When she found a place she got comfortable, spreading 

her blue shawl on the ground .... She sat flat on the 

ground and bent over close to the plants, examining 

them for a long time ... (Silko 224) 
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From the portrayal of Ts'eh, it is clear that Silko feels 

that the Indians' strength lies in their identification of 

and closeness with their environment. When the passages 

wi th Ts'eh and the mountain are compared with the passages 

of Tayo's remembered childhood with his mother in the slums 

of Gallup, Silko has made a profound statement about the 

Indians' survival in the cities. The white men's continued 

destruction of the natural environment is a major threat to 

the survival of the Indian. 

Tayo's world of responsibilities crowd back in, and 

Ts'eh prepares him to face his confrontation with witchery. 

It is Ts'eh who hints that the real witches are his army 

buddies. Betonie and Ts'eh emphasize the need for new 

ceremonies to confront the new challenges of the white men's 

world. Both have told Tayo that he wil 1 need to share his 

new knowledge of such ceremonies with the tribal elders. 

The witchery finally unfolds at the old uranium mine as Tayo 

observes from a distance. Tayo is caught at the convergence 

of death with the old mine, the Trinity Site to the South, 

and the laboratories at Los Alamos to the North. The 

pattern and ceremony are now complete in a circle of 

humanity united by death. As Niethammer states so clearly, 

"by reaffirming a bond with the universe, the Native 

American found that life had meaning" (xix). 
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The Woman Who Owned the Shadows 

Paula Gunn Allen's book is certainly not mainstream. 

It was published by Spinsters Ink which is almost totally 

unknown in the publishing world. The main character is a 

disjointed, fragmented Indian woman. Part of the subject 

matter deals with lesbianism. It is not surprising that the 

work went virtually unreviewed and undiscussed in literary 

circles. Tom King did the most complete review of the work 

for American Indian Quarterly, and Allen gives additional 

insight into her novel in her recent book, The Sacred Hoop. 

Allen is yet another daughter of the Laguna Puebla 

seeking to interpret the world from the basis of Keres 

traditions, in this instance the traditions of the women 

(Allen, Sacred Hoop 99). Allen's novel concerns the journey 

toward "psychic balance" (Allen, Sacred Hoop 99) by the 

primary character, Ephanie Atencio. The myth which flows 

throughout the story concerns Spider (Thought) Woman. While 

women seemed to be background characters in Silko's book, 

men seem to be seen from that perspective in Allen's novel. 

However, the men play pivotal roles in the delicate 

"balance" which Ephanie seeks. 

Time has no real meaning for Ephanie. She is as lost 

in her own fractured thoughts and memories as Tayo. 

Ephanie, too, is a half-breed. She is an Indian woman who 

seeks her salvation in the white men's cities. Her peace 

does not come from the reservation and the natural 
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culture. 
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Introspection is Ephanie's primary source of 

communication. She describes herself and her situation: 

"Fear. Bloody fingers pressing her temples. Her 

breastbone. Her guts" (Allen 6). Ephanie is attempting to 

pull herself out of the deep psychological depression 

brought about by her miscarriage and by the loss of her 

husband, who has left her. She has some idea that part of 

her psychological problem stems from the trauma of an early 

childhood experience, but she is not certain what the 

experience was or what it may have meant: 

She had run from all that. Uncomprehending cruelty, she 

had gone as those before her had gone. She wondered if 

they had moved away for the same reasons she moved away 

now. She remembered the words of her Navajo friend who, 

gazing in shock at the bloody leavings of a fight 

between some of the men, grieved, raging, "Sometimes my 

people make me sick." Yes. That was a fact for sure. 

(Allen 59) 

Ephanie experiences the deep feelings of alienation 

from both the dominant culture and her tribal culture. 

Neither one wishes to accept her as she is. Both cultures 

expect something else from her, and both want her to change 

herself to conform to their expectations. Instead of feeling 
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thinking this way: 
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She knew people who were doing alright (sic). Down at the 

Indian Center or at the University. She thought of the 

people around her, the white people she spent her time 

with who expected her to do things. Could not 

understand her lack of focus, her aimless wandering 

through her days. She imagined that they wanted her to 

see things from the outside, objectively, and she tried. 

She wanted to belong with them, to be part of their 

world of hope and power and fine things. She admired 

them. . They are so full of courage, she would 

think. They are so free. (Allen 66) 

Ephanie learned that she was not what her white friends 

expected. They were "disappointed in her lack of romantic 

appeal" (Allen 67): 

She was not the Indian maiden she was supposed to be. 

She knew that. Not the Indian they imaged and took her 

to be. Then felt angry when she wasn't what they 

wanted. She was not noble, not wise, not exotic. She 

was just an ordinary woman. (Allen 66) 

Her own people had an equally hard time accepting 

Ephanie because she was not a full-blood: 

. Ephanie's people weren't exactly her enemy. They 

had not enslaved her in any noticeable way. They just 

took care of business, and if that business included 
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her exclusion, well, that was only right. They had to 

draw some lines somewhere, she supposed. And she 

wasn't sure she wanted to be a part of that rage and 

destruction that was the full measure of their lives. 

(Allen 72) 

But this total lack of alienation from both societies has 

taken its toll on her psychological well-being: 

how she had longed as a child to belong to the 

village her mother had been born in .... pretending 

to be Indian maidens ... brave and beautiful 

Indian princesses .... She had wanted to be a squaw. 

She was ashamed that she had ever wanted that. (Allen 

76) 

Such early alienation led to almost total despair and 

destruction during maturity: 

Halfbreed. A tongueless way. A thorn bush. Frozen? 

By not being secure. Closed? A door that had no inside 

beyond, no outside. Caught between, like her thoughts 

were always caught between. Between knowing and fury. 

Between despair and history. (Allen 92) 

Ephanie attempts to explain to a white friend her problems 

in relating to the dominant culture: 

"And the real horror of it . is that they teach it 

[hate] to our children. How to hate themselves. How 

to hate everyone else. How to be dead within and act 

as if they were alive. . . . Teach them to deny their 
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heritage, their genes, their special minds, their 

brothers, their reality. Lock them in the same prison 

that they themselves have been locked in for so long." 

(Allen 97) 

As Ephanie rages at the dominate culture she thinks 
' 

Don't pity me .... Pity, pity yourselves. Who 

have always tried to make us believe that only in pain 

and sorrow, only in rage and weakness, only in self 

destruction and self torture would we be free. (Allen 

158) 

Ephanie chooses to turn away from the confining 

affection offered to her by her "cousin," Stephen. She 

senses that the relationship is built upon some kind of 

subjective feeling of responsibility which Stephen feels he 

owes her. Instead she turns her interest to Thomas Yoshuri, 

an equally displaced Nisei, whom she eventually marries: 

"She knows that a man who married an Indian was ostracized 

from company, a squawman. She also knew what happened to an 

Indian who married a white. Or an Indian from another 

tribe, or a Mexican, or a Black. It was not good" (Allen 

181). 

The relationship with her Japanese husband is as fragile as 

both of their backgrounds might indicate, and when one of 

their twin sons dies unexpectedly, they divorce. 

She despaired at never understanding or of being 

understood. Not agreed with. That wasn't necessary. 
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But of being comprehended, what she was meaning, what 

the terms of her life were, what she, like a particular 

fleshy story, was about. (Allen 185) 

At the height of her despair, Ephanie attempts suicide. She 

just manages to rescue herself, and the experience becomes 

part of the road back to her personal recovery. She 

actively relates to the old tribal legends, and she begins 

to have a special relationship with Spider Woman. Ephanie 

is finally able to understand the sexual inhibitions she has 

been struggling with since childhood. Her strained 

relationship with Stephen is revealed to her through her 

memory of a childhood accident, and the healing process is 

begun. As she deals with these new insights into herself, 

she thinks: "Re membering (sic) .... Knowing that only 

without interference can the people learn and grow and 

become what they had within themselves to be" (Allen 212). 

Allen is quite capable of bringing a certain reality to 

the disjointed thoughts and actions of her character, and 

she handles the "distress and confusion that accompanies 

Ephanie's relationships with men" (King 262) with 

considerable skill. The troubling aspect of Allen's novel 

comes with the attempt to have the reader believe that 

Ephanie has a happy ending. Ephanie's sudden insight gained 

from the Spider Woman does not satisfy the reader in the 

same manner as Tayo's healing ceremony. While neither Tayo 

nor Ephanie has an opportunity within their stories to 
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process has evolved in such a manner as to have the 
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reader believe that he has an opportunity to rebuild his 

life. Ephanie is as vague and disjointed at the end of her 

saga as when she began. 

Silko is able to show an Indian coming to terms with 

himself. Allen shows an Indian still alienated trying to 

survive in the dominant culture without a sense of 

belonging. The theme of alienation plays a dominant part in 

the writings of current Indians, and Allen has certainly 

provided new, and valid insight into the poignant 

frustrations of an Indian woman. 

Love Medicine 

Louise Erdrich embodies all that is modern in the 

writing being done by Native American women. While Erdrich, 

a half-breed Chippewa, grew up near the Turtle Mountain 

Reservation in North Dakato, she currently lives in New 

Hampshire with her husband, Michael Dorris a professor at 

Dartmouth College. Her first novel, Love Medicine, has been 

reviewed favorably by most critics and it won the 1984 

National Book Critics Circle award for the best American 

work of fiction. Several critics have noted that Erdrich 

employed "an autobiographical technique in the Faulknerian 

mode" (Hunter 474) as her writing style. A few critics 

found it difficult to deal with her complex bundle of 

entertwined human relationships, while others insist that 
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the work is not a novel, but "fourteen interlocking short 

stories" (Lyons 70). 

While Ceremony dealt with women as the background for a 

young man's quest and The Woman Who Owned the Shadows dealt 

with a woman's search for self healing, Love Medicine is a 

story of women trying to survive in an often hostile 

environment. They provide strength, color, endurance, and 

hope. These women frequently provide a force of character 

which totally outweighs their positions in life. These 

women are pushed and battered by the men in their lives and 

by the environment. But more, often than not, they give as 

good as they get. 

Three women provide the pivotal dramas around which 

most of the story circles. They are June Morrissey Kashpaw, 

Grandma (Marie Lazarre) Kashpaw, and Lulu Lamartine. Two 

other women, Albertine Johnson and Lynette Kashpaw, provide 

interesting and troubling insight into the world of the 

young woman caught up in "disillusionments and shallow 

existence" (Hunter 474). The novel covers a period of time 

from 1934 to 1981, but the time does not flow in sequence 

for it is tied to events and people, not years. These women 

are not concerned with time. After all, it is the only 

thing they have in abundance. 

Love Medicine begins and ends with June Kashpaw and her 

memory. June has decided to go home to the reservation, but 
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she is distracted by another brief encounter with an unknown 

man. 

She was a long-legged Chippewa woman, aged hard in 

every way except how she moved. Probably it was the 

way she moved, easy as a young girl on slim hard legs, 

that caught the eye of the man who rapped at her from 

inside the window of the Rigger Bar. He looked 

familiar, like a lot of people looked familiar to her. 

She had seen so many come and go. . She wanted, at 

least, to see if she actually knew him. (Erdrich 1) 

The man " ... ordered a beer for her, a Blue Ribbon, saying 

she deserved a prize for being the best thing he'd seen for 

days" (Erdrich 2). As June ate the hard-boiled eggs the 

man peeled for her and smoked her cigarette, " . her eyes 

were deeply watchful in their sea-blue flumes of shadow. 

She was deciding" (Erdrich 2). After her sexual encounter 

with the man, June decides to walk home in the snow. 

Even when it started to snow she did not lose her 

sense of direction. Her feet grew numb, but she did 

not worry about the distance. The heavy winds couldn't 

blow her off course. She continued. Even when her 

heart clenched and her skin turned crackling cold it 

didn't matter, because the pure and naked part of her 

went on. 
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The snow fe 11 deeper that Easter than it had in 

forty years, but June walked over it like water and came 

home. (Erdrich 6) 

June's death begins a chain reaction in the family 

which will include simple recollection of her past, 

censorship, the purchase of an expensive car with her 

insurance money, and finally the unfolding of a hidden 

identity for her illegitimate son. Albertine, June's niece, 

remembers her this way: 

... sitting tense in Grandma's kitchen, flicking an 

ash, jiggling a foot back and forth in a pointed shoe. 

Or smartly cracking her purse to buy each of us 

children a dairy cone. I thought of her brushing my 

hair past my waist, when it was that long, and saying 

that I had princess hair. Princess hair! I wore it 

unbraided after she said that, until it tangled so 

badly that Mama cut precious inches off. (Erdrich 7) 

June was not a good mother or wife. She married her 

cousin, Gordie Kashpaw; but they were so much alike they 

could not live together. " ... June had no patience with 

chi 1 dren. She wasn't much as a mother ..• " (Erdr ich 8). 

But, 

Whatever she lacked as a mother, June was a good aunt to 

have--the kind that spoiled you. She always kept an 

extra stick of Doublemint in her coat pocket. Her neck 

smelled fresh and sweet. She talked to me the way she 
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talked to grown-up people and never told me to play 

outside when I wanted to sit at the edge of a 

conversation. She had been pretty. "Miss Indian 

America," Grandpa called her. (Erdrich 8) 

Albertine recalled that 

As time went by she broke, little by little, into 

someone whose shoulders sagged when she thought no one 

was looking, a woman with long ragged nails and hair 

always growing from it beauty-parlor cut. Her clothes 

were full of safety pins and hidden tears. I thought 

now that her one last try had been Williston, a town 

fu 11 of rich , sing 1 e cowboy - rigger o i 1 trash . (Er d rich 

8 )-

Zelda, Albertine's mother, explains to her daughter 

that June's son King has acquired a new sports car with the 

insurance money: 

"It was natural causes, see. They had a ruling which 

decided that. So June's insurance came through, and 

all of that money went to King because he's oldest, 

legal. He took some insurance and first bought her a 

big pink gravestone that they put up on the hill." 

(Erdrich 21) 

Albertine then understands the family's reaction to the car: 

More than that it explained why everyone treated the 

car with special care. Because it was new, I had 

thought. Still, I had noticed all along that nobody 
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seemed proud of it except King and Lynette. Nobody 

leaned against the shiny blue fenders, rested elbows on 

the hood, or set paper plates there while they ate. 

Aurelia didn't even want to hear King's tapes. It was 

as if the car was wired up to something. As if it 

might give off a shock when touched. Later, when 

Gordie came, he brushed the glazed chrome and gently 

tapped the tire with his toes. He would not go riding 

in it, either, even though King urged his father to 

experience how smooth it ran. (Erdrich 22) 

The car represents the corruption the family has from the 

influence of the dominant culture. In this case, a mother's 

life is worth a shiny sports car. The older members of the 

family are embarrassed by the car and the memories which it 

recalls of June. 

Grandma Kashpaw remembers her reluctance in taking June 

in after her mother, Grandma's sister, dies: 

I didn't want June Morrissey when they first brought 

her to my house. But I ended up keeping her the way I 

would later end up keeping her son, Lipsha, when they 

brought him up the steps .... I didn't want June .. 

• . But then the two drunk ones told me how the girl 

had survived-by eating pine sap in the woods. Her 

mother was my sister, Lucille. She died alone with the 

girl out in the bush. (Erdrich 63) 
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What Grandma saw was 

. starved bones, a shank of black strings, a piece 

of rag on her I wouldn't have used to wipe a pig. 

There were beads around her neck. Black beads on a 

silver chain. (Erdrich 64) 

And June began to cast the same spel 1 on Grandma that she 

did on everyone who knew her: 

... I took the girl. I kept her. It wasn't long 

before I would want to hold her against me tighter than 

any of the others. She was like me, and she was not 

like me. Sometimes I thought she was more like Eli. 

The woods were in June, after all, just like him, maybe 

more. She had sucked on pine sap and grazed on grass 

and nipped buds like a deer. (Erdrich 65) 

June is portrayed as a true "child of nature" who was 

forced by the death of her mother to 1 i ve 1 ike a sma 11 

animal in the woods. This unfortunate experience had made 

her more "Indian" in her perspective than her Uncle Eli who 

was reared in the old ways. June does not know how to 

relate to the activities of her own culture or that of the 

dominant society. Her experiences have provided her with an 

unusual sense of reality. 

One afternoon, Grandma Kashpaw rescues June from being 

hanged by her cousins, Gordie and Aurelia: 
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She was standing upright, tall and bone-thin and 

hopeless, with the rosary wrapped around her hand as it 

is wrapped around the hands of the dead. 

"You ruined it." Her eyes blinked at me, dry, as she 

choked it out. . . . 

"Child," I said, "you don't know how to play. It's 

a game, but if they hang you they would hang you for 

real." 

She put her head down. I could almost have sworn 

she knew what was real and what was not real, and that 

I'd still ruined it. (Erdrich 68) 

If Grandma Kashpaw's memories of June are bitter sweet, 

then her son's, June's ex-husband, are anguished. He has 

finally fixed up a simple house close to a lake as June 

had always wanted, but now he lives alone with her shadow: 

All the time he had been living there he both missed 

June and was relieved to be without her. Now he could 

not believe that she would not return. He had been 

together with her all his life. There was nothing she 

did not know about him •... They knew the good things, 

but they knew how to hurt each other, too. (Erdrich 

176) 

His thoughts continue to dwell on June: 

"I love you, little cousin!" he said loudly. "June!" 

Her name burst from him. He wanted to take it back as 

soon as he said it. Never, never, ever call the dead 
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by their names, Grandma said. They might answer. 

Gordie knew this. Now he felt very uneasy. (Erdrich 

1977) 

He begins to roam the house to escape the dread feeling 

hovering over him. He goes into the bathroom and looks out 

the window. 

Her face. June's face was there. Wild and pale with a 

bloodly mouth. She raised her hand, thin bones, and 

scratched sadly on the glass. When he ran from the 

bathroom she got angry and began to pound. The glass 

shattered. He heard it falling like music to the 

bathroom floor. (Erdrich 177) 

Gordie runs from the spectre of June into the release 

of alcohol. From that night forward, he will never be 

completely sober again. While June's sense of reality was 

marked by her early experiences, Gordie found that he was 

unable to deal with the reality of life without June. Sober 

or drunk, Gordie will always be faced with a feeling that he 

is partially responsibile for June's death. Gordie has a 

problem with accepting responsibility. He was never able to 

acknowledge that Lipsha Morrissey was June's son by another 

man. Instead, he lets his own mother rear the child without 

letting him know who his parents are. 

Lulu Lamartine takes it upon herself to tell Lipsha 

Morrissey who his real mother was: 
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"You spoilt child," she said. "Who else would you want 

to hear it from? They all know. Grandma Kashpaw, 

she's afraid to tell you because she loves you like a 

son. It frightens her to think you might run off. 

June's dead. My son Gerry's in the clink. Gordie's 

drying out, but he wouldn't tell you anyhow. They all 

know it though, all of them Kashpaws .... " (Erdrich 

243) 

Lipsha returns to Lulu to ask whether the story were true 

that his mother, June, had tried to drown him. 

"No," she said. "June was just real upset about the 

whole thing. Your Grandma Kashpaw took you on because 

the truth is she had a fond spot for June, just like 

she's got for you. Besides that, Gordie couldn't 

handle another man's son .... " (Erdrich 244) 

After finally meeting his father, Gerry Lamartine 

Nanapush, Lipsha comes to an understanding of himself. He 

begins his return to the reservation at peace with himself. 

He stops the car he has used to help his father escape into 

Canada and peers down into the boundary river: 

It's a dark, thick, twisting river. The bed is deep 

and narrow. I thought of June. The water played in 

whorls beneath me or flexed over sunken cars. How 

weakly I remembered her. If it made any sense at all, 

she was part of the great loneliness being carried up 

the driving current. I tell you, there was good in 
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what she did for me, I know now. The son that she 

acknowledged suffered more than Lipsha Morrissey did. 

The thought of June grabbed my heart so, but I was 

lucky she turned me over to Grandma Kashpaw. (Erdrich 

271-72) 

If June is the current of a dark river flowing through 

the lives of her family, Grandma Kashpaw is the rock to 

which they all cling. As Marie Lazarre, she is the least 

and the most Indian of the older family members. Marie has 

little Indian blood, but her instinct for tribal unity runs 

Indian deep. Had she instead of her weak-willed husband 

been made the chairman of the tribal council, Marie might 

well have turned the tribe around. Marie has a will and the 

physical strength of tempered steel. She will bend, but she 

wil 1 not break. 

Albertine describes the arrival of her Grandma and 

Grandpa Kashpaw in King's new car. Her impression of her 

Grandma is of weathered rock: 

Grandma Kashpaw's rolled-down nylons and brown 

support shoes appeared first, then her head in its 

iron-gray pageboy. Last of all the entire rest of her 

squeezed through the door, swathed in acres of tiny 

black sprigged flowers. When I was very young, she 

always seemed the same size to me as the rock cairns 

commemorating Indian defeats around here. But every 

time I saw her now I realized that she wasn't so large, 
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it was just that her figure was weathered and massive 

as a statue roughed out in rock. She never changed 

much, at least not so much as Grandpa. Since I'd left 

home, gone to school, he'd turned into an old man. 

(Erdrich 14-15) 

As Grandma Kashpaw settles her store-bought ham and 

herself in the kitchen, her daughter Zelda asks her mother 

if she misses the good old days when al 1 the children were 

in the kitchen. 

"Oh, I never had no trouble with kids," Grandma 

wiped each finger on a dishrag. "Except for once in 

awhile." 

"Expect for when?" asked Aurelia. 

"Wel 1 no ... " Grandma lowered herself onto a 

long-legged stool, waving Zelda's more substantial 

chair away. Grandma liked to balance on that stool 

like an oracle on her tripod. "There was that time 

someone tried to hang their little cousin," she 

declared, and then stopped short. (Erdrich 19) 

Albertine's description of her grandma cannot begin to 

probe the depth of character which has been her grandma's 

legacy since early childhood. Marie remembers how she went 

up the hill to the convent with the idea of becoming a nun. 

I was going up there on the hil 1 with the black robe 

women. They were not any lighter than me. I was going 

there to pray as good as they could. Because I don't 
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have that much Indian blood. And they never thought 

they'd have a girl from this reservation as a saint 

they'd have to kneel to. But they'd have me. And I'd 

be carved in pure gold. With ruby lips. And my 

toenails would be little pink ocean shells, which they 

would have to stoop down off their high horse to kiss. 

(Erdrich 40) 

Marie continues her reminiscence of her experience: 

I was ignorant. I was near age fourteen. The length 

of the sky is just about the size of my ignorance. 

Pure and wide. And it was just that--the pure and 

wideness of my ignorance--that got me up the hill to 

Sacred Heart Convent and brought me back down alive. 

(Erdrich 40-1) 

Sister Leopolda, a half-crazed nun, had sponsored Marie and 

had urged her to come: 

"You're not vain," she said. "You're too honest, 

looking into the mirror, for that. You're not smart. 

You don't have the ambition to get clear. You have two 

choices. One, you can marry a no-good Indian, bear his 

brats, die like a dog. Or two, you can give yourself 

to God." 

"I, 11 come up there," I said, "but not because of 

what you think." 

I could have had any damn man on the reservation 

at the time. And I could have made him treat me 1 ike 
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(Erdrich 45) 
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In a contest of wills Leopolda, the nun, first scalds 

Marie with boiling water and then plunges a red-hot fork 

through Marie's hand. 

The water came. My mind went dead blank. Again. 

I could only think the kettle would be cooling slowly 

in her hand. I could not stand it. I bit my lip so as 

not to satisfy her with a sound. She gave me more 

reason to keep still. 

"I'll boil him [the devil] from your mind if you 

make a peep," she said, "by fi 11 ing up your ear." 

(Erdrich 49) 

Marie remembers the continuing confrontation: " . she 

stabbed me through the hand with the fork, then took the 

poker up alongside my head, and knocked me out" (Erdrich 

5 3). 

As Marie makes her way down the hi 11, she is stopped by 

Nector Kashpaw who is just coming home from hunting. He 

decides that she has stolen the pillowcase wrapped around 

her hand and arm from the convent. He thinks there may be a 

reward for returning the case. He remembers the fight she 

puts up. 

"Lemme go, you damn Indian," she hisses. Her 

teeth are strong looking, large, and white. "You stink 

to hell!" 
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I have to laugh. She is just a skinny white girl 

from a family so low you cannot even think they are in 

the same class as Kashpaws. I shake her arm. (Erdrich 

59) 

Nector proceeds to rape Marie in view of the convent 

windows. It is not until he panics at his deed and attempts 

to blame Marie that he learns that she has been badly 

injured: 

Her hand looked bad, cut and swollen, and it has not 

been washed. Even afraid as I am, I cannot help but 

feel how bad her hand must hurt and throb. I hold 

her wounded hand in my hand ...• She never looks at 

me. I don't think she dares let me see her face. We 

sit alone. The sun falls down the side of the world 

and the hill goes dark. Her hand grows thick and 

fevered, heavy in my own, and I don't want her, but I 

want her, and I cannot let go. (Erdrich 62) 

In the eyes of many, Marie has made a good catch in 

marrying Nector Kashpaw, but she is the one who keeps him 

from drinking himself to ruin. She is the one who makes the 

home and children comfortable. She is the one who pushes 

him to make something of himself with his white men's 

education. It is Marie that eventual 1 Y sees to it that 

Nector Kashpaw becomes chairman of the tribal council. 

After Nector leaves her one morning following a drunken 

sexual attack, Marie finds herself too depressed to deal 
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with his carousing and drinking: "I don't pray. When I was 

young, I vowed I would never be caught begging God. If I 

want something I get it for myself" (Erdrich 73). 

When Marie hears that the nun, Leopolda, is dying, she 

dresses in her finest dress and takes her eldest daughter, 

Zelda, to confront the creature who had caused her so much 

pain. She wants to prove that Leopolda no longer holds any 

influence over her: 

I went to the wardrobe and pulled out the good wool 

dress I would wear up the hill, even on a day this hot. 

I had paid down twenty dollars for it and worn it the 

day they swore Nector to the chair with me beside. 

(Erdrich 113) 

When Zelda and Marie return from their visit to the 

convent, Zelda finds a letter her father has left on the 

kitchen table telling Marie that he is leaving her for Lulu. 

Marie's activities to hide her shock and grief are to peel 

al 1 the pot a toes in the house and then to begin waxing the 

kitchen floor in her good wool dress. Zelda goes across the 

fields and brings her father home again. Marie hears her 

daughter and husband returning: 

I thought of the letter in my pocket. Then I 

thought very suddenly of what this Marie who was 

interested in holding on to Nector should do. I took 

the letter. I did what I never would expect of myself. 

r lifted the sugar jar to put the letter back. Then I 
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thought. I put the sugar jar down and picked up the 

can of salt. This was much more something I would 

predict of Marie. 

I folded the letter up, exactly as it had been 

found, and I put it beneath the salt can. I did this 

for a reason. I would never talk about this letter but 

instead let him wonder. Sometimes he'd look at me, 

smile, and he'd think to himself: salt or sugar? 

he would never be sure. (Erdrich 128-29) 

I'd 

But 

After Nector and Marie move to a retirement community 

for the reservation and Nector dies, Marie volunteers to 

help Lulu following Lulu's cataract surgery. The meeting is 

surprisingly calm for both women as they quietly put their 

lives together again. Lulu describes Marie: 

She got my eyedrops from the table. I tipped my head 

back and felt her gently peel the tape from my cheeks. 

She wiped my eyes with a warm washcloth. I blinked. 

The light was cloudy but I could already see. She 

swayed down like a dim mountain, huge and blurred, the 

way a mother must look to her just born child. (Erdrich 

236) 

June and Marie are the primordial elements of the 

environment--water and rock--Lulu Lamartine is the animal. 

Lulu is endurance and cunning. She and Marie are both 

lovers. Lulu loves stray men, and Marie loves stray 

children. They share a common interest in Nector Kashpaw, 
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Marie's husband. Out of a life-time battle for Nectar's 

affection grows a grudging respect. After Nector's death, 

the two old women come together in a mutual desire to make 

the rest of life worth living. 

Lulu loves men, and her late husband's brother is no 

exception: 

Sometimes Lulu could not help it. She thought of 

everything so hard that her mind felt warped and sodden 

as a door that swells up in spring. It would not 

close properly to keep the troublesome thoughts out. 

(Erdrich 75) 

Lulu has quite a reputation, and her children are of 

considerable interest to the gossips on the reservation: 

... most of her life Lulu had been known as a 

flirt. And that was putting it mildly. Tongues less 

kind had more indicting things to say. 

For instance, besides the fact of Lulu Lamartine's 

first husband, why did each of the boys ... look so 

different? There were eight of them. Some of them 

even had her maiden name. The three oldest were 

Nanapushes. The next oldest were Morrisseys who took 

the name Lamartine, and then there were more assorted 

younger Lamartines who didn't look like one another, 

either. Red hair and blond abounded; there was some 

brown. The black hair on the seven-year-old at least 

matched his mother's. (Erdrich 76-7) 
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observations: 
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That was how she was. Even with eight boys her house 

was neat as a pin. The candy bowl on the table sat 

precisely on its doily. All her furniture was brushed 

and straightened. Her coffee table held a neat stack of 

Fate and True Adventure magazines. On her walls she'd 

hung matching framed portraits of poodles, kittens, and 

an elaborate embroidered portrait of Chief Joseph. Her 

windowsills were decorated with pincushions in the 

shapes of plump little hats and shoes. (Erdrich 81) 

Lulu is like her house--tidy, inviting, and organized. 

She is a woman who has been able to make her own way and 

live her own life. Her standards and values are not shared 

by the people of her tribal society, and Lulu has learned to 

live at the edge of her culture. 

Lulu and Beverly discuss a strip-poker game that they 

played years before with Beverly's brother Henry: 

"I suppose you thought you could take advantage of 

a poor young woman. I don't know who it was, you or 

Henry, that suggested after several too many beers that 

we change our penny-ante poker game to strip. Well I 

stil 1 have to laugh. I had you men right down to your 

boxer shorts in no time flat, and I was sitting there, 

warm, cozy as you please. I was still in my dress with 

my shoes on my feet." 
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bracelets, silk stockings," Beverly pouted. 
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"Garters and other numerous foundation garments. 

Of course I did. I am a woman of detachable parts. 

You should know by now. You simply weren't playing in 

your league with strip poker." (Erdrich 62) 

As the discussion continues, Beverly learns that it was 

while he and his brother were stripped naked that Lulu made 

her decision to marry Henry: 

Lulu winked at him [Beverly] with her bold, gleaming 

blackberry eyes. She had smooth tight skin, wrinkled 

only where she laughed, always fragrantly powdered. At 

the time her hair was still dark and thickly curled . 

. Because her face was soft and yet alert, vigilant 

as some small cat's, plump and tame but with a wildness 

in its breast, Beverly had always felt exposed, preyed 

on, undressed around her, even before the game in which 

she'd stripped him naked and now, as he found, 

appraised him in his shame. (Erdrich 83) 

Beverly watches Lulu as she moves to the kitchen counter: 

Lulu licked some unseen sweetness from her fingers, 

having finished her sugared bread. Her tongue was 

small, flat, and pale as a little cat's. Her eyes were 

shut in mystery. He wondered if she knew his thoughts. 

(Erdrich 86) 
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Nector had always loved Lulu, and after returning home 

from the white men's school, he had decided that he would 

marry her. That was when he encountered Marie leaving the 

convent, and the entire course of his life was changed. 

I only know that I went up the convent hill 

intending to sell geese and came down the hill with the 

geese still on my arm. Beside me walked a young girl 

with a mouth on her like a flop-house, although she was 

innocent. She grudged me to hold her hand. And yet I 

would not drop the hand and let her walk alone. 

Her taste was bitter. I craved the difference 

after all those years of easy sweetness. But I still 

had a taste for candy. I could never have enough of 

both, and that was my problem and the reason that long 

past the branch in my life I continued to think of 

Lulu. (Erdrich 92) 

Nector goes on to remember how he and Lulu deliver butter 

around the reservation and then she drives up to the lookout 

to take in the view. 

Her skin is glowing, as if she were brightly golden 

beneath the brown. Her hair is dry and electric .. 

The permanent fuzz shorts out here and there above her 

forehead. On some women this might look strange, but 

on Lulu it seems stylish, like her tiny crystal 

earrings and the French rouge on her cheeks. (Erdrich 

97) 
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Nector does resume his relationship with Lulu while 

trying to keep Marie from finding out. Lulu becomes 

pregnant while Nector is seeing her, but Nector never learns 

from her whether or not the child is his. 

One night, holding Lulu very close, I felt the baby 

jump. She said nothing, only smiled. Her white teeth 

glared in the dark. She snapped at me in play like an 

animal. In that way she frightened me from asking if 

the baby was mine. I was jealous of Lulu, and she knew 

this for a fact. I was jealous because I could not 

control her or count on her whereabouts. I knew what a 

lively, sweet-fleshed figure she cut. (Erdrich 101) 

Lulu understands that she is different from her neighbors, 

and she knows that she is a constant source of amusement and 

conversation. But she also knows herself: 

No one ever understood my wild and secret ways. 

They used to say Lulu Lamartine was 1 ike a cat, 1 ov ing 

no one, only purring to get what she wanted. But 

that's not true. I was in love with the whole world 

and all that lived in its rainy arms. Sometimes I'd 

look out on my yard and the green leaves would be 

glowing. I'd see the oil slick on the wing of a 

grackle. I'd hear the wind rushing, rolling, like the 

far-off sound of waterfalls. Then I'd open my mouth 

wide, my ears wide, my heart, and I'd let everything 

inside. 
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After some time I'd swing my door shut and walk 

back into the house with my eyes closed. I'd sit there 

with my eyes closed. I'd sit there like that in my 

house. I'd sit there with my eyes closed on beauty 

until it was time to make the pickle brine or smash the 

boiled berries or the boys came home. But for a while 

after letting the world in I would be full. I wouldn't 

want anything more but what I had. (Erdrich 216-17) 

Lulu Lamartine had the ability to look for and to find 

beauty in an unforgiving world. That world included the 

flat-lands of a Dakota Indian reservation which had little 

to recommend it except the grand displays of weather and 

astonishing sunsets. Lulu took the beauty where she found 

it, just like she took the men into her life, and she made 

as much out of both beauty and men as she could. Her 

fee 1 ings about the men in her 1 ife are not what many who 

would criticize her think: 

I'm going to tell you about the men. There were times 

I let them in just for being part of the world. I 

believe that angels in the body make us foreign to 

ourselves when touching. In this way I'd slip my body 

to earth, like a heavy sack, and for a few moments I 

would blend in with all that forced my heart. (Erdrich 

217) 
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And then, 

Everyone who knows me wi 11 say I am a happy person. I 

go through life like a breeze. I try to greet the 

world without a grudge. I can beat the devil himself 

at cards because I play for the sheer amusement. I 

never worry half as much as other people. Things pass 

by. I suppose that Kahspaw was the one exception in my 

life. (Erdrich 220) 

It would have been easy for Lulu to complain that life 

had dealt her an unfair hand of cards, but Lulu had learned 

to enjoy life and to relish what life had to offer. She 

represents another way of coping in an environment and 

society which were frequently hostile. 

When it is learned that Henry, Lulu's husband, had no 

claim to the land upon which Lulu's house sits, the tribe 

orders her to move. Nector signs the order, but Lulu 

confronts the tribal council with a request to stay. Many 

of the members of the council refuse her request with 

comments about her loose life. A comment about her sons' 

fathers is made, and Lulu responds: 

I, 11 name al 1 of them, I offered in a very soft 

voice. "The fathers ... I'll point them out for you 

right here." 

There was silence, in which a motion was made from 

the floor. "Restitution for Lamartine," they said. 

"Monetary settlement." 
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"We don't want money," I said. "We're staying on 

our land." 

Every one of them could see it in my face. They 

saw me clear. Before I'd move the Lamartine household 

I'd hit the tribe with a fistful of paternity suits 

that would make their heads spin. Some of them had 

forgotten until then that I'd even had their son. 

Still others must have wondered. I could see the back 

neck hair on the wives all over the room prickle. 

(Erdrich 224) 

Years later, when Lulu lives in the retirement community 

with Nector and Marie, she overhears Marie tell a friend that 

Nector just has "to have his candy come what might" (Erdrich 

231). Lulu understands that it is the nature of Nector's 

ailment: 

But it might as we 11 have been that [ the times Kashpaw 

came in her window]. The way it hit me she was 

correct. He always did have to have his candy come 

what might and whether Lulu or Marie was damaged by his 

taking it. All that mattered was his greed. (Erdrich 

231) 

Lulu recognizes how selfish both she and Kashpaw have 

been in their nocturnal relationship. She makes no effort 

to justify her own activities in this case, but she 

understands the hurt that Marie has suffered all these 

years. It is this moment of insight that permits Lulu to 
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begin to form a rewarding relationship with Marie. The 

women have reached a time of personal healing exclusive of 

the men of their lives. 

Albertine Johnson is a half-breed trying to make her 

way in the white men's cities. Her mother wants her to have 

a future, a place in life that is better than the 

reservation. But Albertine has not committed herself to 

anything in her life and her future is in doubt. She has 

returned home from school after her Aunt June's death. 

Albertine is still suffering from the callous way her mother 

notified her about her aunt's death: 

Far from home, living in a white woman's basement, that 

letter made me feel buried, too. I opened the envelope 

and read the words. I was sitting at my linoleum table 

with my textbook spread out to the section on "Patient 

Abuse." There were two ways you could think of that 

title. One was obvious to a nursing student, and the 

other was obvious to a Kashpaw. Between my mother and 

myself the abuse was slow and tedious, requiring long 

periods of dormancy, living in the blood like 

hepatitis. When it broke out it almost was a relief. 

(Erdrich 7) 

In recalling her relationship with her mother, Albertine 

knows that she had "provided her with years of grinding 

grief. I had gone through a long phase of wickedness and 

run away" (Erdrich 10). 
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As Albertine's mother and aunt discuss King's white 

wife, Aunt Aurelia reminds Zelda that her own daughter may 

not a ppr e c i ate her co mm en ts : " So she 's white. What 

about the Swede [Albertine's father]? How do you think 

Albertine feels hearing you talk like this when her Dad was 

white?" (Erdrich 23). Zelda responds with some heat: "My 

girl's an Indian ... I raised her an Indian, and that's 

what she is" (Erdrich 23). 

Albertine was fifteen years old when she ran away the 

first time to Fargo. After sitting for several hours in the 

bus station, she follows a young man whom she sees through 

the windows: 

She started after him. Partly because she didn't know 

what she was looking for, partly because he was a 

soldier like her father, and partly because he could 

have been an Indian, she followed. It seemed to her 

that he had cleared a path of safety through the door 

into the street. But when she stepped outside he had 

disappeared. She faltered, then told herself to keep 

walking toward the boldest lights. (Erdrich 132) 

The man knew that she was following him: 

He had noticed her first in the bus station. Her 

straight brown hair and Indian eyes drew him, even 

though she was too young. She was tall, strong, twice 

the size of most Vietnamese. It had been a long time 

since he'd seen any Indian women, even a breed. He'd 
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been a soldier, was now a veteran, had seen nine months 

of combat in the Annamese Cordillera before the NVA 

captured him somewhere near Pleiku. They kept him half 

a year. (Erdrich 133-34) 

The young man is Henry Lamartine, and he and Albertine 

eventually wind up together in a seedy hotel room. The 

sexual encounter leaves both unfulfilled, but they sleep. 

Upon awakening, Albertine accidentally touches him, and Henry 

explodes. 

She was stunned on the floor, gasping for breath 

against the wall before the syllables of his name 

escaped. Outside their room a door opened and shut. 

Somewhere in the room she hears his breath, a slow 

animal wheeze that froze her to the wall. He moved. 

The scent of his harsh fear hit her first as he came 

toward her. 

In reflex, she crossed her arms before her face. 

A dark numbing terror had stopped her mind completely. 

But when he touched her he was weeping. (Erdrich 141-

42) 

Later Albertine moves around the area in search of a 

life much as her Aunt June had done. During one of these 

times she runs into Gerry Nanapush, June's old boyfriend and 

Henry's half-brother: 

I was sitting before my third or fourth Jellybean, 

which is anisette, grain alcohol, a lit match, and 
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smal 1 wet explosion in the brain. On my left sat Gerry 

Nanapush of the Chippewa Tribe. On my right sat Dot 

Adare of the has-been, of the never-was, or the what's

in-front-of-me-people. Still in her belly and tensed 

in its f 1 uids coi 1 ed the child of their union, the 

chi 1 d we were waiting for, the chi 1 d whose name we were 

making a strenuous and lengthly search for in a cramped 

and littered bar at the very edge of that Dakota town. 

(Erdrich 155) 

Albertine is tottering on the edge of destruction that 

follows bright, attractive Indian women like a knife when 

they seek their way in an urban environment. Her mother and 

her family would like to see her do better than her Aunt 

June, but Albertine must make her own place in the world. 

The search is much like the naming of Gerry and Dot's child. 

Lynette Kashpaw is a white girl married to an Indian 

man. She is despised by the Indian community, abused by her 

drunken husband, and hated by her half-breed son. Lynette 

is typical of many young girls who marry what they think 

they want and then live a life-time of regret. She is 

struggling to diaper her baby as the family comes together 

at Aunt Aurelia's house: "Lynette's face, stained and 

swollen, bloomed over the wheel. She was a dirty blond, 

with little patches of hair that were bleached and torn" 

(Erdrich 15). 



94 

Albertine's mother observed, "That white girl, ... 

she's built like a truckdriver. She won't keep King long. 

Lucky you're slim, Albertine" (Erdrich 22). Lynette sits down 

to feed her hungry baby, and Albertine joins her: 

Lynette was weary, eyes watery and red. Her tan 

hair, caught in a stiff club, looked as though it had 

been used to drag her here. 

"You don't got any children, do you Albertine," she 

said, holding the spoon away, licking it herself, 

making a disgusted face. "So you wouldn't know how 

they just can't leave anything alone!" 

"She's not married yet." said Zelda, dangling a 

bright plastic bundle of keys down to the baby. "She 

thinks she'll wait for her baby until after she's 

married. Oochy koo." •.. (Erdrich 23) 

When Albertine and her cousin King sit in the car 

talking, he comments about his wife: 

"She don't fit in," he said. 

"She's fine," I surprised myself by saying. 

give her a chance." 

"Just 

"Chance." King tipped his beer up. "Chance. She 

took her chance when she married me. She knew which 

one I took after." (Erdrich 24) 

The Kashpaw family cannot understand why King would 

marry a white woman. They proceed to treat Lynette the same 

way the dominant culture treats Indian women married to 
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white men. When Albertine suggets a little tolerance might 

help, King implies that his wife knew what she was doing 

when she married him. King's comments have the effect of 

making Lynette a squaw. 

Albertine and Lipsha hear fighting up at the house and 

return to find that King is trying to drown Lynette. 

He was pushing her face in the sink of cold dishwater. 

Holding her by the nape and the ears. Her arms were 

whirling, knocking spoons and knives and bowls out of 

the drainer. She struggled powerfully, but he had her. 

I [Albertine] grabbed a block of birch out of the 

woodbox and hit King on the back of the neck. The wood 

bounced out of my fists. He pushed her lower, and her 

throat caught and gurgled. (Erdrich 38) 

As soon as Albertine is able to get King away from Lynette 

and quiet their baby, she hears Lynette begging King to take 

her away in the car: 

"Let's go off before they al 1 get back," she said. 

"It's them. You always get crazy when you're home. 

We'll get the baby. We'll go off. We'll go back to 

the Cities, go home." 

And then she cried out once, but clearly it was a 

cry like pleasure. I thought I heard their bodies 

creak together, or perhaps it was just the wood steps 

beneath them, the old worn boards bearing their weight. 

(Erdrich 39) 
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King eventually winds up in prison where he runs into 

Gerry Nanapush. They share a cell, and King turns stoolie. 

King is released early from jail, but he and his wife and 

baby are forced to live on the run. They fear that Gerry 

wi 11 escape again and come to ki 11 King. Lipsha, who is 

hoping to meet Gerry, his father, finally runs King to 

ground in a miserable apartment in the city. He finds a 

very unhappy family just able to survive. It is obvious 

that King and Lynette have been fighting again: 

Her lip was puffed up. She had a surly look around 

her. Maybe they were fighting or maybe it was the 

deranging effects of this apartment. I had never seen a 

place remotely so depressing; even the inside of the 

Rudolph at least had windows. This place was like a 

long dark closet. (Erdrich 250) 

When Lipsha makes it clear that he plans to stay for 

dinner, Lynette responds: 

"I'm on strike," she said. "Tonight I'm improving 

my mind." 

Across the table, King closed his eyes and popped 

a 7-Up. "She thinks that's funny," he said, "which it 

is . " 

She had a long blue sweater on and blouse that 

looked as if it was ripped whole from a shower curtain. 

There were magazines behind her in a cardboard box. 
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She grabbed up a fistful of pages and went in to sit by 

the television. (Erdrich 251-52) 

Gerry arrives and the three men play a game of five 

card stud poker for the car that June's insurance money bought 

for King. Lipsha wins the car and promises to take his 

father anywhere he wishes to go. He shouts at King to give 

him the registration for the car after the police arrive and 

Gerry vanishes from the kitchen: 

Lynette lurched to the bread box; her teeth were 

chattering. She messed around among some crumpled 

papers and dried bread heels, and finally came up with 

the form. She put it on the table and made him sign 

it. I grabbed the keys. I folded the paper, put it in 

my pocket, and then I quit them without a word. (Erdrich 

266) 

If Love Medicine is disturbing to most readers of the 

dominant culture, it is because it provides such a frank, 

graphic detail of the lives of so many Indians. The 

portrayal of the unrelieved poverty, the drunken escape from 

reality, and the lack of a future which makes sense for the 

Indian culture is a shock for many non-Indians. Erdrich is 

unrelenting in showing her people as very ordinary with 

everyday cares. She does not rely to any great extent upon 

myths or other cultural symbols. The characters she draws 

are made different simply because the white men's society 

insists that they should be different. Perhaps the saddest 
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part of the novel concerns Albertine Johnson. Portales 

points out in his review of Love Medicine that her life is 

left unrevealed and undefined (6). If Albertine's future is 

the one Erdrich sees for the modern Indian woman, then the 

culture may already be past the point of survival. 

Erdrich's novel points out the "threat of discontinuity 

that challenges Indianness today: how far the changes will 

go, how drastically they will alter Indian ways" (Lincoln 

187). When all that is Indian has been taken away or 

destroyed, then being Indian has to become a state of mind. 

Her novel, of the three, is the most fatalistic. After all, 

the only Indian ritual attempted in the novel, the giving of 

the "love medicine" to Nector results in his immediate death 

by strangulation. The characters in the novel, especially 

the women, are Indian only because they say they are and the 

white culture thinks they are. 

Conclusion 

Neithammer states, 

Out of the traditions of the past but using the idiom 

of today, the contemporary Indian writer has forged a 

new style. It is candid and free, yet controlled. 

Animated by the rhythm and imagery of nature, it sings. 

Born in anger, softened by time, the prose and poetry 

of today express individuality, humanity, and pride. 

(xix) 
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These three novels written by Native American women display 

the considerable talent necessary to bring such divergent 

cultures to life. Each woman makes a profound and powerful 

statement about the Native American's place in the 

dominant culture. Each novel portrays different methods for 

coping with the bigotry, theft, and destruction which face 

many Native Americans today. 

Women are important to the Native American culture 

whether they play active roles of leadership or simply 

provide the webbing which holds the family and the tribe 

together. Each author has provided female characters who 

are important to the development and understanding of the 

culture and the environment from which the Native American 

is forced to negotiate. If these female characters do not 

seem to be part of the mainstream of the feminist movement, 

it may be because the "women's movement" would require that 

these women should shed their special identities and blend 

into the dominant society. At this point, the struggle 

continues to find a compromise so that Native American women 

can continue to obtain support from their white sisters 

while retaining separate goals and cultural identities. 



CHAPTER V 

THE BONES OF THE KHAN 

The conquests of Genghis Khan provided a turning-point 

in the history of mankind. His military campaigns swept 

away the old empires of Persia and China. Eventually, his 

armies ended the isolation of Europe and brought a 

confrontation between the old and new worlds. 

As the great Khan lay dying, he left instructions that 

his death was to be kept secret until his armies took the 

city of the Hsia. His officers brought battle-field 

reports to the tent where he lay dead, and ambassadors were 

told that they would await his pleasure. When the city 

fell, the victorious armies took the bones of the Khan and 

began the long march back to Mongolia. They marched in 

silence and killed every living human they encountered in 

order to keep the secret of the death of the Khan un ti 1 they 

reached his own tribe. 

The bones of Genghis Khan lie with three of his sons' 

on a forgotten hillside deep within his ancestral lands. 

The impact of his vision and personality live on to this 

day. 

Conclusion 

Every society carries the baggage of cultural jetsam 

with it wherever it may go. This "baggage" may include 

100 
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accepted morals, established religious beliefs, national 

pride, and the need for psychological justification for all 

its cultural actions. These "bones of the Khan" serve as 

the recognized symbols of national unity and purpose. They, 

"the bones," form part of the subconscious force which 

propels the culture to its destiny. A world which no 

longer values certain "bones" creates tremendous tension for 

a society which continues to value and to honor these 

cultural trappings. 

In order to understand the Western European's 

psychological need to completely dominate the American 

Indian, it is important to gain insights into the motivation 

for taking that which does not rightfully belong to one. 

Frequently this theft is accomplished under the guise of 

war. Jacob Bronowski in The Ascent of Man probably sums it 

up best: 

But war, organized war, is not a human instinct. It 

is a highly planned and co-operative form of theft. 

And that form of theft began ten thousand years ago 

when the harvesters of wheat accumulated a surplus, and 

the nomads rose out of the desert to rob them of what 

they themselves could not provide. (88) 

In order to justify a war to steal the land and natural 

resources of the Native Americans, the Western Europeans 

relied upon a philosophy which stressed the supremacy of the 

Western European race and culture. They saw themselves as 
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"God's chosen people," whose destiny was to conquer and 

convert the "ignorant savages." Any means, therefore, could 

be justified in this quest toward a "Manifest Destiny." 

It is much easier to salve a chafed conscience if the 

individuals to be conquered can be shown to be either eager 

to accept the new culture (the princess) or of such little 

value to their own society as not even to count within the 

new culture (squaw). But in the words of the Indian woman 

Ephanie, in The Woman Who Owned the Shadows, 

. we have a history too. We didn't just 

stand there and have all of this done to 

us. We helped the cause along. We are not 

victims. We are co-creators! (159) 

When the dominant culture controls the general form of 

communication through a common language with ingrained 

cultural and literary symbols, the conquered society has few 

immediate options for presenting a different perspective. 

Thomson states that "there is the blurred and unacceptable 

distinction, in much of contemporary writing, between 

communicating facts and projecting ideas or attitudes" (6). 

The novel is an excellent propaganda tool for undermining or 

ridiculing a segment of society and thereby reducing its 

influence within a culture (Thomson 48). Important stories 

go untold because the people who live them have no voice. 

Newspapers, motion pictures, and penny novels written by 

authors from the dominant victorious society contribute to 
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the repetitive perspective that Indian women fall into only 

two categories. The victors write the history! 

The previous chapters have demonstrated that many 

Native American women exercised considerably more influence 

within their tribal societies than most women of the Western 

European culture, which was dominated by men. The Western 

European male assigned those roles which suited his cultural 

understanding and desire for dominance to Native American 

women. If the position of the Native American woman could 

be discounted within the European culture and eliminated 

from the Native American culture, then the Native American 

woman's influence within her own society would be lost. 

The literature portraying the Native American woman has 

served to undermine the native culture. When needed, the 

Native American woman provided a "partial absolution" (Young 

413) for any national guilt and a titillating release of savage 

excesses. Garnett's classic portrayal of the squaws' sexual 

release after a savage torture scene serves to demonstrate 

the perspective that many of the dominant society hold for 

Indian women. In contrast, Felton's portrayal of Nancy Ward 

became a deification because of her support to the Anglo 

colonies in their war of independence from England. 

Garnett's Pocahontas became so sophisticated that she fit 

right into the routine of court life in London. This 

Pocahontas became a confidant of the English queen. 

Sacajawea was unable to shake the sexual aspects of her 



104 

portrayal in Waldo's book, and she fluctuated between the 

image of princess and squaw throughout the work. In 

practice, the princess and the squaw could be one and the 

same person, as has been demonstrated in previous chapters. 

Such confusion does not seem to bother the dominant European 

culture since that culture has made only a few attempts to 

recognize the Native Americans as individuals within 

distinct tribal units. 

From the 1899 publication of The Queen of the Woods by 

Chief Simon Pokagon to the recently released The Beet Queen 

by Louise Erdrich, the dominant culture has used every 

advantage at hand to attempt to prevent the Native Americans 

from presenting their perspective regarding their culture, 

their religion, and their lifestyle. Larson points out that 

most early works by American Indians were published by 

obscure publishing houses and ignored by the normal reviewing 

channels. They also had the racial identity of the author 

purposely suppressed (3). Because most early Native 

American novels were not particularly vindictive toward the 

dominant culture, it was easy to dismiss such works as 

displaying a disparate, quaint way of life. Velie states 

that 

It is curious, but, given the nature of the American 

publishing industry, militance is commercial, and 

anger, not complacency, is the conventional 

stance expected of ... Indians by the 1 i terary world. 
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Welch, Momaday, Silko ... have avoided this 

conventional stance, even though they are often angered 

by bigotry. Although their books are complex and 

honest, readers often reduce them to simpleminded 

melodramas that pit red against white, with the red men 

wearing the white hats--the simple obverse of the horse 

opera of decent settler pitted against bloodthirsty 

Comanche. ( 7) 

As the Indian authors became more skillfull in negotiating 

the mainstreams of the publication channels, in order to 

express a more accurate record, the reviews of such new 

publications became caustic. It is "condescending. [to 

imply] that Indians are not to determine their own attitudes 

about life in America. " (Velie 6). 

Surprisingly, the most virulent criticism of Native 

American writing has come from fellow Native Americans. If 

the writing fails to address current American Indian 

attitudes and causes, the author is attacked for not being 

truly "Indian." Not being "Indian enough" can come from 

having mixed blood or too much education or from not living 

on a reservation. Educated urban Indians are frequently 

targeted because they tend to set their creative works in 

Indian societies of which they, themselves, are not members 

(Larson 15) such as N. Scott Momaday's House Made of Dawn. 

Momaday is a Kiowa, but his book is about the Navajo. 

Silko, Allen, and Erdrich have shared some of these 
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criticisms with other Indian authors. All three are 

educated women. Silko and Allen have taught at 

universities. All three women have mixed blood. Erdrich 

lives in New Hampshire where her husband is on the faculty 

at Dartmouth, and Allen lives in California. Although the 

three works examined in this study by these three women 

provide us "with the contemporary embodiment of 

victimization, urban and reservation derelicts, who usually 

lack both the ability and the means to fight back" (Larson 

170), the works do not present a strong statement for 

current Indian causes such as preservation of tribal lands, 

return of lands stolen from tribes, better health care and 

education, and tribal autonomy. 

On the other hand, the dominant society frequently 

criticizes creative Native American writing because it does 

not provide new, special insights into the culture and 

religion of the various tribes. Silko's book provides a 

tantalizing interplay of legends, myths, and ceremonies 

mixed into the daily routines of life. Silko does not 

include information to help decipher these myths or legends 

to enable the non-Indian to gain any particular insight into 

Indian ceremonies. Until Allen's The Sacred Hoop was 

published, little specific information regarding the myths 

existed outside scholarly works. Even now, it is doubtful 

that the general reader would read Silko's novel and Allen's 

explanation together. The determined intent seems to be the 
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exploitation of the soul of the Native American people by 

unraveling tribal secrets. That dominant culture which has 

stolen the Indian's land, ravaged its resources, and 

commercialized the Indian heritage now wants to devour the 

cultural soul by ridiculing native rituals. Cook details 

this determination to destroy the soul of the Native 

American culture in her comments: 

Intelligent men have always believed that the 

soul of any race of people is most articulately 

revealed in its literature. But not so strange if we 

understand that the negation of one's soul also negates 

the fact of his existence. And, if he does not exist, 

his land can be occupied by someone who does. Not so 

strange if a conquering people needs a convenient tool 

in defense of genocide. ( 271) 

If the Native American female is to continue to provide 

the cohesive force that holds the tribal culture together, 

she must promote those aspects which make her unique in her 

own society, and she must also project a new strength based 

on a clearer tribal identity. "The Native American woman, 

like all women, needs a definition that stands apart from 

th a t of ma 1 e s , re d or w h i t e. . . . [ She J n e e d s t o be d e f i n e d 

as Indian, in Indian terms" (Green, "Pocahontas Perplex" 

714). 

Dominant cultures around the world have always felt 

the necessity to vanquish a subordinate people by 
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disenfranchising the voice, the literature, of that people-

witness the attitude of the English toward the language and 

heritage of the Irish, the silencing of the oral voice of 

traditional South African blacks by the dominant South 

African whites, or the total crushing of the Afganistan 

culture by the invading Soviets. As Hirschfelder states so 

eloquently, it is a "sorry history of oppression towards its 

minorities [that] expropriates a shallow version of a 

subordinate, relatively powerless group and promulgates that 

imagery as valid" (viii). 

While the Western European society and the Native 

American societies argue about and analyze the value of 

their cultural "bones," they are indirectly permitting their 

cultural "souls" to be destroyed. In the final analysis, 

both societies will suffer a loss of "soul," recorded in the 

published literature of the conquering Europeans, and never 

fully recorded by the doubly disenfranchised Native American 

women, first by the Western Europeans, and finally by her 

own people. 
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