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ABSTRACT 

SONJA DAWN LOVE 

THE RHETORIC OF COMMUNITY AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF ETHOS AS 
EXHIBITED IN SELECTED INTERVIEWS AND PUBLIC APPEARANCES OF 

LESLIE MARMON SILKO 

MAY2009 

From the classical age to our modern world rhetoricians have recognized the 

importance of constructing a positive ethos. Leslie Mannon Silko has certainly shown in 

her development as a writer that she understands the importance of this rhetorical appeal. 

This study acknowledges the public persona that Silko builds in order to take advantage 

of the opportunities that result from a well-developed ethos. 

Through the exploration of her interviews and appearances this study presents the 

development of Leslie Marmon Silko's ethos as well as its role in leading readers to a 

better understanding of her works. The introductory chapter outlines the overall research 

conducted in the dissertation and the significance of the study of the development of 

Silko's ethos as it leads readers to identify with her Laguna culture and the role it plays in 

her growth as a writer. 

In order to establish a greater understanding of the concept of ethos and its 

importance in Silko' s life, the second chapter centers around a definition of ethos as it 

was understood in classical Greece as well as a discussion of how the appeal is defined 

today by the academic community. Then, in the third chapter Silko' s ethnicity is explored 
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rhetoric of community that was such a powerful part of that ethnicity and that played 

such a key role in the development of her ethos. Also, further expanding the reach of her 

ethos, Silko participated in numerous public meetings and conferences in colleges and 

universities as well as in civic affairs such as charity events. This expansion is covered in 

the fourth chapter thus exhibiting Silko' s connectivity to her community even further and 

leading to an even better understanding of the development of her ethos. Concluding the 

study the fifth chapter summarizes the development of Silko's positive ethos which 

reinforces the Aristotelian idea that the speaker or writer's credibility is enhanced by the 

strength of character that the writer or speaker displays and emphasizes the many 

possibilities that still exist for research into the continued development of Silko' s ethos as 

she remains active in writing and publishing. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ETHOS 

The concept of ethos has long been accepted as important to all speakers or 

writers who wish to establish a positive rapport with their audiences. Aristotle was well 

aware of the importance of the persuasive appeal of one's character, especially when that 

appeal was established in a speech. He strongly believed that one needs to appear to be 

benevolent as well as knowledgeable about one's subject. Even though Aristotle did not 

believe that ethos was an actual emotion, he held that it was one of the causes of 

emotions like those of friendship and good will toward the speaker. He realized the 

importance of the author's attitude and character as perceived by the audience. To him, 

without this perception of character the ideas of the speaker lose much of their value to 

persuade. In his Rhetoric he emphasized his realization of the importance of the reception 

one ' s writing or speaking receives as he wrote: "Of the three elements--speaker, subject, 

and person addressed--it is the last one, the hearer, that determines the speech's end and 

object" (1.3). 

In the many interviews that author Leslie Marmon Silko has done since 1977, it is 

clear that she understands the importance of this appeal of ethos in creating the public 

persona a writer needs to gain acceptance by various elements of society. Since this 

persona is different from her actual life, it becomes a rhetorical artifact as she creates it 

enabling the reader to observe its role in discourse formation. Each interview and public 



appearance of Silko takes on more significance as she takes advantage of the opportunity 

each offers. Silko realizes that this opportunity is available to any writer who utilizes the 

platform provided for her through the genre of the interview as well as the forum 

available through public appearances in both collegiate and civic activities. It is this 

contact among individual people especially in the contemporary world with its 

multimedia technology that creates vastly expanded possibilities for the communicating 

and the sharing of knowledge. In her interviews and appearances Silko demonstrates an 

awareness that through these genres she can fulfill the necessity to create a group of 

people capable of understanding her. A rhetorical analysis of Leslie Marmon Silko's 

ethos in these selected interviews and public appearances will lead the reader to a better 

understanding of her works as she emphasizes the influence of the oral tradition of her 

Laguna people on her writing, not as a restrictive source because she does not believe it is 

possible, nor desirable, to preserve exactly the old stories. Rather, an analysis of her 

communication with her interviewers and in her public appearances will reveal that this 

oral tradition of complex storytelling has become central to the understanding of Silko's 

works. 

Today with the rise of multiple electronic technologies, delivery is again being 

acknowledged as a strategic element in the rhetorical world. Its connection with ethos is 

clear. With the successful use of ethos comes rhetorical power that Leslie Marmon Silko 

as a modem ethnic writer obviously understands as is evident in her many interviews and 

public appearances after the success of her first novel, Ceremony, published in 1977. 

Although there has been significant scholarly work on the fiction and poetry of Silko, 
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there has been slight attention to her interviews and public commentaries. In the year 

2000 Ellen Arnold gathered sixteen of Silko' s interviews in Conversations with Leslie 

Marmon Silko. However, her commentary is limited to the introduction of the book and 

contains no real rhetorical analysis. The genres of the interview and statements made in 

public forum appearances are samples of Silko's work that offer important materials for 

rhetorical analysis. This dissertation will trace the rhetorical principle of ethos in 

selected major interviews and public appearances of Silko. The individual authorial ethos 

as well as the community ethos of the Native American writer will be key elements of 

the study. Thus, it will become clear that in the building of her own ethos Leslie Marmon 

Silko never loses sight of her goals in regard to building the ethos of her Native American 

community. 

Consequently, key themes run through Silko's interviews and public appearances 

much as they do through her writings, and her versatility and creativity that shine through 

those writings also become evident in her public discourse. One needs only to look back 

over the variety of her publications to appreciate her versatility. She began her writing 

career in the early seventies with the publication of many of her short stories, many of 

which were collected and anthologized in The Man to Send Rain Clouds: Contemporary 

Stories .QY American Indians in 1974. In that same year her book of poetry, Laguna 

Woman, also was published and was followed in three years by her famous and highly 

acclaimed first novel, Ceremony. Then, in 1981 she ventured into still another form of 

writing with her autobiographical collection, Storyteller and followed it in 1991 with her 

epic novel, Almanac of the Dead. The variety in her publications continued when in 1993 
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she published a volume of photographs and prose poetry entitled Sacred Water and then 

three years later, her collected essays, Yellow Woman and!! Beauty of the Spirit followed 

by her latest historical novel, Gardens in the Dunes in 1999. 

Perusal of Silko' s interviews also brings to light the fact that she is widely known 

and respected in Europe as a mainstream American writer whereas in her own country 

she is designated as a minority author and at times has been somewhat marginalized 

because of that designation. Even though she was considered to be one of the top writers 

of the Native American literary renaissance that began with the publication of N. Scott 

Momaday's novel House Made of Dawn published in 1968, she does not enjoy the same 

depth of respect in America that she experiences in Europe. This basic disparity in 

acceptance becomes clear in her 1987 interview by Rolando Hinojosa as Silko points out 

that ''some of the best writers have to have international recognition before our own 

nation recognizes us" (Conversations 89). 

Moving more deeply into the consideration of Silko's interviews and public 

appearances, the central argument of this dissertation will consider and apply the basic 

concepts of ethos from classical rhetoricians, particularly Aristotle, as well as definitions 

of ethos from other rhetoricians to the interviews and public discourse of Leslie Marmon 

Silko and thus make a contribution to scholarship on Silko and the native American 

community that she reflects. The next chapter of this dissertation will center around a 

definition of ethos as it was presented in classical Greece as well as a discussion of how 

the term is defined today by the academic community. Tita F. Baurnlin in Ethos, New 

Essays in Rhetorical and Critical Theory aptly points out that "In any age, 'ethos' 
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necessarily shapes itself in accordance with the dominant ideologies of the culture; what 

will satisfy, however unconsciously, audience expectations about the rhetor' s authority 

must negotiate the ideologies that have bearing in the deepest layers of the argument'' 

(230). Baumlin argues that the "complexity of constructing an effective ethos" increases 

according to the political forces at work within a society (231 ). This concept clearly holds 

true both for the classical era of Aristotle in which the term "ethos" came into its own and 

for the increasingly complex modem era in which Leslie Marmon Silko writes. As James 

Kinneavy and Susan Warhauser emphasize in their essay, "From Aristotle to Madison 

A venue: Ethos and the Ethics of Argument," even Aristotle "varies his position on the 

effectiveness of the ethical argument as a means of persuasion" (173). They point out that 

at the beginning of the Rhetoric Aristotle "seems to value the enthymeme ( a probability 

deduction used in rhetoric) over other aspects of 'the body of proof'" ( 173) but that later 

he "says 'ethos' may constitute 'the most effective means of proof' because of the 

persuasiveness of the speaker's general character" (173). Aristotle's respect for the 

effectiveness of ethos as a means of proof is evident as he later clarifies its importance: 

Persuasion is achieved by the speaker's general character when the speech is so 

spoken as to make us think him credible. We believe good men more fully and 

more readily than others; this is true generally whatever the question is, and 

absolutely true where exact certainty is impossible and opinions are divided 

(1356a 4-8). 

Examining the ethos established in selected interviews and public appearances of Leslie 

Marmon Silko will reinforce this Aristotelian idea that the speaker's ( or writer's) 
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credibility will be enhanced by the strength of character and "goodness" that he or she 

displays. In addition, this chapter will investigate the role of ethos in defining an author's 

identity; its importance in delineating the identity of an author becomes particularly 

evident in any investigation of the ethos of Leslie Marmon Silko since it is impossible to 

consider her ethos adequately without also delving into that of her Laguna culture and its 

role in molding her as a person. Arnold Leonard Epstein in his book Ethos and Identity: 

Three Studies in Ethnicity stresses the importance of considering an "individual in his 

social aspect" ( 122). With this idea Epstein is referring to the processes "at work in 

human groups" as he clarifies his meaning: 

I refer to the identifiable thread of continuity of a group as its ethos, the structure 

of assumptions, values, and meanings which underlie particular and varying 

expressions of cultural behavior; and just as in the case of the individual the 

notion of personality is accompanied at the level of self-perception by the sense of 

ego-identity, so ethos has as its counterpart the sense of collective identity, the 

consciousness of belonging to a group that exists in time. ( 122) 

Considering Leslie Marmon Silko in relation to her Laguna culture will emphasize the 

argument found in Epstein's analysis. 

Thus, the third chapter will introduce Leslie Mannon Silko, her ethnicity, and the 

rhetoric of community of her people, the Laguna Pueblos. In it the reader will come to 

understand the importance of this rhetoric of community to the essence of the ethos of 

Leslie Marmon Silko that emerges in her writing and her speaking. All forms of her 

expression generate from the Laguna Pueblo perspective. Since she is of mixed Mexican, 

6 



Anglo, and Laguna Indian heritage, she grew up at the margins of her community even 

living by the river at the edge of town. However, as a very young child she became 

familiar with the cultural folklore of the Laguna and Keres people by listening to the 

stories she loved to hear her grandmother Lillie and her Aunt Susie tell and soon began 

crafting her own stories at the age of five. She was drawn toward the story-telling form 

and particularly liked the stories within stories. She points out that her Pueblo perspective 

is "concerned with including the whole of creation and the whole of history and time" 

(Silko, "Language" 54). Even though she was aware of the fact that in her community she 

was not fully accepted by either the full blooded Native Americans or the Anglos, she 

considered herself to be Laguna, an identity which is evident even in the earliest of her 

writings. 

This feeling of responsibility for carrying forward her Laguna heritage becomes 

evident in many of Silko's interviews. For example, in 1998 in an interview with Ellen 

Arnold, Silko addresses an accusation made against her by Paula Gunn Allen, a fellow 

Laguna writer, who criticized Silko for what she claims is Silko's exposition of clan 

secrets. According to Allen ''the story she lays alongside the novel is a clan story, and is 

not to be told outside the clan" (Allen 382-83). However, in response to Arnold in the 

interview Silko firmly explains her use of the clan story as follows: 

The stories that I have and work with are the stories that were told to me by Aunt 

Alice, who was my grandaunt, my grandpa, people within my family and clan and 

people I knew. That was given to me. My sense of that, the hearing and the 

giving, especially with Almanac, was that there was a real purpose for that. I had 
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to take seriously what I was told. There was some kind of responsibility to make 

sure it wasn't just put away or put aside. It was supposed to be active in my life. 

We'll never get past the openness and expansiveness that once was, and how the 

Conquistadors, the invaders, came and the dampening of that openness and 

expansiveness and wanting to share and give. So you start to get into secrecy, 

closing things off. That's not the original Pueblo way. That's reactionary, 

protective, and that's a kind of shrinking away or a diminishment of the spirit of 

what the people had been able to do. And I just won't bow to it. (Conversations 

178) 

To Silko, oral transmission, while still important, is not sufficient in today's 

circumstances to keep her people's stories alive. The written word also must be a tool. In 

this interview, as in others, she seeks to implement the changes in thought patterns that 

will sustain the stories of her people in the modern age without abandoning her heritage. 

Nevertheless, she assures Arnold: 

I've never divulged anything that was kept secret. So much of that ownership 

stuff and talking like that is so--again, who talks about ownership all the time? 

That's such a Western European kind of thing. And even the anthropologists that 

Paula is relying on, so much of that material that they work off of was gathered by 

ethnologists. Even the terminology in English, the way of talking about it, is a 

secondhand kind of thing. You just can't worry about it. You'd end up just being 

silent. (178) 
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Continuing to emphasize that her Laguna culture was once open to the world, 

Silko points out, ''It was for world renewal~ and all this closing down, that's a reaction to 

the incoming. That's not the Pueblo way. But, of course, people have been hiding and 

closing down things and closing up for so long, now they're forgetting the older, more 

open and expansive way" (178). Of course, the balance here is delicate. Silko makes it 

clear that she understands the importance of keeping rituals secret but believes that the 

writing of stories is different. The platform of the interview is important to her in order to 

achieve successful connection with the dominant culture, and she does not back away 

from it. Instead, she not only seeks communication with the hegemonic culture through 

interviews such as the one with Arnold, but she also pursues other ways of presenting the 

stories of her people through filmed theatrical presentations as well as personal 

exchanges as part of a group. Interestingly, Silko is not the only one who defends her use 

of the Laguna story. Robert M. Nelson in his "Rewriting Ethnography: The Embedded 

Texts in Leslie Silko's Ceremony" also goes into Gunn-Allen's accusations in detail and 

impressively defends Silko' s use of the story in question by showing that the texts Silko 

used were from "pre-existing ethnographic print texts" that were in print long before 

Silko was born (47). 

In order to emphasize the fact that Leslie Marmon Silko as exhibited in selected 

interviews and public appearances both meets and transcends the definition of ethos 

presented in the second chapter, the fourth chapter will examine the content of these 

forums in depth. The only book collection of Silko' s interviews, Conversations with 

Leslie Mannon Silko, put together by Ellen Arnold and published in 2000, contains 
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sixteen interviews and spans a period of twenty-five years. Arnold chose interviewers 

from many segments of society including creative writers, educators, and journalists, 

each with an individual critical perspective; even though there is some repetition of ideas, 

the reader gains an awareness of the extremely complex, yet amazingly sincere, ethos of 

Leslie Mannon Silko. Also covered in this dissertation will be other significant 

interviews with Silko, such as the one with Donna Perry in 1992 which appeared in the 

book Backtalk, Robin Cohen's "conversation" with Silko that appeared in Southwestern 

American Literature in April of 1999, and Ken McCullough's interview entitled "From a 

Distance Outside of Time: An Interview with Leslie Mannon Silko" that was videotaped 

by the South Carolina Educational Television Network in 1976. In the introduction of 

Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko Arnold emphasizes the consistency of Silko' s 

responses over the twenty-five years covered in the book. However, she does point out 

that "At the same time, they (Silko's responses) reflect an unfolding of ideas and methods 

from a clear center in elaborating patterns like the spider's web that is the hallmark image 

of her writing" (viii). Further, she notes that this development cannot be called a 

"progression, for nothing is ever left behind" (ix). Certainly this idea does not imply that 

Silko's explorations into writing do not deepen with the progression of time but rather 

that the Laguna influences with their oral tradition and circular nature of existence remain 

at the center of her conversations because they are at the center of her existence and that 

of her people as well. 

In addition to delving into Leslie Marmon Silko's ideas in one-on-one interviews, 

this chapter also will demonstrate how she expands the reach of her ethos by participating 
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in numerous public meetings and conferences. Selected public appearances connected 

with colleges and universities as well as with civic affairs will be presented. For example, 

she participated in the production of a video film, "Running on the Edge of the Rainbow: 

Laguna Stories and Poems," issued in 1978 by the University of Arizona as part of the 

series Native Literature from the American Southwest, which features a combination of 

storytelling and poetry reading sessions interlaced with Leslie Marmon Silk:o's 

commentaries on the characteristics of the Laguna Pueblo oral tradition. Also, the 

University of Arizona's Poetics and Politics Series in 1992 presented Leslie Marmon 

Silko and twelve other Native American Writers. This seminar and the reactions of the 

graduate students and others who helped host it made available valuable information for 

the study of Silko' s ethos. Also included in this seminar was an excellent interview of 

Leslie Marmon Silko by the students that will be included in the analysis of this 

dissertation. Further, charity events such as the fundraiser for the Santa Fe Indian School 

on October 12, 2005, at which Silko appeared with fellow Native Americans, Simon 

Ortiz and Joy Harjo, provide a venue for the evaluation of the evolvement of Silko' s 

ethos. All three writers read from their works and participated in an intriguing informal 

conversation about their beginnings as writers and their continuing development and 

interests in the field of writing. Such appearances exhibit Silko' s connectivity to her 

community and thus provide a fertile field for analysis of the evolvement of her ethos. 

The final chapter will be a summary of the findings of the dissertation in relation 

to the development of the individual ethos of Leslie Marmon Silko as exhibited in the 

genre of the interview and the platform of the stage. Through the use of Aristotelian 
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ethos as well as the theories of some more modern rhetoricians, one comes to understand 

how Leslie Marmon Silko is able not only to draw her interviewer into her world but also 

all of those who later read, rather than listen to, her words. 
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CHAPTER II 

ETHOS, DEFINED AND APPLIED 

"We believe good men more fully and readily than others; this is true generally 

whatever the question is, and absolutely true where exact certainty is impossible 

and opinions are divided." 

Aristotle's Rhetoric 1356a, 4-8 

To Aristotle the ''goodness" of a speaker shines forth from the speech of that 

person, yet a reader may skeptically question "How?' As noted in Chapter One of this 

dissertation, Tita Baumlin in Ethos: New Essays in Rhetorical and Critical Theory offers 

an answer by pointing out that the "complexity of constructing an effective ethos" 

increases according to the political forces at work within a society (231 ). 

If Baumlin' s concept is to be accepted, the key to answering that skeptical 

reader's question of how a speaker's goodness can be transmitted to an audience within a 

speech lies in examining the concept of "ethos" in the Classical era of Aristotle by 

determining the way in which "ethos" shaped itself within that culture. The "dominant 

ideologies of the culture" (Baumlin 31) of Aristotle's time were definitely political. Thus, 

according to Baumllin' s argument, the construction of an "effective ethos" (31) in 

Classical Greece certainly would be complex. 

As has been discussed also in Chapter One, Aristotle himself realized the 

importance of ethos to a speaker. Clearly, "ethos" in Aristotle's view then has replaced 
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"enthymeme" as "the most effective means of proof' (173). Also, Dr. Daniel R. Fredrick 

in his essay "Isocrates' Demonicus: A Ratio for Ethos" points out that Aristotle considers 

"ethos" to be "'the most potent appeal' in any rhetorical situation''(l ). Continuing with 

his discussion of Aristotle, Frederick emphasizes that Aristotle offers two significant 

ideas regarding ethos as follows: 

I) the first idea is a description of "ethos." Aristotle tells us that an orator who 

possesses a persuasive ethos exhibits three traits: intelligence, moral character, 

and good will. 2) Aristotle's second idea is about the formation of ethos. Aristotle 

believes that ethos should be "created [or formed] by the speech itself, and not left 

to depend upon an antecedent impression [of] the speaker." (1 :2) 

Frederick further emphasizes that this second point "shows that Aristotle favors the 

notion that an audience, when judging a speech, should let no prior knowledge of an 

orator's character interfere with the present judgment of an orator's arguments" (2). 

At this point, Fredrick is referring to the following definition Aristotle gives of 

ethical argument in his Rhetoric: 

The orator persuades by moral character when his speech is delivered in such a 

manner as to render him worthy of confidence; for we feel confidence in a greater 

degree and more readily in persons of worth in regard to everything in 

general . . . . But this confidence must be due to the speech itself, not to any 

preconceived idea of the speaker's character. (1356a) 

Similarly, Baumlin points out that Aristotle explains how he feels the speaker can 

convince an audience during his speech that he is a person of "good will" or "good moral 
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character'': "For the orator to produce conviction three qualities are necessary; for, 

independently of demonstrations, the things which induce belief are three in 

number. These qualities are good sense, virtue, and good will'(1378a). To Aristotle 

"arete," meaning "good moral character" can be established when the speaker convinces 

the audience that he will not deceive them. James K.inneavy and Susan Warhauser in the 

essay ''From Aristotle to Madison A venue: Ehos and the Ethics of Argument" mentioned 

in Chapter One point up this idea of Aristotle's well as they explain that not only 

can "arete" be translated as "virtue or moral excellence," but it also is related to the word 

'" Ariston,' meaning 'nobility' or 'aristocracy,' suggesting that the ethical appeal is a 

type of cultural appeal .... The effectiveness of an ethical appeal thus depends on one's 

ability to gauge society's values and display them-indeed, to affirm them-in one's 

speech" (174-75). In fact, as Kinneavy and Warhauser point out "Aristotle devotes a 

lengthy section of the Rhetoric to an analysis of those cultural values that a rhetor should 

try to display" (175), From this section they list several significant Aristotelian ideas. 

Among those are the following: 

Courage, justice, temperance, and prudence are the most esteemed virtues, 

and whatever acts produce virtues must also be noble. (1366b) 

What one does for honor rather than money, for example, is noble. 

(1366b) 

Acts done for the sake of others are more disinterested. (1367a) 

A speaker should 'narrate anything that tends to show your own virtue. 

(1417a) 
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In contrast to Aristotle, Fredrick strongly believes that "judging one1s ethos only 

within the delivery of a text (and avoiding judgment of one's previous behavior) is 

impossible" and that "restricting ethos to a text ( and thereby excluding the ethos that 

arises from previous behavior) actually increases problems in judgment rather than 

solves them" (2). He believes that "audiences can never fully avoid judging a rhetor's 

'ethos' prior to hearing a speech or reading a text" (2). According to Fredrick not only 

does an author' s name carry an "ethos," but also "ethnic backgrounds, gender, academic 

and religious titles ( or lack thereof) will influence our judgment of the orator" (2). In 

short, he believes that a person's "ethical history is more convincing than a twenty -

minute speech" (3). 

Similarly, Arnold Leonard Epstein in his book Ethos and Identity: Three Studies 

in Ethnicity, when analyzing changes an individual goes through in the evaluation of 

himself and how this evaluation is affected by the essential origin of ethos, does not 

consider whether ethos originates only within a speech at a point in time. Instead, he 

indicates that it originates within the more complex area of the collective identity of a 

people and stresses the importance of considering the social aspect of an individual ( 122). 

Here, Epstein is considering the individual in the processes that exist within the social 

group. 

Even in its earliest beginnings in the Classical era, ethos played a role in defining 

an author's identity. Some rhetoricians were not aware of its importance; but Isocrates, 

one of the greatest early Classical rhetoricians, certainly was. In fact, he wrote a practical 

treatise on formulating ethos which he entitled Demonicus. In this manual he focused on 
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what Daniel R. Fredric referred to as "panhellenic ethos," which he explained is ''an ethos 

that is designed to work with and within a unified, patriotic and civic goal" ( 4). His 

summary of Isocrates' Demonicus is thorough yet succinct enough to convey meaning 

without confusion. Since ethos is a rhetorical concept which has been acknowledged by 

Classical rhetoricians such as Isocrates, Georgias, Plato, and Aristotle and is today 

recognized as significant by many modem rhetoricians, an investigation of Fredrick's 

summary of Demonicus is in order. It also will be helpful in the later analysis of the 

development of Leslie Marmon Silko's ethos to compare modem concepts of ethos with 

those of Isocrates in the Classical era. It is interesting to note here that the great Roman 

orator Cicero also strongly embraced the teachings of Isocrates. 

First of all, according to Fredrick, Isocrates' Demonicus "specifically outlines for 

students of rhetoric behaviors that, Isocrates believes, will help an orator formulate a 

persuasive, panhellenic or civic ethos" ( 4 ). Here, it is important to know that for 

Isocrates, "persuasion and ethics are symbiotic: good repute leads to persuasive 

capabilities, and persuasive capabilities are a result of good repute" ( 4 ). It is evident that 

Isocrates assumes "that ethos can be taught and learned'' and that "there are two salient 

parts in learning how to formulate an ethos" (4). The first of these parts, according to 

Demonicus, "is learning ethos through acts ofliteracy. In particular, orators should read 

moral treatises such as Demonicus or Hesiod's Works and Days wherein great citizens 

serve as models after whom, you should pattern your life" (11 ). Additionally, a litany of 

proverbs such as those in Demonicus will 'dispose' the mind to noble actions" (4). The 

second of these parts "is to activate the proverb by living out its lesson: that is, by doing 
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good works'' (5). Specifically, according to Fredrick, Isocrates offers advice in the form 

of seven moral lessons that can lead to persuasion. Briefly they are: 

1. Proper deference to authority is one of the most important traits in building an 

ethos .... Showing deference to authority is persuasive because humility 

reveals that an orator is not driven by self interest. (5) 

2. Work as a virtue was a common belief in Greek culture ... A healthy body no 

doubt increases one's productivity and alertness. ( 5) 

3. As the father of the humanities, Isocrates views the development of the 

intellect as a virtue whereas, in contrast, he views ignorance as vice. ( 6) 

4. Isocrates knew that intelligence was not synonymous with eloquence, that the 

vehicle for thoughts-language-also needed moral direction. Thus, he guides 

us, 'Always when you are about to say anything, first weigh it in your mind; 

for with many the tongue outruns the thought.' ( 6) 

5. Although there are numerous rhetorical reasons for formulating a life-long 

ethos, Isocrates reminds us that the 'multitude look only to reputation,' and 

thus a persuasive ethos helps us guard 'against false accusations.' (13) To 

ward off such accusations and build rapport with fellow citizens, Isocrates 

affords us the following precepts which help improve our attitudes, 

personalities, and interactions. According to him, we should have the 

fo 11 owing traits: 

a. Modesty 
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b. Justice 

c. Self-control 

d. Courtesy in manner 

e. Friendly conversations with those whom we first meet 

f. Pleasantness to all 

g. Moderate conversations with the same person 

h. Moderate conversations on the same subject. (7) 

6. Ethos is rarely the result of our isolated, individual efforts. We belong to social 

groups which help shape our specific identities, and so we can create better ethe 

by aligning ourselves with those who not only have good ethe themselves, but 

who also bring out the best in us. One way we can strengthen ethos is through 

our friendships. (7) 

7. Isocrates believes that citizens should practice developing ethos by creating 

trials for themselves. He tells us to engage in "self-imposed toils" so that we will 

be prepared to endure the real toils that others impose upon us. After rehearsing 

self-imposed trials and tribulations, we will learn to control our temper, regulate 

our desire for pleasure, and increase our threshold for pain. ( 1 7) 

Even though Isocrates' treatment of the concept of ethos and its importance to 

writers and speakers was written centuries ago, it has a resemblance on certain points to 

the thinking of some modem rhetoricians. For example, his idea in the sixth moral lesson 

discussed previously that "Ethos is rarely the result of our isolated, individual efforts," 

and that "We belong to social groups which help shape our specific identities" (2) is 
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similar not only to that of Arnold Epstein in his Ethos and Identity: Three Studies in 

Ethnicity mentioned earlier but also to that of Stanley Fish in his book, Is There~ Text in 

This Class? published in 1980. In his book, Fish introduces his idea of the "interpretive 

community" in which he advocates that the readings of a text are culturally constructed 

and that we interpret texts in a certain way because we are part of an interpretive 

community ( 1 71 ), and Epstein carries this idea of the influence of the cultural community 

even further by indicating that the development of a writer or speaker's individual ethos 

also is strongly affected by the "sense of collective identity" of belonging to a group 

(122). 

According to Epstein there are "many factors" that "contribute to fostering such a 

sense of collective identity," but ''continuing attachment to the land" is one of the most 

obvious examples" (122). For one thing, territory to Arnold Epstein carries great 

significance for ethnic groups "for identity formation" (122). In addition, he points out 

that it may be the sharing of a language or literary heritage, a religion, a common 

historical fate, or some combination of these" (122). Further, he emphasizes that identity 

formation also can be affected by a "continuity" that "provides the basis for a national or 

ethnic identity, a perception of the group self which has been fostered by history, the 

values it enshrines, and the symbols through which it has been transmitted" (123). Some 

of these same factors, Epstein points out, form the "sources of that powerful effect that so 

often mark the expression of group identity, its capacity to elicit deep feelings of 

attachment and loyalty" (123). He feels that "both at the individual and group levels, 
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identity is intimately connected with notions of worthiness, pride, dignity, and manhood'' 

(123). 

Fish emphasizes the ''stability in the makeup of interpretive communities and 

therefore in the opposing positions they make possible" (171). However, to Fish, '4this 

stability is always temporary (unlike the longed for and timeless stability of the text)" 

(171). According to Fish, these communities "grow larger and decline, and individuals 

move from one to another; thus, while the alignments are not permanent, they are always 

there, providing just enough stability for the interpretive battles to go on, and just enough 

shift and slippage to assure that they will never be settled" ( 171-72). He does not feel that 

the ability to interpret is acquired but that it is "constitutive of being human" ( 172). What 

he feels one acquires are "the ways of interpreting" (172). In other words, Fish believes 

that ''there are no fixed texts, but only interpretive strategies making them" (172). He also 

advocates that the "'proof of membership (in an interpretive community) is fellowship, 

the nod of recognition from someone in the same community, someone who says to you 

what neither of us could ever prove to a third party: 'we know'" (173). According to Fish 

the members of each interpretive community know "full well" that others in that same 

interpretive community will agree with them. They will understand each other only if 

they already agree because they are of the same interpretive community (173). Such an 

analysis sheds light on a different approach to deciphering the meaning of any author's 

words. However, while an understanding of these concepts serves as a significant base 

for understanding the writing of Silko, by far the most important contributions to the 
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development of this understanding are found within the interviews and public 

appearances she has made since 1977. 

As Ellen Arnold points out in the introduction of Conversations with Leslie 

Marmon Silko, "Because of the complexity and cultural specificity of Leslie Marmon 

Silko' s work, her interviews, while rare, have been vital to critical interpretation of her 

poetry and fiction" (xiii). Certainly Silko was aware of cultivating an ethos in which she 

gained the respect of her readers and led them to a deeper understanding of her work. To 

achieve successfully these two very important goals, she employed a series of themes that 

she emphasized as she responded to her interviewers and addressed her audiences. The 

fourth chapter of this dissertation will treat these themes in more detail, but it serves well 

to include them here in abbreviated form as an indication of the role they played in 

building her own interpretive community and enhancing her ethos as a writer. 

One of these key themes has to do with her realiz.ation of the importance of the 

role of her readers in leading her to complete her texts. She values the responses and 

interpretations of her readers; and, as Ellen Arnold points out in her introduction to the 

Conversations, "In this sense, Silko reflects intersections of the oral tradition with 

postmodern and reader-response theories: the written text, like the old stories, 'has a life 

of its own,' and its meaning continually evolves in exchange with its context" (xii). Thus, 

Silk:o notes that while her readers at times changed her novels, they also often have 

learned to read and think differently themselves as they developed their interpretation of 

her novel. Further, as Arnold points out, Silko "values very highly the direct exchange 
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with readers that public appearances and interviews allow" (xiii). As Silko worked to 

build her ethos in these venues, the interpretive community which began to develop 

around her writing in her novel Ceremony continued to expand and build the 

"fellowship" or "nod of recognition from someone in the same community" that Stanley 

Fish sees as the basis of his idea of the interpretive community (173). 

Another theme which often emerged from Silko's interviews and public 

appearances was that of the influence of the oral tradition on her work. Ellen Arnold 

comments on the frequency of the occurrence of this theme: "In almost every interview 

Silko reminds us that the source of her inspiration is the living oral tradition-the stories 

that she heard growing up at Laguna from family and community-and the land and 

spirits those stories evoke" (ix). Silko makes this idea very clear in her interview with 

Dexter Fisher in 1977 when he asked her if there had been "any one major influence on 

your writing" (Amoid 25), and she promptly replied, "The major influence has been 

growing up around here and listening to people and to the way the stories just keep 

coming" (Arnold 25). To scholar Per Seyersted, in a 1976 interview Silko previously had 

emphasized the significance of storytelling: "Our greatest natural resource is stories and 

storytelling. We have an endless, continuing, ongoing supply of stories" (Arnold 21 ). 

Also, in her interview with Larry Evers and Denny Carr in 1976, Silk:o took issue with 

Elsie Clews Parsons concerning those stories and the oral tradition of her people: "In 

1930, you know, she wrote off Laguna as a lost cause. She said it had no kiva, that it was 

dead . ... And the same went for the 'oral tradition"' (Arnold 14). Then at the end of the 
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interview, Silko strongly reemphasized the importance of the oral tradition as she 

responded to the interviewers' last point, "'So the oral tradition is anything but dead and 

buried in the dusty reports at Laguna" (Arnold 21 ). Energetically Silko stressed, "Yeah, 

we're going stronger than ever ... .lt's just like what I was saying earlier about the Laguna 

Feast stories. They just go on and on and on" (Arnold 21 ). As Arnold emphasizes in her 

introduction to these interviews of Silko in her Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko, 

"For her, the oral tradition is not just a body of old stories or the performance of 

communal acts of telling, but a way of life" (ix). 

Another theme, at times somewhat linked to the importance of the oral tradition, 

is the significance of the land. Ellen Arnold, again in Conversations with Leslie Marmon 

Silko, briefly acknowledges the importance of Laguna to Silko' s "identity and sense of 

well being" (ix). Here Arnold stresses the "'strangeness" that Silko felt toward "both the 

Laguna community and the outside world" (ix) since she was a person of mixed heritage. 

According to Arnold "For Silko, the most important thing for a writer is to remember 

'where he or she has come from' and that 'the words that you use ... are coming from your 

origin, they are coming from your ancestors'" (ix). In addition, her Laguna land itself 

took on a special meaning that she shared with Per Seyersted in their 1976 interview in 

Laguna, New Mexico, as they discussed the strength she gained from being based in her 

own culture: "A lot of these hills and mesas I showed you this morning: there's a sense of 

words, being related to the land in a familiar way, and there's a kind of security there 

which I always feel" (Arnold 2). She continues by emphasizing that her people maintain 

a presence in the land so that because of the land her people are always with her: 
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That is why it is important to me: my father tells me stories that his father told 

him about certain places, and it is as if when one goes back to these places that all 

those past things that happened in that place, in a sense, their presence is still 

there, and so you don't lose it, even though human beings may pass away and old 

age comes and so forth. And there's a sense of having even with one's relatives 

back through the years ... that they are still there, they are still a presence. (Arnold 

2) 

Even so, as Arnold points out, Silko "resents attempts to read her novels too 

biographically or to make assumptions about her personal life based on her fiction" (xii). 

While Silko emphasizes this connection of her writing to her life in some ways 

such as the connection of her time in Alaska to her writing of Ceremony as in part a way 

to bring her once again closer to her home land, she also acknowledges that her writing 

serves as an "expression of physical forces outside herself' (Arnold xii). In Silko' s 

interview with Ellen Arnold when she was on her European promotional tour for her 

novel Almanac of the Dead, Silko shares with Arnold that she was "welcomed to 

Germany by the ancestor spirits living there" (xii). In fact, Arnold points out that in every 

discussion of her novel Almanac of the Dead, Silko describes her withdrawal from 

friends and family as she was 'ridden' by spirit entities who had designs for the novel that 

were beyond her control, and which were reflected in larger events surrounding the 

publication of the novel" (xii). Also, in 1991 in her interview with Ray Gonzalez, she 

discusses the irony of the publication of the Almanac of the Dead occurring just as 

"everybody is looking at 1992 and Columbia and the Quincentennial" (Arnold 103). She 
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answers the question about the appearance of the body by communicating, "It scares me 

that something in my subconscious made me create Almanac" (Arnold 104 ). 

Even though at times, as seen in the previous interview, Silko feels her writing is 

controlled by forces outside herself, at other times she is very aware of her own role in 

the writing process. A theme related to that idea that she explores with her interviewers is 

that of her own experimentation with genre in her writing. In his 1992 interview with 

Silko, Stephen Pett questioned Silko regarding her introduction of stories to her writing 

classes. To Pett's question as to whether she tries to "define 'story' in an explicit way" to 

her students (Arnold 113 ), Silko responded that when she talks about stories with her 

classes, she does so "with the idea that you can never definitely lay down any kinds of 

rules about narrative" (Arnold 113 ). Even more emphatically she continued, "I tell them 

right away that I think some of these boundaries between genres are illusory" (Arnold 

113). 

Pett then moved on to comment "One of the things that strikes me about your 

writing-one of the things I like most-is that you never seem to settle for the formal 

traditional structure of any particular genre" (Arnold 113). To that idea Silko responded 

favorably noting that to her: 

... every statement, every expression, every story, it was equally interesting or 

important; in Western European culture you have so much that's hierarchical, 

and you're always so busy sorting out and kicking things out and so forth. In my 

experience, everything was seen as a story and worked into narrative and all those 

distinctions weren't made. When I did encounter genre, that notion of genre and 
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those boundaries and distinctions, it just didn't seem real to me and, indeed, it's 

not. In the Pueblo language there's just this continuum and they don't make these 

exclusive classes as in Western European. I think that's one of the things that's 

already sort of dissolving. It already started with Joyce and the breakdown 

between poetry and prose and the different genres; it's started to, you know. 

(Arnold 114) 

Silko's writing philosophy emerges throughout Pett's interview as she 

acknowledges that as she begins writing, she does not want to know exactly where a story 

is going to end. She points out that one "sort" of writer 

uses outlines and chapters and knows exactly what's happening and that's what 

publishers and people who bank on literature have a definite preference for; the 

whole notion of control, you're in control, you can see where it's going to go and 

how long it's going to be. That's one way of working at fiction; it's the safest, 

boring. In fact, if I knew what the last sentence was, I wouldn't want to write the 

book in the first place. I write to find out things I don't know. I write to find out 

what my unconscious knows but what I don't know. (Arnold 114) 

She re-emphasized her earlier point that if she knew how a story would end before she 

began writing it, she would become bored: "lfl'm bored, ifl know what's going to be 

already, I won't write it. What's the point? What's the point in writing something that 

you already know what's going to happen?" (Arnold 115). She revealed even more about 

herself as she pointed out: 
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I guess I'm just not interested unless it's an entire adventure or mystery. And of 

not knowing the last line? It is like being with a plane ticket without a destination 

on it. I sort of like that because that way you can get to places nobody else has 

ever gone and that's what I'm trying to do. I'm not interested in selling books or 

just writing books so I have another book out, or writing books to keep busy. I 

write when something stirs, something sweeps across my feelings and my 

consciousness. It might be just one image or one element, and it hooks me, 

though. (Arnold 115) 

However, whether Silko is responding to questions relating to genre as she was 

above with Pett or to James Work and Pattie Cowell in 1980 regarding how easy it was to 

write in the male persona in her novel Ceremony (Arnold 40), Silko continues to show an 

awareness of the importance of building a positive ethos with her readers. Forthright in 

her responses, she does not compromise her integrity by softening the expression of her 

opinions, but she also does not pass up an opportunity to express her gratitude sincerely 

to her readers as she did at the end of her interview with James C. Work and Pattie 

Cowell in 1 980, not just with a quick ''thank you" but with an earnest, in-depth 

explanation of her feelings: 

Well, I thank you for listening and for reading the book. It's sort of lonely work if 

you think there isn't somebody out there. In the old days, the storytellers had the 

people right there with them. You could see their faces; if they didn't like 

something, you could start trying to shift things around. That's the difference 
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between storytelling and writing, which is really lonely and solitary. It's very 

important for me to get that kind of feedback. So I thank you. (Arnold 45) 

Leslie Marmon Silko's strong attachment to her people also becomes evident in 

another theme that runs through her interviews: her emphasis on achieving justice for her 

native American people and all people who have been denied their rights. This theme is 

strong in her later novels, Almanac of the Dead and Gardens in the Dunes. As a result, in 

her interviews as she promotes these novels, this idea comes out as it did in 1992 in her 

interview with Linda Nieman that appeared in Toe Women's Review of Books when 

Nieman was asking what Silko would like the world to be like in fifty years. Her 

response was quick and specific: "I could tell you the one I would hope for would be one 

in which democracy would actually be practiced, and the disenfranchised would actually 

be allowed to vote--homeless people could go vote, and the people of color who are so 

alienated" (Arnold 111 ). In this interview Silko also later emphasized the fact that in 

Almanac she does ''imply that women and female power are survival" (Arnold 

111 ). She also stressed her belief that if society continues to attack Roe vs. Wade that 

"fierce anger'' could rise up in women that could lead to the expression of their power, 

an idea that she suggests could be the subject of another book for her (Arnold 111 ). 

In addition to the quest to achieve justice for her people, Silko realizes the 

importance of leading those outside her culture to a clearer understanding of her Pueblo 

ancestors, thus creating another theme that appears often in her interviews and public 

appearances. Nowhere is this theme more evident than in her in-depth interview with 

Donna Perry in 1 992 that appeared in Perry's collection of interviews called Backtalk in 
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1993. Among other things, Silko emphasized the pride her father had in his girls as being 

completely natural in Laguna society in answering Perry's question concerning the ways 

that Laguna "attitudes toward gender and sexuality" differ from '~bite mainstream 

ideas" (320). In her most matter of fact style, Silko pointed out that "Laguna people just 

didn't go around thinking, You're a man, you're a woman" (320). Clarifying that idea 

even further, Silko concluded, "I say I am a feminist, but I'm a feminist like you join a 

party because it reflects your beliefs. Where I came from you don't need to have that 

concept because women own all the property and everything" (320). Since her Laguna 

society is a matriarchy, Silko makes it clear that she did not even run into sexism until 

she was seventeen and went to college. Even then she was not intimidated because as 

she pointed out " ... the bottom line was that even with dating and men on the outside, 

I always had my trusty deer rifle and a pistol" (321 ). Throughout this interview and in 

others as well, Silko kept coming back to support her Laguna culture and worked to 

communicate its singularity and its importance to her both as a person and a writer as she 

did when Perry asked her, "Why do you stay in Arizona?" (339). The strength of Silko's 

nature and the depth of her love for her people came out in her reply, "Turn tale and run 

and go to some little Shangri-la? Ha! I am a part of this. You don't just run off and leave 

your land and your people and the animals and the trees. You stay here" (339). Her 

support of her people continued as she told Perry, "Laguna has its problems-the 

reservation has unemployment, and they have suicides. But they have this wonderful 

culture and cohesion and history, and they have themselves" (339). 
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The beliefs and principles of her people are embedded deeply within Leslie 

Marmon Silko, but so is her desire to bring about, as she said in her interview with 

Thomas Inner and Mathias Schmidt in 1999, a "new consciousness in the hearts of all 

human beings, the idea that the earth is shared and finite, and that we are naturally 

connected to the earth and with one another" (Arnold 156). This final theme is a 

complicated one; but throughout the interview with Inner and Schmidt, she expressed her 

realization that this "new consciousness" will not come about quickly. Nevertheless, she 

saw the change she believes will come as a positive one, and she emphasized, "It doesn't 

matter ifl live to see it" (Arnold 161). Then in response to the reporters' question 

concerning how she positions herself as a writer between the different cultures, she 

characterized her position with confident finality: "I see myself as a member of the global 

community. My old folks who raised me saw themselves as citizens of the world. We see 

no borders. When I write, I am writing to the world, not to the United States alone. I do 

believe that the things I am talking about will finally, maybe not in my lifetime, will turn 

out" (Arnold 161). 

Thus, in perusing these interviews of Leslie Marmon Silko, one thing stands out: 

the apparent ease with which she is able to work her way through them while maintaining 

her positive ethos even on the trickiest of subjects. Characteristically, she leaves her 

interviewers feeling that they have been a part of a vital exploration into the mind of 

Leslie Marmon Silko and have emerged with a better understanding of her literary works, 

of the woman herself, and possibly even of themselves. Consequently, as one pursues a 
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closer identification with Silko's writing, the need for further in-depth evaluation of her 

interviews becomes apparent and will be pursued in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER III 

ETHNICITY AND THE RHETORIC OF COMMUNITY 

The Laguna Pueblo community into which Leslie Mannon Silko was born on 

March 5, 1948 was and is a fascinating place where "every mesa, cerro, arroyo, and 

spring in the surrounding countryside is home to some recountable event, or waiting to 

become so" (Barnett 15), and even though she was of mixed heritage (Mexican, Laguna, 

and Anglo), Silko has chosen throughout her life to identify most strongly with the 

"People of the Beautiful Lake" and their Laguna heritage. The associations and 

stimulations arising from this community governed her being from her earliest days as 

she became enthralled in the stories of her beloved grandmother Lillie and her Aunt 

Susie. The rhetoric of this community blended naturally into her identity and molded all 

forms of her expression and became a significant influence on every aspect of her life. 

This "identifiable thread of continuity of a group" that Arnold Epstein considers to be its 

"ethos" is evident in Leslie Marmon Silko's writing and speaking (122). The Laguna 

Pueblo perspective forms the basis of her expression both oral and written. 

Thus, as she explores her ethos of self and works to establish that ethos, Silko is 

aware that the audience actually "owns" the ethos. She knows that as Michael Halloran 

points out in "Aristotle's Concept of Ethos, or If Not His Somebody Else's" that '1he 

speaker (or writer) must understand ethos in order to create in his audience a strong and 
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favorable impression of his own character" and he "must also manifest the proper 

character through the choices he makes in his speech" (60). In other words, she knows 

that she must build her ethos by projecting her essential identity to her audience, and that 

identity must be constructed in such a way that her audience is able to understand and be 

a part of her "accustomed place." In this sense an "accustomed place" involves the idea 

that there is a territory of the mind in which both writer and reader can meet, understand, 

and respect each other (Liddell 349). To build an effective ethos, she must lead her 

audience to accept and appreciate the reality and purity of her Laguna Pueblo heritage. 

Readers or listeners must meet her in that "accustomed place" and become a part of it as 

they move through her writing, for only in doing so can they truly understand the depth 

of her work. For example, as she responds to her interviewer's questions about the nature 

of her Laguna ancestry, she works to convey the importance of place to her culture. To 

Silko, "The landscape sits in the center of Pueblo belief and identity" (Yell ow Woman 

43). As a person she could relate to the land even if it were not her homeland (Arnold 

27). In her interview with Rolando Hinojosa in 1987, Silko explains that she had always 

thought of the land in New Mexico around Laguna with its sandstone and lava as her 

mother; yet somehow when she left New Mexico, she found herself again liking the land 

around her; "I came down here and I didn't come down to like this, you know. And then 

it was like I couldn't help it. I don' t love it more than New Mexico. I love it as much" 

(Arnold 91). Here, she goes on to explain to Hinojosa that in her writing she tries to 

determine how there can be a kind of continuity in the world as she points out, "You talk 

about the importance of land or place. I believe that certain places have in their being, 
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through time and regardless of the people that passed through there, something about 

them. And, and almost everything that I relate to here in Tucson is kind of apocalyptic" 

(Arnold 92). She makes it clear that through her writing she can transport herself and her 

creativity to a land other- than the one in which she resides. As proof of that ability she 

recalls that she wrote Ceremony when she was in southeastern Alaska enduring "forty

two point five inches of rain in thirty-one days" and living through "a hundred and 

ninety-two inches the first year I was there" (Arnold 92). In spite of the depression she 

fell into, once she began to write Ceremony," ... every square inch of sand, dryness, sun, 

I wrote in this room with no windows, with the rain beating. I wrote because when I 

write, I'm there, and I did not want to be in Alaska in all that water. And so I wrote more 

passionately and in more detail. I made that the whole world that I was homesick for" 

(Arnold 93). Here, it becomes clear, as mentioned earlier in Chapter Two, that Arnold 

Epstein's idea that the influence of an artist's cultural community is evidenced within a 

writer's or speaker's individual ethos as it shows a "sense of collective identity" is 

exhibited in Silko's identification with her Laguna territory. According to Epstein, this 

"continuing attachment to the land" is one of the "many factors" that contribute to 

building what he calls a "sense of collective identity" (122). To him, this feeling of 

belonging to a group strongly affects the development of a writer's ethos. Further, he 

emphasizes that the identity that is involved in the development of this individual ethos is 

connected with feelings of worthiness, pride, and dignity (123). Thus, within herself 

Silko feels and continues to develop this universality of landscape that becomes such an 
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integral part of her ethos. Later she conveyed her understanding of this feeling to Laura 

Coltelli in 1993: 

Laguna is my first and last home. But I have also learned that the Earth is 

my home, and the dry air and dusty blue mountains northwest of Beijing felt like 

home, just as these lava rock ceros outside Tucson are home. Now I begin to 

suspect that in the days before monarchs' maps with boundary lines, the tribal 

people of the Americas thought of the whole earth as their home, not just one 

continent. Humans used to feel that way until the rise of the nation-state fiction, 

which sought to destroy ancient liaisons between people on opposite sides of the 

newly-created borderline. (Arnold 123) 

Later in a 1998 interview with Ellen Arnold, it becomes evident that the ideas of Arnold 

Epstein introduced in Chapter Two regarding "identity formation" apply to the 

development of Leslie Marmon Silko's ethos. To Epstein "identity formation" was not 

only affected by attachment to territory but was also influenced by the "sharing of a 

language or literary heritage, a religion, a common historical fate, or some combination 

of these" ( 122). These influences are evident as Silko credits her way of seeing the world 

to her predecessors: 

The old folks who showed me and taught me that way of seeing the world, 

they're not here now to defend that way of seeing. But it really was an inclusive 

one. In the old way, the old folks would say, just like in Almanac, all of those 

who love the earth and want to do this are welcome. That's the old way. That 
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attitude about nationalism comes in much later, that's much more a European way 

of looking at things. (Arnold 171) 

Here, following Silko's progress toward maturity as a writer deepens the reader's 

understanding of the importance of her Laguna homeland to the formation of her identity 

and to the establishing of her "accustomed place." Earlier in her life in her childhood 

years along with her awareness of the importance of the land to her people's identity, 

Leslie Marmon Silko's own creativity in writing emerged as she began creating stories 

even in elementary school. In 1992 she described to Stephen Pett the joy of her 

discovery in the fifth grade that she could write a story: 

In the fifth grade, though, I was really unhappy. I had switched from a 

Bureau of Indian Affairs school to a school in Albuquerque and it was a long 

drive and we were real strangers there. I had found that I had a real deficiency in 

science and math because the Bureau of Indian Affairs schools were so bad; so 

that one day our teacher gave us a list of spelling words and she said take each 

word from the list and use it at least once in a story and I never can forget that 

day. I can still see the room and everything. I started to do her assignment. Now 

in Indian School we had really bad teachers. I had never heard of such a neat 

assignment before. . .. So I started taking the spelling words and putting them 

into a story and something happened. I can still feel it, and it's what's always kept 

me going all these years. As I did it and as I made the spelling words turn into this 

story and got each one of them in there at least once, this incredible pleasure and 
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satisfaction and security and even power, a feeling of empowerment, came over 

me, and all of a sudden none of it mattered-being behind in science and math .. . 

. What I had discovered was that when I wrote I could in some way put myself 

into that mind state or that feeling, that narrative makes you feel good and safe 

and it's a completely different world than the world that you're in. So from that 

time on, from the fifth grade on, I'd finish my assignment, sit in the back row, and 

write. (Arnold 117-18) 

Thus, Silko' s Laguna heritage had opened to her the wonder of the orally 

transmitted stories of her culture and had created in her the respect for a well-told tale. In 

an oral culture such as that of Laguna the delivery of the stories is a crucial element in 

their successful transmittal. Even today with the predominance of the written word, 

delivery is again becoming a crucial rhetorical element closely associated with ethos. 

Successful development of a positive ethos brings with it a rhetorical power that is 

especially important to a modem ethnic writer such as Sitko who relies heavily on the 

sense of place passed on to her from the oral transmissions of her predecessors. Bridging 

the gap between the orality of her ancestors and her realization of the importance of the 

written word by using anthropological and oral materials as background and showing her 

appreciation of the equally-rewarding place in which she finds herself-within the world 

of the written word, Sitko was able to recall in her interview with Pattie Cowell in 1980 

that she first discovered this world of writing in her early school years. Cowell 
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questioned Silko concerning whether any literary tradition other than the oral one had 

been an important source to the development of her writing. to which Sitko replied: 

I think the primary source is just growing up in that community and 

learning to know a story. Very early, the one thing that saved me in school

because basically school wasn't a very good experience for me-was that I 

discovered stories in books. Up until that time you had a person tell you a story, 

and it was very pleasurable and secure and loving. It's a very generous thing to 

take the time, you know, whether it's a sort of gossipy story or whether it's a story 

to a child, it's a very generous and beautiful thing. Then I discovered that when I 

was away from people and that kind of security, I could open up a book and there 

were stories. I discovered that for me a story is a real place to be and so I loved 

reading. (Arnold 41-42) 

In addition, even Silko's appreciation of the writing of others originated from 

"stories" of her Laguna people that created within her a love of the story, whether spoken 

or written, as a vehicle that added depth and understanding to her life and that later 

contributed to the building of her authorial ethos. Even though she did not abandon her 

Pueblo stories, she steeped herself in the printed texts that she found in her father's 

things; and as she pointed out, "By the time I was a junior in high school, I had read 

almost all of William Faulkner. I had read John Steinbeck when I was in the seventh and 

eighth grades" (Arnold 42). She even playfully admits to reading books she found hidden 

under her dad's bed like Lady Chatterly's Lover and Lolita; she also learned to love 
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Shakespeare, Proust, and Henry James. Flannery O'Connor was one of her favorite 

women writers, and she also enjoyed several less well known writers like the Oneida 

country poet Roberta Hill. 

Concerning her own writing, while she is proud of her Indian heritage, and it 

continues to be a strong force in the molding of her creativity, Silko does not wish to be 

thought of solely as an "Indian" writer and understands that it is important to convey that 

desire to her readers. She points out: "There are more and more Indian writers coming 

into print, and we should be treated just like any other American writer. I like to think of 

myself as being a pretty good American writer; I like to think of Jim Welch as being a 

pretty good American writer. I don't like to think of him as being an Indian writer'' 

(Arnold 43). She concludes by saying "It's okay to have courses that focus on a particular 

group of writers, but the attitude which the books are dealt with should be the same as 

with other books." (Arnold 43) 

Further, Silko emphasizes that a person reading her novel Ceremony, for example, 

does not have to know any specific details about Indian life in order to read or teach the 

book even though there are a "few general attitudes" that a reader or teacher should 

understand. She feels that "most of what's been written and published in America, right 

up until today, has been really European writing. There are very few true American 

writers and poets. It's almost all aping of European usages and styles and so forth" 

(Arnold 43). She does state, however, that there is one thing that she would hope a reader 

"would have in approaching Ceremony, or any other pieces that are consciously working 
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with an American English and an American experience and American personae and 

struggles," and that is "openness, to realize that you're going to see different structures, 

and different emphases, on colloquial English and so forth, and not to throw it down and 

say, 'Oh, this doesn't look like Charles Dickens, or Nathaniel Hawthorne.' It's that kind 

of openness that people need to go into Ceremony with" (Arnold 43-44). She earnestly 

wishes for her readers to understand the choices she made as she was writing the book. 

Later, when James Work began to question her about why she chose to write about the 

Second World War in Ceremony rather than the Korean or Vietnam War, she quickly 

responded that it was the atomic bomb that led to her choice. "The world was never the 

same again," she stressed. "The people were never the same after the Second World War. 

I mean the Laguna People. Going away to fight that war was a real big break, and it 

marked the end of a kind of time in life for everybody" (Arnold 44). 

However, in spite of her deep reverence for her ancestors and the ways of the 

past, Silko is very conscious of the need for the functions of the "stories" to change. She 

is constantly aware of the transitory nature of man's existence. When Pattie Cowell 

questioned her about that point, she readily acknowledged that things must become 

different: 

Everything, not just our stories-stories of Laguna or Indian tribes-

everybody has to re-examine what they' re about as human beings in terms of 

culture and so-called advanced countries. If it isn't a change in storytelling, it's 

like diplomacy, to keep us from destroying ourselves if that change should come. 
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And if it doesn't come, we're as much doomed as the people in the novel who 

won't change. But we all, from that time, have to change the way we look at 

things and how we do things; otherwise that's the end ofus. (Arnold 44) 

As she was growing up in her Laguna community surrounded by storytellers, 

Leslie Marmon Silko continued to develop as a writer and began to experiment with other 

forms of expression. Along that line another intriguing story that she tells began when 

she was in junior high and decided to construct her own joke book. It contained only one 

joke and was destined for a short life since soon after its original circulation she found 

herself in trouble with the school authorities. They felt the joke was too suggestive to be 

circulated at school, especially after little Helen Grevey went home and repeated it to her 

mother. Silko had created the book to help her make friends more readily in her new 

school in Albuquerque because as she explained in the Author's Note of her book Sacred 

Water: 

The adjustment to the new school in Albuquerque had been difficult and I 

was anxious to be accepted by my new classmates. We sixth graders knew that we 

might be reprimanded for telling the joke at school, but no one was really afraid to 

tell it. That was why I thought it would be a simple matter to write down this joke 

and to start a joke magazine which I would circulate around the sixth grade. (81) 

Even at a young age Silko was beginning to appreciate her need to create a favorable 

ethos of support 
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Leslie Mannon Silko continued to nurture her creative expression and also 

continued to identify with her Laguna Pueblo community. As she progressed, Silko kept 

sharing her creativity in oral and written expression and turned more and more to 

narrative as the outlet of that expression. "My writing is a gift to the Earth," Per 

Seyersted quotes her as saying to Joseph Bruchac, who then observed, "And she meant 

this with great humility" before continuing, "That is, it is her way of saying Thank You to 

the earth for providing for her and giving her an identity through the place of Laguna 

with its rich store of narrative material" (Seyersted 18). To Seyersted the aim of Silko's 

writing seems to be as she pointed out in an Oslo lecture "to familiarize the audience with 

the origins of contemporary Indian writing, the links in the oral tradition both the 

'classical' oral tradition and the 'contemporary' oral tradition which continues even now" 

(Seyersted 18). 

Keeping her link to her Laguna past ever in her mind, Silko continued to grow in 

her writing, publishing a book of poetry, Laguna Woman, in 1974, and then moving on to 

turn once again to narrative with her impressive short stories such as "The Man to Send 

Rain Clouds," "Tony's Story," "Yellow Woman," and "Lullaby," all of which paved the 

way for her first novel, Ceremony, in 1977. Before beginning work on Ceremony Silko 

wrote a foreword to a book of drawings by Aaron Y ava, Border Towns of the Navajo 

Nation, in which he mainly depicted drunks on the streets of Gallup, New Mexico. 

Sitko' s integrity as a writer emerges here as she says in the foreword "I grew up at 
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Laguna Pueblo and saw some of these same scenes with my own relatives, and it still 

hurts me when I look at Aaron's drawings" (Yava 1). 

Even so, Silko realizes that she must present a true picture of her Laguna 

homeland, her "accustomed place," and she readily admits that Java's images are part of 

that picture: 

Aaron and I care as much as any Indian people, about the 'Indian self

image' and 'Indian Pride.' But we have been taught to value truth above all else; 

and these scenes are true, and they must not be hidden. To hide them is, in a 

sense, denying that these Indian people exist, denying that our cousins and uncles 

exist because they could be my cousins and uncles. Denial of ourselves and our 

own origins is one of the most devastating psychological weapons the Whites 

have ever found to use against us . . . To say that Aaron's drawings are not 

accurate or that his scenes of suffering and degradation do not exist, is to continue 

the denial and the Lie. (Yava 1-2) 

Silko' s respect for Yava as an artist and understanding of herself as a writer are evident 

as she praises Y ava later in the foreword: 

I think Aaron says with his drawings what I attempt to say with my 

series---that Indian life today is full of terror and death and great suffering, but 

despite these tremendous odds against us for two hundred of years-the racism, 

the poverty, the alcoholism- we go on living. We live to celebrate the beauty of 
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the Earth and Sky because the beauty and vitality of life, like the rainbow colored 

horses leaping, has never been lost. The world remains for us as it has always 

been. One with itself and us, death and laughter existing side by side as it does in 

Aaron's drawings .... Aaron's vision comes down to him from the old ones who 

knew no boundaries between man and the Earth, between the beautiful and the 

ugly. They knew only the truth. (Y ava 2) 

Even though Silko feels strongly about this "truth," she generally prefers 

expressing that feeling in her stories as she states in The Third Woman, "I am political, 

but I am political in my stories" .... "writing a story like 'Lullaby' [is more effective] 

than to rant and rave" (22). At this point in time, the year she began writing Ceremony, 

1973, she definitely had a message to convey. As something within her felt Yava's 

connection to her people, in a similar way she felt her people's connection to the natural 

world and saw it as a way that they have been able to counteract the despair that has so 

often come to them as a result of alienation brought about by white society. She was 

ready to present this concept to the world though narration in her novel Ceremony. She 

realized there must be change, but she also knew that her people needed the strength of 

community that brings with it identity and, therefore, power. She was ready to rely on her 

writing ability to draw those not affiliated with her community into her narrative. 

Leslie Marmon Silko's need to express her political ideas in narrative continued 

as her life took her far from her beloved Southwest to Alaska where she began to use her 

writing as therapy and started a short story in 1973 that eventually led to Ceremony, her 
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first novel about a World War II Laguna veteran's mental and physical affliction and 

healing from the war. Her statement about the book on its jacket when it was published 

brings out the essence and significance of her people's struggle to maintain their identity 

and their link to the land through the struggles of Tayo, its main character: 

The novel is essentially about the powers inherent in the process of 

storytelling . . .. The chanting or telling of ancient stories to effect certain cures or 

protect from illness and harm have always been part of the Pueblo' s curing 

ceremonies. I feel the power that stories still have to bring us together, especially 

when there is loss and grief. My book tells the story of an Indian family, but it is 

also involved with the search for a ceremony to deal with despair, the most 

virulent of all diseases-the despair which accounts for the suicide, the 

alcoholism, and the violence which occurs in so many Indian communities today. 

(Ceremony, cover) 

Per Seyersted in Leslie Marmon Silko sums up well the central theme of this novel. 

Indeed, as can hardly surprise, central in the novel is the opposition between traditional 

pueblo ways and beliefs and those of Christianity, or rather, the influence of the new on 

the old. While the ancients 'had known, with the simple certainty of the world they saw, 

how everything should be,' the world had become entangled with the advent of the 

Europeans (31 ). 

Still in Alaska, far away from her Laguna homeland, after completing Ceremony, 

Silko began work on her next book, Storyteller. As she had done with Sacred Water, in 
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Storyteller she blends the written word with the visual while conveying the strong sense 

of community so familiar in her writing. It is as though the community becomes the 

character in order to give the reader a sense of place. The entire book speaks of the nature 

of storytelling through its photographs and stories that blend the landscape of Laguna 

with the lives of its people as all but two of the photographs are taken either in Laguna 

itself or very near it. The photographs themselves are an integral part of the narrative 

bringing with them a depth that would otherwise be missing. Silko clearly holds a 

reverence for storytelling and considers it to be an important part of her life, one that she 

takes seriously and considers to be a basic element of her identity. 

Carrying further this idea of the importance of her family to her storytelling, one 

of the interviewers from the Native American Literature Forum as recorded by Laura 

Coltelli in 1993 commented on the context that Storyteller evoked related to Silko's 

kinship with her family and noted: "Even the shapes of the stories seemed to arise from 

your identification with those telling the stories" (Arnold 137). Silko readily agreed and 

further clarified the point: 

One of the reasons that Storyteller contains photographs was my desire to convey 

that kinship and the whole context or field on which these episodes of my writing 

occurred. The photographs include not only those of my family, but of the old 

folks in the villages and places in the village. I started to think of translation [from 

Laguna]. I realized that if one just works with the word on the page or the word in 

the air, something's left out. That' s why I insisted on having photographs in 
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Storyteller. I wanted to give the reader a sense of place, because here place is a 

character. For example, in the title story, "Storyteller," the main character is the 

weather and the free, frozen land itself. Or in the story I'm going to read tonight, 

"Private Property," the community itself is a character-although places and 

communities are not ordinarily characters in the 'classical' literary short story. I 

felt a need to add in these other [ visual] components which before were supposed 

to be extraneous to the narrative, but which existed at Laguna Pueblo as visual 

cues-a mountain or a tree or a photograph. (Arnold 137-38)\ 

As Robert M. Nelson points out in his essay "Leslie Marmon Silko: storyteller," Silko 

makes use of this technique of "challenging the usual distinction that most readers are 

conditioned to make between words and other kinds of visual imagery" not only by using 

twenty-six photographs in Storyteller, but also by making "this technique the formal basis 

for Sacred Water (1993), subtitled 'Narratives and Pictures,' a self-published and hand

stitched eighty-pager in which each pair of facing pages shows a photocopied photograph 

opposite its companion piece of prose" (251-52). Sitko further explained the importance 

of this technique in Yellow Woman and f! Beauty of the Spirit: 

In my 1993 self-published book, Sacred Water, photocopies of my 

photographs of clouds and dry washes are an integral part of the text; the 

photocopy images are as much a part of my essay on water as the narrative of the 

essay. The Pueblo people have always connected certain stories with certain 

locations; it is these places that give the narratives such resonance over the 
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centuries. The Pueblo people and the land and the stories are inseparable. In the 

creation of the text itself, I see no reason to separate visual images from written 

words that are visual images themselves. (195) 

To Silko this integration of visual and verbal art is necessary to convey the 

identity of her Pueblo ancestors. Rhetorically, the photographs serve the function of 

creating ethos in that they lead Silko's readers to more fully understand the nature of the 

people, the land, and the stories and that essentially these three elements are inseparable. 

This need for the association of these elements continued in Silko's motion picture work 

and is considered in the fourth chapter of this dissertation. Suffice it here to note that her 

use of this concept continued through her period of experimentation with the film 

medium and into her next novel, Almanac ofthe Dead (1991). In his essay "Leslie 

Marmon Silko: storyteller," mentioned earlier, Robert Nelson points out: 

The concept that printed words themselves are visual images, and thus 

close relatives of other visual art forms, is also one of the starting points of Silko' s 

most ambitious work to date, Almanac of the Dead (1991). The title refers to the 

Great Calendar of the Mayan tradition, a way of reckoning time that involves 

creating and preserving a pictorial image ( or "glyph") of each of the faces of time 

in the understanding that time is a life form that periodically renews itself through 

transformation . . . . . (25 3) 

Here again Silko's desire to maintain her ethos with her readers is clear as she takes time 

to go into of the complexities ofthis novel and works to help her readers understand the 
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importance of the almanacs to the identity of her people in an interview with Kim Barnes 

in 1986: 

It is a very long, complex novel, so it's hard to even tell about it. It's got 

five or six distinct narrative lines, sort of intertwined through it. The "Almanac" 

in the title refers to the Mayan almanacs or Mayan codices. There are four 

manuscripts that survived the on-going inquisition and persecution of the Mayan 

Indian people and all Indian peoples once the Spaniards and the Portuguese 

arrived. Apparently what happened is early on the priests chose, recruited, 

captured, whatever, promising young Mayan men, and taught them how to read 

and write Spanish. This happened very early after the Spaniards went into that 

area, and these anonymous Mayan people or men used their new knowledge to try 

to write down what had always been in more an oral state or what had been kept 

with the glyphs, the Mayan glyphs that were carved into stone. Although memory 

in passing down from person to person had worked before to hold these things, I 

think they realized that with the cataclysm of the coming of the Europeans, they 

could no longer count on human memory if humans themselves were being 

destroyed. So anyway, they wrote down what had, up until then, been kind of the 

knowledge of the various priests. (Arnold 82-83) 

In the interview she continued explaining the Mayan obsession with time and how it 

differs from the "European notions of linear time, death, simultaneous planes of 
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experience, and so on" (Arnold 83). In addition, she confirmed to Barnes that the Mayan 

Almanacs actually exist: 

There's one in Dresden, one in Madrid, one in Paris, and one in Mexico 

City. I've seen what the fragments were like, and decided that I would like to use 

the structure of an almanac; it would free me to indulge in different narrative 

lines. Most of the action takes place in the present day. You get a few glimpses of 

the remaining fragments. You see, my characters in my novel have a fifth 

manuscript. There are in fact only four that are known to exist in the world now, 

but for my purposes, I say there's a fifth fragmentary manuscript, and my 

characters have it. Every now and then, the reader gets to see a bit of the 

fragment. The novel centers in Tucson and encompasses Mexico and kind of the 

edge of Central America. It not only runs through the days when the Spaniards 

and the Portuguese were taking slaves from the Mayan area and dragging them up 

northern Sonora to work in the silver mines until they died, but also, because the 

Mayan Almanacs were believed to be able to foretell the future, my novel will go 

a bit into the future. It goes to a time when the struggle which the indigenous 

peoples are having now in Guatemala and Honduras and Nicaragua spreads north 

into Mexico. The United States, of course, intervenes and sends troops and tanks 

and so on into Mexico. (Arnold 83) 

Nelson notes "even in Almanac of the Dead" that is not set in Silko's beloved Laguna but 

in Tucson, "Sterling, Silko's on-again-off again male protagonist, is a native of Laguna, 

51 



and the novel can end only when the 'Exile' of the novel's second chapter returns to 

Laguna in its final chapter, titled 'Home'" (254). Therefore, it becomes clear that the 

influence of Laguna never completely leaves Silko's work. Robert Nelson emphasizes 

once more the importance of the influence of Laguna on Silko's work: 

Silko continues to explore the motif of departure and return in Gardens in 

the Dunes (1999). Set at the tum of the century, this quiet, elegant novel imitates 

the style of Victorian historical romance in the diction and narrative distance that 

characterize the telling of the story; ultimately, however, both plot and style work 

to give voice to Silko's persistently Laguna storytelling persona .... From the 

perspective of the Indian protagonist, the plot of the novel recapitulates the 

familiar Laguna motif of departure and recovery. (255) 

Thus, even though this latest novel has been modeled on the European form and contains 

a new approach, Nelson advocates that Indigo, the Indian protagonist in the novel, 

"returns carrying new life for the people." And in the end the new alliances, the new 

seeds, and even a new-born child that Indigo brings with her, all "become by the end of 

the novel, a part of the long story of the people" (255). Communicating the story of her 

people is not only important to Leslie Marmon Silko to preserve the culture, but it is also 

something she enjoys artistically. In the interview with Kim Barnes in 1986 Silko 

clarified her approach to the Laguna stories saying that she does not write down the 

stories to "save" them: 
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Stories stay alive within the comnnmity like the Laguna Pueblo 

community because the stories have a life of their own. The life of the story is not 

something that the individual person can save and certainly not someone writing it 

down or recording it on tape or video. That's a nice little idea, and in some places 

where they've had these kind of archival materials, younger people can go and see 

or listen to certain stories. But if for whatever reason a community no longer has a 

place for a story or a story no longer has a life within that particular period, that 

doesn't mean that the story no longer has a life; that's something that no single 

person can decide. (Arnold 72-73) 

Silko places herself among the "tougher-minded people," the ones who believe that if a 

story is relevant, it will stay alive in the community. Further, she stresses the reason that 

she writes stories down: 

I write them down because I like seeing how I can translate this sort of 

feeling or flavor or sense of a story that's told and heard onto the page. Obviously 

some things will be lost because you're going from one medium to another. And I 

use 'translate' in the broadest sense. I don't mean translate from the Laguna 

Pueblo language to English, I mean the feeling or the sense that language is being 

used orally. So I play with the page and things that you could do on the page, and 

repetitions . . .. I play around with the page by using different kinds of 

indentations or even italics so that the reader can sense, say, that the tone of voice 

has changed. If you were hearing a story, the speed would increase at certain 

53 



points. I want to see how much I can make the page communicate those nuances 

and shifts to the reader. I'm intrigued with that. (Arnold 71-72) 

However, Silko never loses sight of the stories that stay alive in her Laguna Pueblo 

community. Keeping Silko's identity with her Laguna people in mind and looking again 

at Arnold Epstein's Ethos and Identity: Three Studies in Ethnicity, one can recognize that 

his stress on the importance of considering an "individual in his social aspect" (122) takes 

on more meaning leading the reader to understand more fully his concept of ethos 

referred to in Chapter One of this dissertation: 

I refer to the identifiable thread of continuity of a group as its ethos, the 

structure of assumptions, values, and meanings which underlie particular and 

varying expression of cultural behavior, and just as in the case of the individual 

the notion of personality is accompanied at the level of self-perception by the 

sense of ego-identity, so ethos has as its counterpart the sense of collective 

identity, the consciousness of belonging to a group that exists in time. ( 122) 

It is clear that Leslie Marmon Silko has not forgotten the lessons of the stories of her 

Laguna people and that she continues to present them in her writing and speaking. Thus, 

this rhetoric of community and her establishment of an "accustomed place" basically 

form the essence of the ethos of Leslie Marmon Sitko as it emerges in all forms of her 

rhetorical expression whether formal or informal. Her characters, though on the fringes of 

both Native American and Western cultures, often depend on the moral strength of their 

native community to aid in overcoming the negative effects of the hegemonic majority. 
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Her writing brings out the transfonnative nature of the Laguna tradition in that its people 

were able to preserve the inner spirit of their culture while adjusting to the pressures of 

the dominant influence of the Anglo-American society. This Native American collective 

identity with its emphasis on the distinct oral tradition of the Laguna people brings a 

strength and continuity to Silko's work that carries over into her public appearances as 

well, revealing a strong ethos that inspires the respect of her audiences. 

Next, after establishing this ''accustomed place" with her audience, to strengthen 

her ethos Silko worked to lead her audience to understand that at points in her life she 

was considered to be the "other." As early as her fifth year of life Silko began to design 

her own stories; but since she was a person of mixed cultures, she was not always 

accepted well by all those around her. However, as she began to immerse herself into her 

written and oral expression, that need for acceptance diminished in importance. The 

"stories" became paramount in her life and crune naturally to her as she grew up with her 

two sisters, Wendy and Gigi, in a house at the southeast edge of Old Laguna Village 

bordered by the Rio San Jose to the south and southeast. Later this river became a key 

zone in her Yell ow Woman stories, a place where Yellow Woman, who represented the 

Laguna entity, met a man who represented the spiritual identity. This area also serves as 

the zone in which the spirits of the Katsinas (beneficent Pueblo spirits associated with 

rain and water) pass through in November from the direction of the sunrise and take on 

the form of masked dancers in a transformative event. Sitko is drawn to this place and 

uses it in her writing as an area of regeneration. It is a marginal site that soothes and 
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regenerates with its shade and running water making it more meaningful to her because 

she feels that since she has both a Laguna and an Anglo heritage; she too occupies a 

marginal site in society, a site that through her writing can serve a regenerative function 

as well. The Mannon family owned a general store near the highway interchange during 

the 1940s and the mid- l 960s that not only sold goods to Laguna residents but also to the 

surrounding Laguna Pueblo villages and to travelers and truckers coming through the 

area. Thus, the children interacted with a variety of cultures as they matured. 

Leslie Marmon Sitko grew up exposed to traditions from the Keresan culture as 

well as those from the Anglo culture. Her ancestors, Walter and Robert Marmon, crune to 

Ohio as surveyors right after the Civil War, married Laguna women, and stayed in the 

area. Walter became a school teacher and Robert a trader, and both later were elected 

Governor of the Pueblo. Robert's second wife, Marie Anaya Marmon, was Leslie 

Marmon Silko's "Grandma A'mooh" that she introduces to her readers in Storyteller. 

Their son Henry was Silko's paternal grandfather and attended the Sherman Institute in 

California. Silko's "Aunt Susie," whose full name was Susan Reyes, was also a Laguna 

woman and was married to Henry's brother, Walter. She attended the Carlisle Indian 

School and Dickinson College, both of which were located in Carlisle, and becrune a 

school teacher and historian when she returned from college. Silko's father, Lee, became 

the Tribal Council Treasurer; and he like other members of the Marmon family, became 

prominent in the history of Laguna. Leslie Mannon Silko was surrounded by a cultural 
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household and a myriad of books as well as stories of her Laguna heritage. She fully 

acknowledges their shaping of her creativity and storytelling potential. 

Growing up, Silko wandered over the countryside surrounding her village and 

listened intently to the stories passed to her from Grandma A'mooh, Aunt Susie, and her 

father and grandfather. As a child, her father had objected to the taunts of the other 

children brought on by their awareness that he was part Laguna and part white, or 

"amedicana" as they called him; his reaction was to escape to the mesas and hills with his 

brother, his dog, and their rifles. Even so, his "full-blooded relatives and clanspeople" 

reassured the children that they belonged in Laguna (Yellow Woman 42). Silko treasured 

her family's words of assurance as she roamed the region around Laguna from the time 

she was nine years old. Later, having acquired a sense of security "from listening to the 

old stories that the land all around me was teeming with creatures that were related to 

human beings and to me" (Yellow Woman 42), she explored the area on her horse 

without fear. These explorations gave her a familiarity with this land that was so 

important to her ancestors and to her. When she recognized part of the landscape that her 

Aunt Susie described in her stories, Silko' s excitement grew as she visualized herself 

within the story along with the spirits of her ancestors that Aunt Susie invited in 

whenever she told a story. Silko's connection with the land and with her ancestors 

became stronger with each orally-transmitted story, and her feeling of being the "other" 

gradually began to disappear. In her words: 
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Two points seem clear: the spirits could be present, and the stories were 

valuable because they taught us how we were the people we believed we were. 

The myth, the web of memories and ideas that create an identity, is a part of 

oneself. This sense of identity was intimately linked with the surrounding terrain, 

to the landscape that has often played a significant role in a story or in the 

outcome of a conflict. (Yellow Woman 43) 

In addition to establishing herself as one who understands the feeling of being the 

"other," Sitko in her communications in interviews and public appearances continues to 

build her ethos and, as a part of that building, to lead her audience to understand the role 

of the woman in Pueblo society. Interviewers often expressed curiosity as to how Silko 

was able to write so successfully from a man' s point of view. Since most of them were 

familiar only with the long history of the oppression of women in European and 

American society, she found it necessary in order to extend her ethos more fully to her 

audience, including her interviewers, to lead them to understand the role of women in the 

Laguna Pueblo society. Feminists were discussing "women's ways of knowing" in ways 

that implied that all women had been oppressed by men for centuries, and such 

oppression was not Silko's experience in the Laguna Pueblo society. For example, in a 

1994 interview with Florence Boos as Silko endeavored to explain why she felt so 

liberated by writing Ceremony from the perspective of Tayo, a male, Boos question 

came right to the point as she asked: "Ceremony struck me as a book about the bonds 

between men, very deep bonds. Why would it be liberating for you to deal with male 
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bonding and the recovery of a man's sense of himself?'' To answer this question 

satisfactorily Silko found it necessary to go into a rather lengthy but informative 

explanation of her experience growing up in the Laguna Pueblo society: 

When I was a little girl, I hung around adults. I was always the kid who 

wouldn't go off and play with the other kids, but liked to watch and eavesdrop on 

adults. I come from a culture in which men and women are not segregated, and so 

I had a great deal of opportunity to listen to the men talking. When I was really 

small, I listened to World War II and Korean War veterans. They had drinking 

problems and lacked regular jobs, but they had good souls and good spirits. 

Perhaps tragedy and anguish and trouble attracted me right away as a little girl, 

more than the easier parts of life. Also, the Laguna people lived in a matriarchy, 

and in a matriarchy one is more afraid of what women may say and think about 

oneself. Children feel less powerful than their mothers, and men seemed more 

interesting to them because they too had less power and were more like 

themselves. Needless to say, women were a lot happier in a matriarchy than in 

patriarchal society .... The Pueblo world is the reverse of Anglo-American and 

mainstream culture, where the final word is the man's word. In the Pueblo world 

women have the final word in practical matters. This is a simplification, but 

women own all the property, children belong to their mother's clan, and all the 

mundane business--quarrels, problems-are handled by women. The female 

deity is the main deity, and in the Kiva ceremonies, men dress as women. But 
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formerly the matriarchy was more evenly balanced, for the men were responsible 

for the hunting and religious ceremonies. (Arnold 141) 

Following this exchange with Silk:o, Florence Boos pursued another angle concerning the 

Pueblo matriarchal society by asking, 

On the other hand I've heard the theory that because the Euro-American 

legal system was so patriarchal, it destroyed certain aspects of Indian life that 

favored or protected women (by enforcing nineteenth century laws, for example, 

which gave a married woman's property to her husband.) If so, imposition of 

foreign laws sometimes diminished women's authority. (Arnold 141) 

Here, Silko shows in her reply that she fully understands the complexity of the Pueblo 

situation: 

Well, we're only seeing that starting with my generation. It's taken that 

long for western European misogyny to arrive in the Pueblo. It's true that the 

conquerors negotiated only with the Pueblo men, ignoring the clan mothers, but in 

the long run when they destroyed what they thought was important, they left 

behind the authority of women. Yes, it's true that women are sometimes 

disadvantaged. A lot of tribal councils were established which didn't give women 

the right to vote, even though tribal organi:zation was matriarchal. But that's a 

superficial level of damage when you think that if the Conquistadors had really 

understood how important women were, they might have tried to { undermine 
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their power}. Patriarchal attitudes have touched the Pueblo people only in a 

superficial way. (Arnold 142) 

In addition, as she continued her interview with Boos, Silko wanted her audience to 

realize that even though she was still in her twenties when Ceremony was published, she 

understood the political significance of writing the novel from Tayo's point of view: 

I finished writing Ceremony in 1977, when it was still politically correct 

for a woman novelist to write from a man's point of view. Feminism in America 

was still so new that feminists wanted women to write of their own experiences, 

not those of men. Perhaps too, because my name is Leslie, which is kind of 

androgynous, they may not have realized that I was a woman author. For a while I 

didn't hear anything from the feminists. I felt I was punished for using a male 

protagonist, but that was the only way I could write. (Arnold 142) 

However, even though Silko did not always identify with all the theories of feminism, she 

was aware of them and understood that they arose from a history very different from that 

of her Pueblo civilization. For example, when a modern writer like Alessandra Tanesini 

in An Introduction to .Feminist Epistemologies writes that "women occupy the position of 

insider/outsider because they are crucial to the continuation of the current system, but 

also outsiders since they have no power within it" (142), she is writing from the 

standpoint of women's experiences within the male hegemony of America and Europe. 

Silko, on the other hand, knows that the women within her Pueblo society are not 
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marginalized but instead have more social power than the men. However, what Silko is 

concerned with is the marginaliz.ation of her entire Pueblo culture by the hegemonic 

majority. Whereas, Tanesini and other modern writers like Linda Alcoff and Eliz.abeth 

Potter in Feminist Epistemologies are working for change, it is a different type of change 

than Silko herself seeks. The change they desire is concerned with gender discrimination 

whereas Silko is working for an end to the marginalization of the entire Native American 

entity. Alco ff and Potter consider feminism to be "a political movement concerned with 

practical issues," (2) another idea similar to that of Silko in dealing with the situation of 

the Native American people. However, Silko's preference is to write novels to convey 

her political ideas. 

Like Florence Boos, who was mentioned earlier, other interviewers sought to 

understand Silko's ability to write in the male persona. For example, in an interview 

entitled "Teller of Stories" James Work asked Sitko, ""Is it kind of hard to write in the 

male persona?" (Arnold 40). Her reply was characteristic of her realization of the 

importance of getting her audience to understand her approach to writing as a part of 

building her ethos: 

Not at all. In fact, the frightening thing is that I just start with a persona 

and a point of view, and I go with it. When I was writing this book in '73,'74, 

and '75, I got about halfway through with it and realized that feminists and people 

who focus on women's writing might be very angry that I had written a book with 

a male persona and a male point of view. I thought to myself that male writers 
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have been doing this all along with women, so I just decided to go on with it. This 

is the way the story had to be told. I didn't consciously choose to say that I'm 

going to write a story from a male point of view. It just happened that he was the 

one, and I don't know why. It could as easily have been told from another point of 

view, I suppose. Anyone could argue that, but when I start working with a point 

of view, if it's the right one for the story, there's no question. In fact, that's how I 

know I have it all together-I can feel it go with the character. (Arnold 40) 

Similarly, Kim Barnes in a 1986 interview with Silko questioned her writing 

outside of the female experience: "In Ceremony, you write about a man's experience. Do 

you feel like you were going outside of your experience in doing this? Is the Native 

American male's experience much different from the female's?" (Arnold 74). Silko's 

characteristic humor came out in the opening statement of her reply: "Well, I don't know 

if it is or not since I never was a Native American male, you know" (Arnold 74). 

However, her response quickly becomes more serious as she continues in her sincere tone 

that works so well to establish her favorable ethos: 

But, what I do believe is that again on that deep, deep level, that deep level 

where we're moved to fear, sorrow, loss, joy, camaraderie, on that deep level, 

men and women are the same, just like all human beings are .... In Ceremony, 

the male character was dealing with grief and loss and rage and a kind of sickness 

at heart and loneliness; I have great faith that my consciousness and experience on 

that level of feeling is true for him. (Arnold 74) 
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Here, as she carries her response further, Silko again emphasizes the differences between 

the status of women in the Laguna Pueblo society with those in the white middle-class: 

People have noticed that I write about men and what they did and how 

they hung out together and so on. That's more complex. In Laguna Pueblo, little 

girls aren't kept with the women, and little boys aren't kept with the men. 

Children sort of range freely, and men and women range freely. The division of 

labor at Laguna Pueblo, especially, when I was growing up, was much more 

flexible. Whoever was strong enough and ready to do a certain task would do it. 

And it wasn't according to gender. If something needed to be lifted, if there was a 

big strong Laguna woman, she would be the one that would help lift and not the 

old shrimpy man. Labor wasn't divided into men's work and women's work. 

When I was a kid, I got to hang around wherever I wanted to hang around. Of the 

women in my family, only my great-grand-mother was not actively involved in 

working. Women work very hard, and they work very hard outside of the kitchen 

or outside of the home in Laguna ... .I spent a lot of time listening and watching 

men from the time I was a little girl. And I think that more people, women and 

men, could write about one another if there wasn't this kind of segregation of the 

sexes that we have in America. (Arnold 75) 

Her rapport with her audience and the establishment of their understanding of the role of 

women in Pueblo society contributed a great deal to the connection of acceptance and 

understanding of Silko that is so important to the establishment of the ethos of any 
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author. Thus, her response to Kim Barnes in the above-mentioned interview adds 

significantly to the building of that understanding as she answers a question of Barnes 

concerning the Yellow Woman stories. Barnes began by telling Silko that she found the 

Yellow Woman, Kochininako, very interesting and continued "Do you see the myths 

concerning her as having risen from the need for escape on the part of the women from a 

kind of social and sexual domination?" (Arnold 76). The importance of having Barnes 

understand this relationship in the Laguna society is evident in Silko's detailed reply: 

No, not at all. The need for that kind of escape is the need of a woman in 

middle-America, a white Anglo, the WASP woman. In the Pueblo, the lineage of 

the child is traced through the mother, so it's a martrilineal system. The houses 

are the property of the woman, not the man. The land is generally passed down 

through the female side because the houses belong to the women. One of my early 

memories was when the house needed to be replastered with the traditional adobe 

mud plaster. It was a crew of women who came and plastered the house. Why? 

The women own the houses so the women maintain what they own. The kinds of 

things that cause white upper-middle-class women to flee the home for a while to 

escape or get away from domination and powerlessness and inferior status, vis-a

vis the husband, and the male, those kinds of forces are not operating, they're not 

operating at all. (Arnold 77) 

Next, to complete this same response to Barnes, Silko moved on to explain the sexual 

interaction within the Yellow Woman stories: 
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What's operating in those stories of Kochininak:o is this attraction, this 

passion, this connection between the human world and the animal and spirit 

worlds. Buffalo Man is a buffalo, and he can be in the form of a buffalo, but there 

is this link, and the link is sealed with sexual intimacy, which is emblematic of 

that joining of two worlds. At the end of the story, the people have been starving, 

and the buffalo says, "We will give up our spirits, we will come and die for these 

people because we are related to them. Kochininak:o is our sister-in-law." She's a . 

. . what do you call it in anthropology or sociology, one who shatters the cultural 

paradigms or steps through or steps out. She does that because there's a real 

overpowering sexual attraction that's felt. The attraction is symbolized by or 

typified by the kind of sexual power that draws her to the buffalo man, but the 

power that draws her to Buffalo Man is actually the human, the link, the animal 

and human world, those two being drawn together. It's that power that's really 

operating, and the sexual nature of it is just a metaphor for that power. So that's 

what's going on there. It doesn't have anything to do with, 'Things are really bad 

at home, so I think I'll run off for awhile.' That's not what it's about. (Arnold 77) 

The care with which Silko details the intricacies of her responses and the significance of 

her answers to the questions of her interviewers not only builds her ethos with those 

asking her the questions but also contributes to the establishment of successful ethos with 

those who later read her replies. Thus, as she has worked through building her audience's 

knowledge of the importance of the "accustomed place," their identification with her own 
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experiences with being considered to be the ''other" by both her Laguna people and by 

middle-class America, and their understanding of the role of the woman in Laguna 

society, Leslie Marmon Silko has made significant progress in building a strong ethos 

with her audience. The following chapter will delve more deeply into the predominant 

themes running through her interviews and public appearances and move on into the 

expansion of her ethos by her participation in numerous public meetings and conferences 

in both civic and collegiate affairs as well as her production of a film entitled "Running 

on the Edge of the Rainbow: Laguna Stories and Poems." 
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CHAPTERIV 

SELECTED INTERVIEWS AND PUBLIC APPEARANCES 

"When I was a child, the people used to watch the sky for changes in the weather. 

I learned to watch for the fat dark rain clouds, and I remember the excitement and 

the anticipation as the cool wind arrived smelling of rain" (Silko Sacred Water 5). 

With these words Leslie Marmon Silko gives her reader a fleeting glimpse of a 

very special element in her life and in the lives of her Pueblo people, an element so 

important that she named her hand-crafted, self-published book to honor it-Sacred 

Water. Having tired of dealing with publishers and yet desiring to convey her people's 

respect for this quality to her readers, she wanted to control completely the publication of 

the book so that she could share the depth of her feeling with her readers and could 

herself experience what she called the "sheer sensual pleasure of the paper, glue, and the 

copy machine images of my photographs" (Sacred Water 80). Thus, once again, Leslie 

Marmon Silko' s creativity and versatility emerge and continue to carry over into all 

forms of her artistic expression, thus building an ethos that displays her strength as an 

accomplished writer and a respected individual in both her interviews and her public 

appearances. These interviews and personal appearances confirm Silko's passionate 

relationship with her readers and listeners and clarify her sense of aesthetics. 

As mentioned earlier in Chapter Three, Silko argues that the integration of visual 

and verbal art that she began in Storyteller and Sacred Water is an important factor in 
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successfully conveying to her audience the identity of her Pueblo ancestors that carries 

over into her own life. This sense of concern for her readers is one of a number of themes 

that frequently appear in Silko's public communications. She not only values the 

responses of her readers but also carries her concern for her readers to an even deeper 

level in that she actually worries about them as individuals. In her interview with Donna 

Perry in Backtalk, Silko tells Perry that she included Sterling in Almanac as a moral 

center and connection for the reader and even remarks that she put Sterling in the novel 

"because I felt sorry for the reader'' (Perry 330). Perry further questions Silko's concern 

for her reader by asking: "You mention putting Sterling in for the reader and being 

concerned about the reader. Are you worried that some people might be badly bothered 

by Almanac? (339). At this point the depth of Silko's concern for her reader emerges as 

she replies, ''In Seattle a man told me he thought Almanac was affecting his sanity, and I 

just said, 'I hope it won't harm you, or if you think it is, then stop"' (Perry 332). This 

interview with Perry took place when Silko had just completed a book tour for Almanac, 

and her exchanges with her readers were fresh on her mind. 

Similarly in 1998 when Silko had just finished the writing of Gardens in the 

Dunes, Ellen Arnold interviewed Sitko just before the publication of the book in 1999 

and uncovered some of the same basic concerns for her readers that Silko had expressed 

to Perry. To Arnold's question as to whether she would be going on a book tour for 

Gardens in the Dunes, Silko quickly responded "I hope so" (Arnold 189). Even though 
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she admits to Arnold that the tours are exhausting since the publishers schedule the tours 

so heavily, Silko points out that she enjoys the dialogue with her readers: 

But meeting the people who have read the work, that's important. I 

wouldn't trade meeting the people in Germany for anything. The worst 

part is that it's systematized. They set it up, and the pace of it is really 

grueling. And the way the media people treat you, because you' re part of 

the same complex that sells movies and albums. (189) 

Here, as she continues the interview with Arnold, Silko's true concern for and 

identification with her readers become even clearer as she explains to Arnold that she 

dislikes the fact that the entertainment industry "seems to try to feed off that cult of 

making the maker of the work the point, and not the work itself." (Arnold 189) She is 

very aware that her readers have waited for ten years after the publication of Ceremony 

for The Almanac of the Dead to appear and is amazed and gratified that her readers 

would come to her book tour after all those years. The sincerity of this gratification that 

she experiences comes through as she expresses her feelings for her readers in contrast to 

her feeling for the book handlers and bookstore owners: 

My readers waited ten years for Almanac of the Dead to come, and then 

when I went on book tour, I didn't think anyone would come. Why should 

they wait for ten years after Ceremony? But there they were! They were 

there. So I like to take a lot of time. Each person comes up for me to sign 
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the book, and they'll say something like, I've been waiting, and I'll say, 

you waited! I didn't know whether you would! And we talk. 

And then you can see the handlers and the bookstore people. 

They're looking at the clock, they're looking at the length of the line, and 

they want it to go like a f------ machine. That's one thing that I really, 

really will not do. These people waited ten years for this book! These a-

holes, they don't care about my relationship with the readers. So I have to 

fight them. (Arnold 189) 

In her conclusion of this segment of her discussion with Arnold, Silko's 

awareness of the significance of the ethos she is building with her readers becomes very 

apparent in her words: 

It's incredible, you know. I have a sense that they're there, and that sense 

sustains me. How can I not? And then there they come! For me it tells me 

that what I sensed was true. I can't not talk with them. But it certainly flies 

in the face of the machine." (Arnold 189) 

The observance of this sincere dedication to her relationship with her readers brings with 

it an awareness of the nature and depth of the ethos that Silko has built with her readers. 

This true concern that Silko expresses for her reading public is not only a theme that runs 

through many of her interviews but is also a strong factor in the positive ethos that 

emerges in her responses to and feelings for her readers. 
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Thus, Leslie Mannon Silko as she emerges in her public contact is not only a 

writer, but one whose true self comes out in her straightforward words, whether written 

or spoken. For example, as was pointed out earlier, in her acknowledgement of the 

influence of the oral tradition on her work she makes it clear that she does not consider 

the oral tradition to be a restrictive influence since she does not believe it is possible or 

even desirable to preserve the old stories of her people exactly as they are passed on 

through the years. She realizes that many of the oral forms and patterns that run through 

her writing crune to her from the stories passed down to her from her great-grandmother 

and her Aunt Suzie, but she also understands that they were not meant to be repeated in 

word-for-word replication. To her each of the old stories from her Laguna past "has a life 

of its own" that changes with each presentation (Arnold xiii). She feels that she herself is 

doing her part in the evolution of this oral tradition as she translates it to the written page, 

especially in the case of her combination of the visual photographs and written words in 

Sacred Water. Through this presentation of pictures and words, she is bringing together 

two really inseparable parts of her being and sharing them on a page with all who wish to 

understand the workings of her nature and her narrative. Then, as she talks of the 

importance of the oral tradition to her writing with Donna Perry in Backtalk, she explains 

her love and appreciation for oral narrative: 

... there's something pretty wonderful about oral narrative and the way it 

was practiced at Laguna Pueblo because it is always contemporaneous-

past, present and future always in one moment. Because the storyteller 
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footnotes herself and makes fun of herself and recollects. But when you go 

into the room alone to write you' re swimming in a sea of all that language 

and a huge and collective sense of the past. (323) 

Such oral transmission has historically engendered the respect of scholars for 

centuries both before and after the advent of writing. Matthew Innes in "Memory, 

Orality, and Literacy in Early Medieval Society" stresses the importance of orality in the 

history of language: "Anthropologists and historians have demonstrated the adaptability, 

durability and frequent vitality of orality as a medium of communication even after the 

advent of writing." (2) Thus, this form of communication with its dependence on the 

speaker and the listener retains its connection between the perfonner and the audience. 

An oral presentation brings a unique reaction and mutual response since the speaker is 

present with all his physical expressions and gestures making a visual and often 

emotional impression on his audience, one that cannot easily be replaced when the 

communication is committed to the written word. Orality too is a key factor in 

establishing community in that its nuances unite a community with the warmth of 

personal contact, whereas the fonnality of written communication with its inherent 

limitation often can be devisive. Silko shared this feeling of community that orality 

encourages with Florence Boos: 

Growing up at Laguna Pueblo, one is immersed in storytelling, because 

the Laguna people did not use written language to keep track of history 

and philosophy and other aspects of their lives. Imagine an entire culture 
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that is passed down for thousands and thousands of years through the 

spoken word and narrative, so the whole of experience is put into narrative 

form-this is how the people know who they are as a people, and how 

individuals learn who they are. They hear stories about 'the family,' about 

grandma and grandpa and others. (Arnold 135) 

Leslie Marmon Silko is proud of this heritage and fully realizes the significance 

of the role these orally transmitted stories played in the life of her people and in her own 

life that contributed to the building of their community and their identity. Even in the 

early days of her career as she spoke with Larry Evers and Denny Carr about what she 

called the "function of the stories," her sincere appreciation comes through as she 

discusses the stories and the meaning they give to the river at Laguna: 

These stories about goings-on, about what people are up to, give identity 

to a place. There are things about the river you can see with your own 

eyes, of course, but the whole feeling of the place, the whole identity of it, 

was established for me by the stories I'd heard, all the stories : the early 

stories, the goings-on, and the warning stories about the old man who lost 

a team of horses in the quicksand at a certain point on the river. That's 

how you know, that's how you belong, that's how you know you belong, 

if the stories incorporate you into them. There have to be stories. It's 

stories that make this a community. People tell these stories about you and 

your family or about others and they begin to create your identity. In a 
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sense you are told who you are, or you know who you are by the stories 

that are told about you. I see now that the ideas and dreams and fears and 

wonderful and terrible things that I expected might happen around the 

river were just a part of an identity that the stories had made for it. By 

going to the river, I was stepping into that identity. And I think it happens 

for other individuals, families, and clans. That's why the stories are told 

by clans. (Arnold 12). 

With each of these communications that Silko shares with her interviewers, the 

importance of orality to her identity becomes clearer; and her ethos continues to build 

with each interview. 

This same orality carried Leslie Marmon Silko' s Laguna people down through the 

years as a warm, thriving community; and she happily had become a part of that 

community even in her earliest years as she listened to the stories. In 1985 she shared this 

feeling with Laura Coltelli and with it the realization that its warmth could not always be 

with her and that she for the sake of survival must find something to take its place: 

The best thing, I learned, the best thing you can have in life is to have 

someone tell you a story, they are physically with you, but in lieu of that, 

since at age five or six you get separated from all of those people who 

hold you and talk to you, I learned at an early age to find comfort in a 

book, that a book would talk to me when no one else would. Or a book 
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would say things that would soothe in a way that no person could. (Arnold 

60) 

For Silko books bridged the gap between the vibrant orality of her childhood to a haven 

to shield her from the cold realities of an unsympathetic world. It did not matter that they 

were not so warm as her grandmother's arms; they were there providing their own form 

of comfort. She was ready for what books offered and discovered as she said ''what a rich 

storehouse" they had provided for her and that they were leading her into her own form 

of written expression (Arnold 61 ). Orality had provided her a priceless background from 

which she could work to bridge the gap between the oral past and the written present. " .. 

. I was encouraged to read. I loved books. And when things were rough, when I was in a 

bad situation, I could read a book. It wasn't conscious, but it just happened in my life" 

(Arnold 61). 

Along with other theorists who contemplated the consequences of this transition 

from orality to literacy, Walter Ong, who shows deep appreciation for orality, 

nevertheless, expresses his respect for the written word in his Orality and Literacy: "More 

than any other single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness" (78). 

Further, he maintains that writing is a "secondary modeling system" that transforms the 

potential of language (8). Thus, the technology that began in the middle of the fifteenth 

century with the invention of the printing press led to a medium that later could project 

the ethos of Leslie Marmon Silko to audiences all over the world. Recognizing the need 

to establish ethos with her reading audiences, in the 1970s Silko began participating in 
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the production of a video film, ''Running on the Edge of the Rainbow: Laguna Stories 

and Poems," which was issued in 1978 by the University of Arizona as part of the series 

Native Literature from the American Southwest. It features a combination of storytelling 

and poetry reacting sessions interlaced with Leslie Mannon Silko' s commentaries on the 

characteristics of the Laguna Pueblo oral tradition. Although there was no direct 

exchange with her readers, her presentation along with those of other Native American 

writers like Vine Deloria, Jr. communicated the Native American experience with depth 

and sensitivity to the need for greater understanding between the white hegemony and the 

Native Americans. The University of Arizona titled the overall video "Words and Place: 

Native American Literature from the Southwest" and devoted an entire web site to it 

setting it up with eight separate divisions. The programs were produced with the 

permission and cooperation of the Indian communities portrayed in the tapes. Later, they 

were set up on a website and presented to the public. From the beginning of the 

production with its beautiful background sunset, each section moves the viewer closer to 

an understanding of the Native American way of life. For example, the video entitled 

"Sevewallo, the Flower World Yaqui Deer Songs" opens with a majestic eagle and 

moves to a beautiful waterfall and then to a beautiful deer, an animal that is deeply 

revered by the Native American people. They think of the deer as their brother and hunt 

him only for a provision of food. The people feel especially close to him; and before a 

hunt to show their respect and thanks to him for giving himself for them, they participate 

in a ritual ceremony to honor him. Those who read or hear the songs sung in honor of 

their brother, the deer, are drawn closer to the world of Leslie Marmon Silko. 
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For Silko, her part of this production provided excellent opportunities for sharing 

with her audience the poignant reality of Native American life, thus further enhancing her 

ethos. Her portion of the video is more or less a prelude to Storyteller, her collection of 

stories and poems that was published in 1981, since all of the poems she reads and the 

stories she tells in the film appear in the book as well. Silko shares Ong' s respect for 

orality as is obvious when she moves easily from her porch conversations with the 

Laguna woman Sandy Johnson and the poet Joy Harjo and her daughter, Rainy Dawn, to 

the reading of her poetry and the sharing of her Laguna stories. Later, Silko also is taped 

at her home as she tells her sons, Cazimir and Robert, a story. Here and in the stories she 

shares with the women, Silko seems to be more at home, and the stories are much less 

formal than the same ones that appear later in Storyteller although she does not try to 

indicate that one method of presentation is superior to the other. The spontaneous 

interchanges between Sandy Johnson and Silko during the telling of what happened to a 

local girl at the Laguna Feast who was injured when the outhouse in which she was 

hiding was overturned move the story along and add color to the entire scene. They also 

illustrate that Silko believes that the listeners are a vital part of the story, an idea that she 

shares with Kim Barnes in Yellow Woman: "The key to understanding storytellers and 

storytelling at Laguna Pueblo is to realize that you grow up not just being aware of 

narrative and making a story or seeing a story in what happens to you and what goes on 

around you all the time, but just being appreciative and delighted in narrative exchanges" 

(Yellow Woman 49). Later, in Storyteller, Silko even includes some of Sandy's remarks 

in the poem itself. Thus, for one watching "Running on the Edge of the Rainbow'' the 
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oral performance brings even more meaning to the episodes detailed later in Storyteller 

and subsequently continues to strengthen the ethos of Leslie Marmon Silko. 

However, even though "Running on the Edge of the Rainbow" often adds clarity 

to the essence of Laguna storytelling, at times, as it does in Silko's sharing of the coyote 

story with her sons, the camera blurs and shifts causing the soundtrack not to match with 

the picture for a short time. Nevertheless, these occasional editing problems do not 

nullify the overall effect of the lively portrayal of the communication between listener 

and storyteller that lies at the heart of Laguna orality. Through Silko's segment, her 

audience is drawn even closer to her and her people, thus building for those who view it a 

deeper identification with her as a person and an author they can respect. As one watches 

"Rwming on the Edge of the Rainbow," the curiosity piqued by the relaxed demeanor of 

the three women seated on the porch, Leslie Marmon Silko, Joy Harjo, and Sandy 

Johnson, builds. Then the intensity rising from the women's words intriguingly captures 

the attention of the viewer and becomes even more prevalent as Leslie Marmon Silko 

begins reading a poem entitled "Storytelling." Before she begins, she describes the 

essence of the oral culture in which she grew up. Her love for and identification with her 

people are unmistakable: 

There's a sort of continuity. In other words, this telling is a creating of a kind of 

identity for you so that whatever kind of situation you find yourself in, you know 

where you are and you know who you are. It's that whatever you do, you never 
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feel that you're alone, or you never feel at a loss for words .... You're never lost, 

you're never lost. (Silko ''Running") 

Then in between the reading of the poem containing the Laguna Coyote Story and the last 

reading entitled "Indian Song: Survival," Silko again touches on the importance of place 

to her and to her people as she looks down upon the area just below the village where all 

the Mannon houses of her relatives are located: "I always thought there was something 

symbolic about that placement, sort of putting us on the fringe of things. So when I was a 

kid growing up, the river was really close by." She then shares with those listening the 

depth of her feeling about the river: 

I was always fascinated by the river. I loved the river very much, but I 

knew it was a small river and I didn't make great demands upon it. There 

were always stories, I don't know, you just start hearing about things. The 

river's one place where things can happen that can't or won't ordinarily 

happen in the middle of the village obviously. What gradually happens 

with the river is that you begin to know the river in many different ways 

sort of simultaneously. And it's not clear to me which comes first, the way 

the river is or the Yellow Woman stories about the river, which controls, 

which makes. I sometimes think that it's the Yellow Woman stories that 

make the river so seductive and sensual and not the way the river is that 

adds to the story. There was one point when I began to see, when all 

things began to come together and I think it was in the writing. All of 
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these stories and all of these things come together and the river takes on a 

kind of identity and becomes a very special place. 

When I think now about how I've written in the stories or in that 

sort of poetry piece, 'Storytelling,' suddenly I realize my sense or my 

feeling of the river comes from all these places, that identity. (Silko 

''Running") 

Then, at the end of her part of the presentation as Silko reads "Indian Song: Survival" 

taken from Storytelling, that identity of which she speaks moves through the precisely 

placed and carefully selected words to convey to those listening a close identification 

with Leslie Mannon Silko. Through this presentation she has moved another step in 

establishing her ethos as the voice of her Laguna people: 

Storytelling 

Indian Song: Sunrival 

We went north 
to escape winter 

climbing cliffs 
we paused to sleep at the river. 

Cold water river cold from the north 
I sink my body in the shallow 

sink into sand and cold river water. 

You sleep in the branches of 
pale river willows above me. 

I smell you in the silver leaves, mountain/ion man 
green willows aren't sweet enough to hide you. 
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he is warmer than any man. 
I have slept with the river and 

I heard ice on the cattails. 
At sunrise 

Mountain lion, with dark yellow eyes 
you nibble moon flowers 
while we wait. 

I don't ask why do you come 
on this desperation journey north. 

I am hunted for my feathers 
I hide in spider's web 

hanging in a thin grey tree 
above the river. 

In the night I hear music 
song of branches, dry leaves scraping the moon. 
and I know he is waiting. 

Green spotted frogs sing to the river 

Mountain lion shows me the way 
path of mountain wind 

climbing higher 
up 

up to Cloudy Mountain. 

It is only a matter of time, Indian 
you can't sleep with the river forever. 

Smell winter und know. 
I swallow black mountain dirt 

while you catch hummingbirds 
trap them with wildflowers 
pollen and petals 
fallen from the Milky Way 

You lay beside me in the sunlight 
warmth around us and 
you ask me if I still smell winter. 

Mountain forest wind travels east and I answer: 
taste me, 
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I am the wind 
touch me, 

I am the lean, grey deer 
running on the edge of the rainbow. 

Thus, as the film ends with the quiet beauty of "Indian Song," Silko's voice 

conveys the words while the camera shows a close up of the river, and it becomes clear 

that in "Running on the Edge of the Rainbow" the viewer has witnessed the interaction 

between writing and the oral tradition as well as the linking by audiovisual technology. 

Silko was then ready to move on in 1981 to the publication of Storyteller in which she 

continued to integrate her visual and verbal art. Only a little over seventy pages of the 

265-page book is taken up with short stories (eight in all). Storyteller is mainly composed 

of reminiscences, poems, family history, photographs, parts of letters, and Laguna stories 

retold by Silko. To Silko storytelling is a communal process, and the stories are needed 

for the survival of her people. Through the stories her people pass on information 

concerning the animals, the land, the plants, social mores, political encounters, and all the 

things they need to know for survival. 

Through the following decade it became evident that with the rise of the 

American Indian movement these ancient stories were still being told in the modem 

world by contemporary authors who drew on their own historical roots. In 1992 one of 

these accomplished Indian writers, N. Scott Momaday at the Poetics and Politics series at 

the University of Arizona emphasized this same sense of a common heritage (the oral 

tradition) among Native American writers pointing out that "they have the benefits of an 
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oral literature that goes back on this continent for 30,000 years." (Peterson ''Native," par. 

23). Momaday acknowledges that all Native American writers do not ''write with that 

kind of thing in mind, but I think that it is a common denominator. We draw on things 

that have an existence that is indigenous and very strong. And it is not the same as other 

American writers have" (Peterson "Native," par.23). 

Further, according to Andrew Peterson who introduced the Poetics and Politics 

conference in the Tuscon Weekly in January of 1992 the series "celebrates the difference 

in the best possible way. It's a chance for Native American writers to speak in their own 

voices and a chance for all of us to listen" (Peterson "Native," par. 24). And, listen they 

did in 1992 as the conference stretched over four months with thirteen talented and 

respected American Indian writers reading from and speaking about their work. Larry 

Evers, one of the organizers of the conference spoke with pride of the talented Native 

Americans who were part of this series: "I don't think a group of writers like this has ever 

been in one program .... A hundred years ago the image of the American Indian was of 

the 'vanishing red man.' Here we are in the 1990s, and rather than one vanishing red 

man on a horse, we've got 13 vibrant, engaged, very much alive writers." (''Native," par. 

4) Further, in his article of introduction of the conference Peterson points out: 

... nearly all of the writers participating in this series acknowledge the oftentimes 

complex influence the oral tradition has had on their work. This in no way means 

that Native American writers are simply repeating old tales. While they inevitably 

draw upon traditional songs and stories, these writers are actively re-imagining 
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them within the historical context and the lived experience of contemporary 

Native American life. Theirs is not work that can be relegated to the status of an 

historical relic or a 'curio.'('"'Native,'' par. 9) 

As should be expected Leslie Marmon Silko participated in this series and did her 

part to acknowledge the influence of storytelling and the oral tradition on Native 

American literature. To her all stories, new and old, begin with the land and are not 

simply entertainment. As she does in the beginning of her novel Ceremony, Silko 

ascribes great power to the art of storytelling. The impression that Leslie Marmon Silko 

left upon three young college women who were assigned to work with her at the 

conference bears witness to the smooth establishment of Silko's ethos that comes across 

both in her conversations and in her presentations. In their descriptions of the time they 

spent with Silko, the three, Nina Bjomssson, Bethany Leaman, and Elise Marubbio, take 

turns in conveying their awe and respect as they follow her through the day: 

On the morning of April 6, 1992, our Poetics and Politics Seminar had the 

pleasure of talking with Leslie Marmon Silko. Following the usual format for 

visiting writers, Leslie Silko spent an hour and a half with us in the classroom, 

then spent another hour or more in informal conversation with several of us, over 

lunch. That evening, she gave a dynamic reading of her poetry and stories, as well 

as an excerpt from her novel Almanac of the Dead, to a standing-room-only 

crowd at the University of Arizona ballroom. However, this pedestrian outline 

doesn't begin to give a sense of what Silko's visit was like. From the moment 
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Leslie Silko walked into the room I felt as if I were being pulled into a force field 

that was almost changing the physical structure of my body. Hyperbole though 

that may be, several weeks later, as I think back on Leslie's visit, I realize that I do 

feel profoundly changed in ways that are just now becoming apparent to me. 

(Bjornsson "Leslie," par.2) 

Leslie Mannon Silko's influence on the students at the University of Arizona was 

immediate and deep, and her ethos continued to build as the day progressed as she 

impressed these young people with not only her expressions of connectivity to her 

Laguna community but also her connectivity to her audience at the conference. Her 

positive ethos was evident not only at the public reading but in the interactions with the 

students all through the day as well. The students seemed especially impressed that she 

gave so much of herself in both her conversations and in her public presentation. In the 

words of student Nina Bjomsson, "There was no sense of any holding back on her part 

and she allowed us 'in' to her world, to her self, to an extent that seemed incredibly 

brave. The class seemed reluctant to let her go when the hour was over, and many ofus 

followed her over to lunch" ("Leslie," par.4). This obvious admiration and appreciation 

of Silko as a person as well as an accomplished author pervades all the writings of those 

who were in her presence at the conference. This respect continued in the long interview 

of Silko conducted by Larry Evers and the students of the University of Arizona as part 

of the series program on April 6, 1992. 
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Larry Evers began the interview by asking Silko to talk about the intensity of the 

ten year period that it took her to write Almanac of the Dead. In order to answer that 

question she began to look within herself giving her audience a deeper understanding of 

her not only as a writer but also as a person: "Well, you know it changed me. But then 

I've gotten some letters, not lots of letters, but a couple of letters from people who said, 

'Your book changed me.' I thought, well fair enough, it changed me, writing it changed 

me. I guess it could change somebody else too." From there she continues to look back 

into her life in order to determine where "certain levels of learned behavior break down 

and then that older, first experience with language can come through." (Silko "Seminar," 

par. 4) In order to lead her listeners into an understanding of the way she was able to 

learn many of the things she brings out in Almanac, she delves into the way that in spite 

of the fact that the Bureau of Indian Affairs school punished her for speaking her Keres 

language in her kindergarten year, she retained her understanding of the language 

because everything around her at home was conducted in the Keres language. She was 

able to understand and remember all the talk since its emphasis on the fact that their land 

had been stolen was repeated over and over thus embedding it in her memory so that 

when she began writing Almanac, the learned behavior of the white man's language 

broke away, and the Keres words returned to her memory: 

They talked about what was and how it was. They talked over and 

over about the land in every possible way. It wasn't until I got caught in 

with all these narrative voices and, and started working with them, that I 
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realized that in some way I was a product. I carried all of that. When 

you're within a colonial situation, that just becomes a given. 

When I was six years old, they were having a big land claims suit, 

the tribe, Pueblo Tribe of Laguna vs. the State of New Mexico: six million 

acres. I think it was six million acres that the State had stolen from the 

Pueblo people. We have land grants from the King of Spain, the Laguna 

Pueblo people do, and so do the other pueblos. We have these deeds from 

the King of Spain: they're way older than any piece of paper about the 

United States back in Washington. These treaties are still good according 

to international law. By these land grants it was very clear that New 

Mexico had stolen the land. But they made the people prove it and so at 

that time we had to go into court. Aunt Susie went into court to testify 

about where the shrines were and where people went to hunt, because, of 

course, we had to prove that it was our land. Never mind that the King of 

Spain had already said it was our land. Never mind that we were there 

already. But anyway, my dad was treasurer at that time .... We had to 

handle the lawyers and the archaeologists who testified. It was a big deal. 

But I was a little girl. I must have through all of that, I must have heard it 

was about getting the land back. That must have been where I learned that 

all these stories Aunt Susie had were important in terms of the lawsuit. ... 

It came back to me that that big land claim lawsuit was going on. I was at 
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this impressionable age. That explains why I went to law school. You 

know, you can look back in your past and you can find connections. (Silko 

''Seminar," pars. 5-6) 

The students, obviously fascinated by her story, wanted to know more about what it was 

that led her to write this book because they had been affected deeply by reading it. Nina 

Bjornsson pressed Silko to share her writing experience concerning Almanac: "Well, one 

of the things that many ofus noticed when we started reading Almanac of the Dead was 

that we started having very strange dreams. Many of us had nightmares. It was for me 

almost like being haunted by this book whether I wanted to be or not. Was the process of 

writing it like that? You talk in here, in the notes of the author about having dreams" 

(Silko "Seminar," pars. 5-6). 

The depth and sincerity of Silko's answer to Bjomsson's question led the students 

into the essence of this writer taking them past simple admiration to an understanding of 

her as a person. While her answer is too long to include in its entirety here, it is important 

to repeat a large part of it because it not only answers the student's question, but it also 

brings out Silko's humanity and humor along with her honesty: 

Well, I have. Some important information came to me in dreams. 

Important elements came in dreams, but I wasn't particularly plagued by 

what I call nightmares, which is waking up in a cold sweat of anxiety. I 

mean disturbed people have dreams like that. (Laughter.) I've had those 
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kinds of dreams. Writing the novel was the daytime nightmare .... I 

remember talking to Dick Hugo on the phone, one of the last times I 

talked to him, and he said a novel like that will either be great or it will 

drive you crazy. So the days were the night in a sense. Not afraid, because 

it's an awake nightmare, and I control it as a novelist. But I'd get done at 

the end of the day, and it was like I couldn't speak. It would take me a 

couple of hours to get out of that psychic space. I talked with people. I 

talked with Joy Harjo. A lot of people could tell I was dealing with 

something dangerous, powerful kinds of things in these narratives. 

But at the same time I always had faith because of the people who 

had given them to me: I would come out all right, even though it might 

scare me. Sometimes the stories that the old folks will tell you are 

frightening because we live in a frightening world and we always have . .. 

. All these things I've ever heard they stayed with me and haunted me. As 

I write them again, it's not surprising. I wondered if maybe that's what the 

old people intended. (Silko "Seminar," par.8) 

Silko' s forthrightness continued to be a factor throughout the conference in the building 

of her ethos. She displayed an impressive depth as she shared her ideas with students and 

faculty at the University with her sincere answers ranging from her belief in the 

ineffectiveness in our society of "building more prisons than schools" and of executing 

"people to cover your failures" ("Seminar," par. 12) to her refusal to accept the linear 
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approach to time as she described her earliest experience with "people who did not 

experience time in a Western European way'': 

Well, I started thinking about it as a great ocean. That time was a 

great ocean. And, you know, five hundred years is like water. They're all 

around, we're in it, we're just in all the years, all the time that's ever been 

in the past and all the time that's yet to come. You can see the future. The 

future is here now, you just have to know what to look at. (Silko 

"Seminar," par. 35) 

In addition to being fascinated by Silko's conception oftime, the students were struck by 

the ending of Almanac of the Dead and asked for some explanation of the indefinite 

ending of the book. Again, Silko took time to explain carefully what she set out to do 

with the ending: 

I wanted to tell the story as straight as it could be told. And 

sometimes, sometimes the storyteller just doesn't know. I think the most 

important part of these stories is that they ask you to make it definite. So it 

isn't definite and it shouldn't be. Moreover, there's the other part that I 

finally realized, too, that there's not anything to do. At this point, there's 

really not anything to do. Someone pointed out that it's a lot like 

Dostoevsky's The Possessed. At the end you have assembled all the 

different troublemakers and the possibilities. That's what I set out to do, 

and I didn't want to tie it to any one kind of violent bloody end or a slow 
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peaceful one. I didn't want that, because I think it would be dishonest. It 

would be dishonest. (Silko, "Seminar,'' par. 41) 

Still, as she pondered Silko's answer, one of the students, Jeanne Armstrong, sought 

further explanation: "Thinking about that last remark, too, what you do by leaving the 

ending that way is that you've amassed all these voices, all this energy, right on the brink 

of something. So there's this incredible energy that we're left with at the end gathered 

together. We don't know what will happen. That leaves a lot of potential." (Silko 

"Seminar," par. 42) As before, Silko maintained her communication with her audience 

with a thoughtful reply: "That's good. I hadn't noticed that. I think that it's really needed; 

otherwise, I think the book would be really destructive or devastating. It would have been 

wrong of me to have written it that way and I think it wouldn't be good for the reader" 

(Silko "Seminar," par. 43). 

An examination of Silko's discussion with the students demonstrates the reason 

that the author's ethos is established in a positive manner. Even in her response to their 

mention of the negative reviews of Almanac of the Dead, Silko maintains her sense of 

hwnor and evokes laughter from her listeners as she does when Elise Marribbo asks for a 

comment on the negative reviews: "We have a couple of reviews that we've looked at. I 

was a little shocked at the reactions, especially the very negative ones. I wonder if you 

could comment on what you think those people were thinking" (Silko "Seminar," par. 

44). Silko's reply definitely keeps the students' interest and confirms her ethos: 
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Well, it proved something to me. In some sense a novel is like an 

equation, a mathematician's equation. You play with it. You create a 

model reality, and then you work with it. This is like a novel. Writing a 

novel is like doing all kinds of experiments on all kinds of levels on all 

kinds of things. People go nuts. And I was so happy to see how nuts the 

reviewer in USA Today went. (Laughter.) He went so nuts in writing it. 

He threw all the rules of Western European decorum, all of the wonderful 

academic conventions, all of those little things. Not only did he go so 

berserk, but he got USA Today to run a review like that. You know, they 

usually like to keep things on the sunny side. (Laughter.) So I was tickled 

by this. It was designed so that you don't have control when you confront 

it. And so, these reviewers' reactions like that were certainly a 

confirmation. So I was real pleased. (Silko "Seminar," par. 45) 

Much later, in a 1995 interview with Thomas Inner and Marthias Schmidt on the AltX 

Online Network, Silko again addressed this review and brought in more details which 

clarified her earlier comments to the students in the Poetics and Politics conference. After 

commenting that he had not read a "contemporary Anti-capitalist novel like Almanac," 

the Alt-X interviewer asked her about the reception of the novel in the United States 

saying, "The apparently white reviewer in Time magazine felt so threatened that he 

charged you of self-righteousness. How do you deal with this?" (Arnold 159) Silko 
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laughingly replied that there was an even worse review in USA ~ by a political 

science professor at Yale: 

He starts out, oh she wrote Ceremony, that's a great novel. You know he 

wants to start out like he is rational. When he started to talk about 

Almanac, he completely lost control. The Time magazine and Newsweek 

reviewers kept their emotions under control but he just exploded and said: 

she needs psychiatric help because of her preoccupation with the male 

organ. It was outrageous. So the review was beautiful because it would 

make people read my book. Actually I was very nervous and expected 

worse in Time magazine, worse in Newsweek. I was afraid. For ten years I 

was locked in my room and not only was I sensing things like Jeffrey 

Dahmer but also the feelings of other Americans. So there is a whole stack 

of reviews which show that they understand; they got it. We Americans 

are very ignorant of Marxism, of our own history, and actually I was 

amazed and gratified that it was as well received. I expected the hysteria 

of all these old Anglo-American males. In the Native American 

community people loved this book; it gives them hope." (Arnold 159) 

In this interview, as in her appearance at the Poetics and Politics series, Silko presents 

herself honestly and openly. Thus, as the students at the conference carry Leslie Marmon 

Silko through a maze of questions, her honest and often amusing responses bring them 

closer to understanding her and to identifying with her concerns and continuing to 
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establish her positive ethos. They observe her sense of community with her Laguna 

people as well as her desire to find answers to the basic problems that exist in our society 

for all people, not just for Native Americans. When she speaks against capital 

punishment, for example, she is concerned for our society as a whole and clearly argues 

that the practice is hurting our entire society: "Capital punishment is state terrorism 

against their citizens. There's no question about it. It's a form of state supported 

terrorism. You can't teach kids that it's wrong to kill as long as your state is doing that" 

(Silko "Seminar," par. 58). Such strong arguments impressed students and teachers alike 

at the conference. Nina Bjomsson, one of the students mentioned earlier who wrote an 

introduction of Silko, presents a picture of the impression that Silko left with her and 

others during the final presentation, commenting on Silko' s "dynamism" and on "her 

ability to push boundaries, explode preconceptions, shake things up and get people to 

question anything and everything ... .I was impressed by her personal integrity, her 

refusal to censor herself for her audience - and by the power of her work as she closed 

with a reading, about the almanac itself, from Almanac of the Dead" (Bjomsson "Leslie," 

par. 10). 

As was mentioned earlier, in addition to providing valuable insight into the study 

of the ethos of Leslie Marmon Silko, the Poetics and Politics conference brought out the 

strength of the Indian experience not only for those who attended the sessions but also for 

those who have continued to explore the Poetics and Politics website in later years. 

Likewise, the charity events that Silko took time to work with provided further 

95 



information for the study of her ethos. One such production was the Lannon Readings 

and Conversations that took place on October 12, 2005. These presentations are public 

programs on literature, cultural freedom and indigenous community issues. The Lannon 

Readings and Conversations series brings nationally and internationally recognized 

writers to the Sante Fe Linsec Performing Arts Center to read from their works and 

participate in discussions. The programs generally consist of approximately and hour and 

a half in which a writer reads a piece and then converses with another writer or writers. 

The program in October of 2005 featured Leslie Marmon Silk:o, Simon Ortiz, and Joy 

Harjo. Walter Dasheno, a member of the Sante Fe school staff, opened the program with 

an introductory prayer and an expression of thanks to all who had participated in the 

fundraiser. He pointed out that the school was established in 1890 and was operated by 

the United Pueblos of New Mexico consisting of nineteen pueblos with over thirty tribes 

represented. He also announced the five students who received the Gates Millennium 

Scholarships of $250,000 each before presenting Joy Harjo as the first writer to 

participate. After briefly playing an instrument, she proceeded with the reading of a 

mixture of poetry reading and discussion of how the Sante Fe school positively affected 

her life as well as a description of how she met and later married Simon Ortiz. 

Next on the program was Simon Ortiz, writer and visiting scholar at the 

University of Toronto, Canada, who, after thanking Patrick Lannon for his support, read a 

poem from his latest collection and then read various prose selections. In his talk that 

followed his readings Simon emphasized the importance of community and the 
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significance of the stories of the Native American people in helping to build their 

civiliz.ation, both common themes that Silko featured in her writing and speaking 

throughout her life and also expressed in her presentation that followed Simon's. The 

closeness of the three writers was evident and helped in building a positive ethos for all 

three. 

From the outset of her presentation at the fundraiser Silko's soft, friendly voice 

and easy use of humor immediately put the audience at ease and prepared them for her 

reading from her novel Almanac of the Dead. The reading was not a long one, but it set 

the mood for looking back into the history of the Aztecs and the Mayas as Silko 

explained to her listeners that these Indian ancestors had a well-developed culture when 

their land was invaded in the 1500s. With a deep sadness in her voice, she recounted that 

in 15 3 8 the bishop had burned all the Indian books because the Aztecs and the Mayas 

believed that the books were alive, a situation which greatly upset the priests. Here, as 

Silko delved into the history of the South American Indian groups, she brought her 

audience along as she described the fragments of their books that she introduced in 

Almanac of the Dead and dedicated the last part of her reading to the freedom fighters 

before effectively presenting the drama of one of the young Indian freedom fighters in the 

Alamos jail. Then, with the same ease with which she began her part of the presentation, 

Silko moved on to change the mood of the program and give her audience insight into her 

identity as she shared her rattlesnake story that she had promised to do earlier. Moving 

through the story with her characteristic use of humor, she described her old ranch house 
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with a wooden floor under which the rattlesnakes lived. She brought smiles to her 

audience as she explained that Tuscon was not a friendly town and that the rattlesnakes 

were the friendliest beings she had encountered since she had moved into the cabin in the 

Tuscon mountains. To her they were part of her world and were God's creatures, so she 

made sure she left water for them but also made certain that the water was placed where 

humans did not walk. As she moved toward the conclusion of her story, she shared what 

happened one July morning when she was wakened by the barking of the dogs only to 

discover that a big rattlesnake was caught in some bird netting made of monofilament 

nylon and could not escape. In her tension-filled story she described how she cut him 

loose with the only tool she had that would cut the filament, a pair of small tin snips 

which at times left her dangerously close to the snake's head. Amazingly, the snake was 

still, let her cut him loose, and then glided calmly away with a little shake of his tail as if 

he were saying "Thank you." The conclusion of her story was even more dramatic as 

she described a night in the following October when she was running into the cabin in the 

dark and stepped right on top of something that she discovered upon looking down to be 

a snake. As she jumped off as quickly as possible, she soon realized that they had met 

before as the snake did not strike but only glided away with a little shake of his tail just as 

he had done when she cut him loose from the bird netting in July. As Leslie Marmon 

Silko' s presentation ended, her spellbound audience had just been given an example of 

the effectiveness of the orality on which the history of her people is based, and her ethos 

had been strongly embedded in their minds and hearts. 
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Thus, by appearing in these public meetings and conferences and by participating 

in the production of the film "Running on the Edge of the Rainbow: Laguna Stories and 

Poems," Leslie Marmon Silko has been able to combine storytelling, poetry reading, 

interviews, and commentaries to build an ethos that would not only lead her readers to 

better understand her writings but would guide them through the history of the traditions 

of her people so that they could come to know and appreciate the intricacies of her own 

identity. In this way she communicated the importance of orality to the preservation of 

the culture of her Laguna Pueblo society and portrayed this concept of orality and the 

significance of place that worked together to form the Native American experience with 

sensitivity to the unique nature of her Laguna people. In her public appearances and 

interviews, both regular and video, Sitko worked to bridge the gap between the oral past 

of her people and the written word of the modem world. From her earliest years she had 

contributed to the vitality of the Laguna oral tradition, and as she has matured into an 

accomplished writer, she has used that writing talent to preserve the warmth of 

community that was so much a part of her Laguna Pueblo heritage. In addition to the 

contribution of her writing ability, her wise use of well-placed public appearances and her 

well-expressed oral responses have built an ethos of respect and admiration, one that 

continues to grow steadily. 
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CHAPTERV 

ESTABLISHED AND EVOLVING ETHOS AND FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS 

By exploring the rhetorical and literary contributions of Leslie Marmon Silko, one 

of the most highly acclaimed modem Native American writers, one is immediately 

impressed with the positive ethos that surrounds her and her open communication of 

her goals and motivations. In her interviews and appearances she communicates her 

recognition of her indebtedness to the nature of the Native American culture that was 

central to her development as a writer. One of the goals of this study has been to 

contribute to a better understanding of Silko's writing and speaking through presenting 

an analysis of the origination and development of her ethos. The method involved 

conducting an investigation of her interviews, conference participation, film productions, 

and charity appearances. In all of her many interviews her spirit comes through as she 

communicates her passion for writing which was sustained by an equally passionate 

desire to communicate with her audience and to impart to them the message of her 

people. As this dissertation has traced the rhetorical principle of ethos in selected 

interviews and public appearances of Sitko, it has shown her authorial ethos as well as 

the community ethos arising from her Native American background. 

In this study Leslie Mannon Silko 's versatility and creativity have emerged in 

both her writing and her public discourse. Even her very early writing drew attention as 

she published her first short story, "The Man to Send Rain Clouds," in 1974 and in that 
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same year moved on to the Laguna Woman, her book of poetry. Only three years later, 

moving into still another area of writing, she published her famous first novel Ceremony, 

a publication that enhanced her reputation and credibility as a writer to the point that she 

needed to make herself available for interviews in order to respond to the cultural 

curiosity of both enterprising reporters and her general reading public. Her ethos that 

emerged from these interviews reinforced the Aristotelian idea that the credibility of the 

speaker or writer is enhanced by the strength of character or "goodness" that the writer or 

speaker displays. Also, as was pointed out in Chapter One, it is helpful to investigate 

Silko's ethos in order to define her identity because to consider her ethos adequately one 

must delve into her Laguna culture since it is what molded her as a person. Her earliest 

writings even while she was attending the Anglo-controlled Laguna School were 

influenced by the "stories" her relatives passed down to her through the oral tradition 

before she began her education. The importance of place, the circular nature of time, the 

influence of physical forces, the sense of community, the place of ceremony, the power 

of the oral tradition-all of these and more were parts of her nature that emerged in the 

study of the ethos that built around her as she began to respond to her interviewers. 

As noted in Chapter One, Arnold Leonard Epstein elaborated this connection of 

ethos and identity in his book, Ethos and Identity: Three Studies in Ethnicity as he 

stressed the need to consider an "individual in his social aspect" (122). To him "ethos has 

as its counterpart the sense of collective identity, the consciousness of belonging to a 

group that exists in time" (122). Leslie Marmon Silko is of mixed heritage (Laguna 
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Pueblo, Mexican, and Anglo), but her forms of expression emerge from her Laguna 

Pueblo perspective. She was drawn toward the storytelling form of her people as is 

evident in many of her interviews and public appearances. Her ideas emerge from a 

center built around her Laguna heritage much like the image of the spider's web that is so 

prevalent in her writing. Her heritage is at the center of her communication because it is 

the center of her existence and memory. 

In her autobiographical collection, Storyteller, published in 1981, Silko brings 

even more of herself and her variety of ability forward as she shares her essence through 

the images, stories and verses which present a picture, not just of Silko, the writer, but of 

Silko, the being, who through her heritage is tied not only to her Laguna past but also 

naturally connected to the earth and to all of its inhabitants as the American culture 

continues to evolve offering a fertile field for further study of this developing writer and 

the culture she represents. Although in 1991 the candid display of harsh realities in her 

epic novel, Almanac of the Dead brought harshness in return from a few critics, this 

rhetorical study followed as Silko steered her public appearances into her areas of 

strength in western universities, like the University of Arizona, where she could continue 

to build an ethos that engendered admiration and support. This strong base continued to 

support her as she self-published her own impressive volume of photographs and prose 

poetry entitled Sacred Water in 1993 and then moved on to her collected essays, Yellow 

Woman and ~ Beauty of the Spirit in 1996 and to her latest historical novel, Gardens in 
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the Dunes, in 19'99. Mixed in through this variety of Silko' s contributions to American 

literature were all her well-placed interviews and public appearances, many of which are 

reproduced in Ellen L. Arnold's collection, Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko. 

Even though Arnold's commentary is limited to the book's introduction and contains no 

deep rhetorical analysis, it, nevertheless, is a valuable source of study. Embedded within 

these timely interviews lie possibilities for many more hours of rewarding search for 

those scholars in the future who wish to assess further the complicated yet fascinating 

motivations that support an ethos that is built on the rhetorical foundations established by 

Aristotle and sustained by the many brilliant rhetoricians that came after him. Likewise, 

Silko' s well-placed public appearances at conferences and her film productions provide 

the possibility for additional hours of study and research that reveal the nature of a writer 

who definitely understands the rhetorical appeal of ethos and the opportunities it offers. 

Future works by Sitko, who is still active in writing and publishing, will provide 

additional texts for future readers and scholars to consider. The continuing pattern of the 

demonstration of Silko's ethos in work yet to come is a topic worthy of future study. The 

well established ethos of Silko from her earliest writings in the 1970s to her most recent 

work and interviews is a valuable key to all readers and scholars for insight into the 

author and her native people. The ancient stories from the Laguna Pueblo continue to 

echo through the ethos of Leslie Marmon Silko. 
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