

Native American Literature

American Indian literature was the first to be created on the American continent and almost the last to be recognized.  As late as 1963, Robert Spiller  could open his standard Literary History of the United States by declaring, "The literature of this nation began when the first settler from abroad of sensitive mind paused in his adventure long enough to feel he was under a different sky, breathing a new air, and that a New World was all before him with only strength and Providence for guides."

Even the 1979 edition of the  Norton Anthology of American Literature carried no Native American writers in its two volumes of 4951 pages!!!
Finally, at the end of the 20th century this Eurocentric view of American literary history and civilization has yielded to a more open view that includes and appreciates the influences of all the other  non-European groups living in the United States. Americans are coming to recognize their country's multiethnicity and are having to revise their understanding of its history. The concept of the melting pot is giving way to more accurate metaphors of the national character: a mosaic, kaleidoscope, patchwork quilt, or tossed salad where each group has added its distinct flavor. These pictures also imply the obviously uneven development of the different ethnic pieces as they have come together at different times and in various shapes, sizes, colors and flavors – and as they are still being added to the national quilt (or salad or mosaic).

In the meantime a fairly large number of Native American writers have been published and included in the major literary anthologies.

American Indian literature can conveniently be arranged into three periods:

1. Tribal Literature: Most of the tribal literature of the first thousands of years was oral literature such as myths, songs, ritual-chants, and so forth. When the white man arrived in North America he was met by a people who had remained in a relatively stable relationship to their land and to each other for thousands of years. The individual tribes and tribal groups of the Indians differed from one another in their cultural traditions and modes of existence. Nevertheless, from coast to coast the different tribes (Iroquois, Seminole, Pawnee, Navaho, Ojibway, Cree…) had more in common with one another than they did with the white settlers and traders. None of the tribes possessed a well developed written language to record their songs, stories, and poems in written form, such a recording was not considered necessary. During centuries each tribe had produced a large body of oral tradition treasured and handed down from generation to generation. The stories and myths were passed on through the minds and mouths of those individuals most gifted with clear memories and the power to sing and to recite them so vividly that they seemed eternally new. Indians were speakers of real eloquence and were recognized as such as early as the 18th century by Franklin and Jefferson.  Words, sounds and rhythm play an important role in oral story-telling . 

A lot of this early literature has been lost but a large body of the songs and myths have been  recorded and preserved by generations of field-workers and anthropologists. Language remains a serious obstacle to understanding early Indian texts. Indian poetry, especially, resists translation, since it depends so strongly upon repetition of sound and rhythm that no translation can capture. Tales and speeches suffer less in translation, but even here many misunderstandings have been caused by amateurish translations. Moreover, the cultural differences have presented an additional obstacle. Much of what the well-meaning anthropologists, clergymen and government clerks have written must be approached in a mood of healthy skepticism. Indians have not always revealed all that they knew to the white men, and white recorders have not always perceived what was valuable to the Indians and may have altered the stories according to their own perception, needs and prejudices.

2. Transitional Literature: The second period includes the literature produced during the time of transition from the vast, old Indian lands of the early nineteenth century to the restricted reservation life of the twentieth century. It deals with the westward expansion of the United States at the beginning of the 19th century and the stories of the Indian Wars of the 1860's to the massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890. Transitional literature also includes orations of Indian leaders and memoirs often told to white writers of anthropologists. As mentioned before, there are often problems with authenticity as for example in Black Elk Speaks " told through"  John G. Neihardt.

3. Finally, there is twentieth century American Indian literature, and particularly the renaissance of that literature in the last 20 years. Well known writers of this latest group are: 

Scott Momaday, The Way to Rainy Mountain (1969) or House Made of Dawn (1968)

Paula Gunn Allen,

Louise Erdrich, 

Leslie Marmon Silko,

James Welch,

Duane Niatum

Alonso Lopez

Vine Deloria, Custer Died for your Sins

Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee

Themes of American Indian Literature:

Native American literature is important not only because it reveals the story of the country's growth but also because it treats many of the concerns of American literature – or has anticipated themes that have since become important.

The spirituality of life and the sacredness of nature (and the interdependence between them) are ideas that contemporary Americans in great numbers have only recently discovered. They have been at the center of American Indian literature since the beginning of time. Likewise, the search for self (the many initiation stories of American Indian youth), the significance of the tribe and the importance of women in culture.

Moreover, American autobiography has been influenced strongly by the numerous accounts of Native American lives. In some ways, autobiography is the ultimate ethnic genre because it is in stories of immigration and assimilation that American ethnic writers often describe the painful truths of what it means to be – or to become – American. From the stories of Black Elk (Neihardt) through contemporary Native American memoirs, one reads again and again the history of the nation, as well as the lives and deaths of its first citizens.

Study Questions:

Work in small groups (3-4).  The aim of this exercise is to acquaint you with the most important aspects of Native American Life and Culture. In the end you will be expected to be able to answer all the 15 study questions.

Step 1: Read the whole text once to get a general impression of it.

Step 2: After reading the text  once divide it up among you.(Note: there are shorter and longer questions) Each of you specializes in a few sub-topics, which you prepare for the others. Answer your questions carefully using your own words. Write full sentences and underline the relevant text passages in your copy. Print a copy of your answers for each member of your group and be prepared to explain your answers to your peers.

Step 3: Share your answers and discuss any open questions. Ask your teacher for help if you cannot answer a question.

1. Interest in Native Americans: Why has the world of Native Americans suddenly become interesting to whites?

2. Migration-History : Where did the Native Americans come from, and how did they arrive on the North American continent? Over what period of time did they arrive?

3. Native American Tribalism: What was the source of Native American tribalism

4. Pan-Indianism versus Tribal Specificity: What does the text say about the European assumption that Native Americans were a single group just like African Americans?

5. Economic Life: Describe the economic life of the Native Americans. What were the major differences among the hunting, farming, and foraging economies? Use examples to illustrate your answers.

6. Linguistic Diversity: How would you compare the linguistic diversity of the Native Americans of North America to that of the non-Native American population? Why was there so much linguistic diversity among Native Americans? 

7. How can we determine whether 2 tribes were somehow related in the past?

8. Religion: Although there was a great diversity to Native American religious rituals, some fundamental religious concepts were common to most tribes. What were those basic assumptions?

9. Ceremonial Rituals: What types of ceremonies are mentioned in the text? What are their aims?

10. Political Organizations: What types of political organizations and authorities can be found in Native American societies?

11. Native American View of Nature: How did the Native Americans view the environment, and how did their point of view clash with that of most Europeans?

12. View of Nature /Great Chain of Being: Compare and contrast the Native American view of living things with the European notion of "the great chain of being."

13. Concept of Time: Explain the different concepts of time of  Europeans and Native Americans.

14. Individual versus Community: Explain the differences between the Puritan views of individualism and the Native Americans' corporate view of society.

15. History: What is the importance of tribal history? How were important historical events handed down from generation to generation?

16. Land Ownership: How did most Native Americans view land ownership? Why did that point of view lead to so much conflict with whites? Why did the allotment programs have to fail?

17. Melting Pot or Tossed Salad? After reading the text what do you think of the following metaphors of  the United States: the melting pot, the tossed salad or patchwork quilt. Which of them is more appropriate and why?

Workshop

1. My View of Native Americans: Take out your response journal and sit down comfortably. Without any prior planning spend 10 minutes free-writing on the topic. What are your present views of Native Americans and their culture? What do you know about them? What would you like to know…… Remember: You MUST not stop writing during these 10 minutes, just keep going!!!

2. Native American Heritage: Groupwork: To get acquainted with the most important aspects of Native American history and culture read the essay "The World of native Americans" by James S. Olson and Raymond Wilson.
 Work in small groups of 3-4 and follow the steps below:

Step 1: Read the whole text once to get a general impression of it.

Step 2: After reading the text once divide it up among you.(Note: there are shorter and longer questions) Each of you specializes in a few sub-topics, which you prepare for the others. Answer your questions carefully using your own words. Write full sentences and underline the relevant text passages in your copy. Print a copy of your answers for each member of your group and be prepared to explain your answers to your peers.

Step 3: Share your answers and discuss any open questions. Ask your teacher for help if you cannot answer a question.

In the end you will be expected to be able to answer all the 15 study questions about the text.

3. Films: Watch the two short films The Hopi (20min) and Strangers in Their Own Land (about 40 min). While watching take notes in your response journal. After each film spend about 10 minutes free-writing your thoughts and reactions. Write into your response journal. Make sure you are really writing freely without any thoughts on quality and structure and without stopping.

4. Native American Literature: Read the introduction to Native American literature and mark important passages. Then read and study the samples of Indian literature in your reader. Make the texts your own by marking and commenting on the reading, or write your responses in your response journal. Watch out for the characteristic themes and aspects of Native American literature as discussed in the introduction and in Olson's essay. Collect your open questions for discussion in the plenary.

5. Read a Native American Novel: Keep a regular reading diary where you note your reactions to the reading. What does the book say about Native American ways of life, values, problems….How do you react to the characters…Be prepared to discuss the novel in your reading group.  Use the discussion prompt cards provided by your teacher.

Project Timetable (8a):

The next four weeks have been reserved for a workshop on an additional minority group of the USA. Choose between the culture and literature of Native Americans or Chicano and Asian Immigrants.

Work in small groups and follow the instructions in the workshop package of your choice. Use the following periods in school. Moreover you are expected to spend about 5 hours of work at home (1 1/2 each week).  Make a detailed working plan for the next 4 weeks and always tick off what you have done. Make sure you do not end up with too much work at the end.

	Date
	Work in class
	Homework

	March 12th, Fri
	3rd Test:.
	

	March 15th, Mo


	Workshop
	

	March 18th, Thu


	
	

	March 22nd, Mo


	
	

	March 25th, Thu


	Film screenings (for Native American group) or Internet search (for Chicano and Asian group)
	

	April 8th,Thu


	
	

	April 12th, Mo


	
	

	April 15th, Thu


	Final presentations of talks and papers. 

Deadline for all workshop tasks.
	

	April 19th, Mo


	Exams (if necessary)

Final presentations of talks and papers. Review of Minority literatures
	

	April 22nd, Thu
	Practicing Listening Comprehension 

Exams (if necessary)

Review and presentations of core topics: Civil Rights, Sixties
	

	April 26th, Mo
	Core topics: Australia, Chaucer 
	

	April 29th, Thu
	Practicing Listening Comprehension

Core topics: Jewish history of immigration , Jewish literature
	Assessment meeting for year 8.



	May 3rd, Mo
	Core topics: Black Lit: survival strategies…
	

	May 6th, Thu
	Core topics: Native Americans, Asians, Chicanos
	

	
	The other core topics (mainly your topics from year 7) will be reviewed during our preparation classes for the oral Matura.
	


Review of Core Topics:

You will be assigned one of the following core topics from years 5 – 8. Find a partner and review the topic thoroughly. Go through your old handouts and materials and prepare a well structured presentation of the topic and its aspects. Write a study aid summarizing the main facts and information concerning your topic for your peers and copy it for each student. Be prepared to answer your friends' questions. Then help your partner prepare his/her topic in the same way. 

Check the date of your presentation on your timetable for the rest of the year. Be prepared to present your topic on that day or any day after. (We might be delayed.)

Always check which topics are going to be reviewed in the next English class and come prepared. Bring all your materials and use the time wisely to prepare for your oral exam.

Civil Rights (+ Gandhi, M.L. King, Malcolm X…)

Sixties

Australia

Chaucer, Middle Ages

Poetry (interpreting, forms, images, symbols…)

Short Story (+narrative features)

Jewish History of Immigration and Jewish Literature 

African American Literature 

Humor and Irony in Literature

Native American Literature and Culture 

Chicano Literature and Immigration

Asian American Literature and Immigration

The remaining core topics (mainly the topics you worked on in year 7) will be reviewed during our oral preparation classes after the written Matura.

� James S. Olson and Raymond Wilson, "The World of Native Americans", in R. Roberts and J. Olson, American Experiences, Volume I, Harper-Collins, 1990, pp.192-211.
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