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PREFACE 

This study entails looking at the position of the Canadian Native women 

writers in the light of the known trends and tendencies of mainstream literature. The 

four writers selected for the present study, viz. Jeannette Armstrong, Lee Maracle, 

Maria Campbell and Beatrice Culleton belong to a generation of Native women 

writers who have taken to writing with a certain conviction of who or what they are 

and with a consciously motivated pen. As such, they believe in telling 'their' stories 

using the language of the mainstream culture but noticeably enriched with the Native 

idiom, history and personal as well as communitarian experience. 

Given this backdrop, the aim of this study has been to understand the salient 

features of Native literature, with the help of a wide-ranging critique of the selected 

works of the writers in question. One of the objectives of this study, in particular, has 

been to also scrutinize the allied works and views of the above mentioned women 

writers to ascertain their focus and method in adapting the forms or genres of the 

European literary tradition to their avowed literary purposes. 

As such, some of their commonly used techniques became the inevitable focus 

of this investigation. In particular, the techniques that have been, especially, short-

listed for this study have been: the use of history-fiction interface, perhaps as a means 

of setting the record straight; their preoccupation with the 'subjective' genre of 

autobiography probably to lend authenticity to personal and often 'representative' 

narratives with which any Native can identify; and the generous smattering of 

allusions and anecdotes from the rich repertoire of their oral tradition. 

Further, as these women writers tell their own stories disclosing their culture's 

richness and the beauty of their world, there is evident in this native writing: a 
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profound sense of spirituality, whether traditional or Christian; an intense reverence 

and respect for nature; a strong sense of community and a love of life, laughter and 

harmony. These unknown, but unique facets, of the Native culture being long ignored 

by the dominant literary voices of our times have been an enigma to the non-Native 

reader. The need to uncover these shrouded features of Native life was also felt 

acutely during the course of this study. 

In the light of what has been said above, it is not surprising that this thesis 

attempts to underscore the use and influence of the oral tradition as one of the most 

significant aspect not only of the selected works in question but of the Native literary 

tradition in general. Belonging one of the few contemporary cultures to have been 

able to retain an oral and written tradition simultaneously, the writers under study 

demonstrate tremendous creative potential in the use of the oral in their writing. This 

aspect assumes great critical significance. Hence, it has been sought to be investigated 

at great length. 

In the course of the literature survey under taken for this study, it was 

observed that until the late 1980's the works of the Native writers were not even 

published by the mainstream press. The rise of Native publishing houses and 

women's press has encouraged Native women writers to write and publish their work. 

It was also noticed that, while the Native writers under study have been received by 

the Native reading public as significant, their works have not been particularly 

popular among the mainstream readers. 

Moreover, it was also found that scant critical attention has been paid by the 

conservative quarters to the assessment of the Native writing. Even when the 

traditional criticism has taken note of this writing, the Native works have been often 

misread and misinterpreted, probably because of the application of the European 
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norms of criticism for understanding and assessing them. On the other hand, the 

Native critic has evaluated this writing with obvious sympathy and understanding. As 

a result, while they have now achieved wide spread recognition as a part of the Native 

canon, they are still in the very early stages of the process of being slowly absorbed in 

the mainstream Canadian canon. 

The fact that the Natives come from a live oral tradition of storytelling unlike 

their non-Native counterparts is often overlooked. Further, their use of figurative 

language, unfamiliar symbols and allegory creates a façade of strangeness and 

obtrusion which can discourage an unfamiliar non-Native reader. Further, some of the 

early Native writing was orally narrated and then written down by non-Native 

listeners. This could have posed difficulties in translation. It also led to phrases being 

mis-translated, lost, substituted or even deliberately distorted. 

In all probability, another important reason for the critical neglect could be 

that the contents of these books tend to be distressful to the mainstream white readers. 

In fact, most of the Native writing deals with the basic experience of being Native in 

Canada and of being considered peripheral by the dominant settler community. The 

writers naturally write about racism in its ugly form, the abuse and oppression faced 

by Natives and above all the loss of privilege faced by the Natives in spite of being 

the original inhabitants of the land. Thus, frequently the mode of narration adopted is 

subjective and the tone self-absorbed. As a result the predominant generic identity of 

this writing-mainly of the works under study- seems to be, overtly or covertly, 

autobiographical. Again, the Native preoccupation with the details of their tribal past 

and the re-interpretation of the more recent political history possibly kept potential 

readers and critics at bay. 



The literature from marginal cultures requires to be judged by a set of different 

critical criteria than those evolved by the dominant critical standards. It is apparent 

that this literature demands a change in perspective from the traditional reader. The 

lack of a rigorous adherence to the European notion of form and style, and the 

divulgence of unfamiliar content sometimes leads to Native writing being termed as 

inferior by the orthodox critic or the uninformed reader. 

The need to change this perception has been taken into account in preparing 

for this thesis. In adopting a critical stance to this writing, care has been taken to be 

rational and objective to the extent possible and to steer clear of extremely dismissive 

critical positions as those of obviously uncritical endorsement whether of viewpoint 

or conclusion. Fortunately, much useful critical opinion used in this thesis has been 

well weighed and substantiated wherever possible. Although, the available critical 

resource was limited, being contemporary and timely its utility has been of a high 

degree-in providing insights and inspiring argument in a new area of study. 

One of the difficulties faced during the course of this study was that, little material 

was available in print. Especially, the secondary sources and critical material on 

Native Literature was difficult to source in India. But this limitation has been a 

blessing in disguise, because it helped in formulating independent hypotheses, with 

the freedom to substantiate them with critical support from available critical resource. 

Penny Petrone's 'Native Literature in Canada: From the Oral Tradition to the 

Present' was an invaluable source of information, as was The Oxford Companion to 

Canadian Literature'. The interviews of some of the leading Native writers with 

Hartmut Lutz and Janice Williamson were useful sources of insight into the minds 

and work of the writers. A few Journals like Canadian Woman's Studies and 

Canadian Native Literature were a crucial source of critical articles. Similarly, e- 
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correspondence with some of the academicians teaching Canadian Literature in 

Canada was helpful in getting in touch with some of the writers under study. 

In this regard, I have also been particularly fortunate to get help from the 

National Library of Canada at Ottawa, through the Inter Library Loan facility. A lot of 

research material as well as the primary texts were .procured via this service. Another 

major source of help was the Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute at New Delhi. The 

library at the Institute offered several books on Native writings, allied critical 

literature, and much valuable information on the background of Canadian literature. I 

have also made use of the Canadian Studies Center at SNDT, Mumbai. This center 

has many Canadian journals and literary articles, which was a big area of help in 

getting the background research material essential for such a study. 

The writers themselves were extremely helpful. They were candid in their e-

mail communiqué regarding their works and the influences, if any, on it. What is 

more, they responded patiently to my questionnaires about themselves and their work. 

They extended a lot of co-operation in making me understand certain nuances of the 

native ethos. 

Similarly, another source of help was the Native publishers who sent me the 

links to the website for Native journals and newspapers. This was not always directly 

relevant to my work. However, it did shape my thinking on some of the parallel issues 

handled by other native writers and provided valuable breakthrough at crucial 

junctures. 

In conclusion, I would like to maintain that although Canadian literature per se 

may be reasonably well known, but it cannot be seen as 'Canadian' in the true sense 

of the term unless it is 'adequately' inclusive of Native writing. The Native writers are 

inheritors of a rich history and a history of survival. They have drawn from traditional 
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values to heal themselves. The 'Native' issues are not only limited to the Natives of 

Canada, but are faced by the aboriginal people all over the world in varying forms and 

degrees. 

This study in its modest way undertakes to help emphasize this perception by 

restating the position of the Native writing within the Canadian canon. In due course 

of time, it is certain that the literature of the Native will become an integral part of 

what is called as Canadian Literary Canon. It is hoped that this study will have 

provided its tiny mite towards that end. 

********* 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: A GLIMPSE INTO THE NATIVE 

WORLD AND WRITING 

1.1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: 

The history of the First Nations is an interesting one. The first people to live in 

what is now Canada arrived from Asia beginning at least twenty thousand years ago. 

Their descendants came to be known as Indians. The arrival of the whites quickly 

changed Indian life. A wave of explorers, traders, settlers swept over the country, 

beginning with the French who initiated the fur trade. They didn't come to settle the 

land. After the British gained control of Canada, the displacement and the 

appropriation of the land began. Most of these whites thought themselves better than 

the Indians and tried to force them to adopt European ways. 

These inhabitants of the New World, whom Columbus had called Indians on 

the wrong assumption that he had reached India, have continued to puzzle the 

Europeans. There has been much debate about the correct term for indigenous 

Americans. Some do not like being called Indians; others do. The alternative terms 

include Aboriginals, Natives, Amerindians, First Nations peoples. The terms 'Indian', 

`Native' I  and Metis 2  have been generally used in the course of this study to denote 

these indigenous people. 

Indians were historically comprehended either in the negative and unflattering image 

of 'savage' or in the romanticized image of innocence as 'bon savage '—a pure being 

a la Rousseau. Both these images were ideological weapons in the subjugation of 
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Indians and obscured their true identity. In order to satisfy their own vested interests 

the Europeans over the centuries exploited the Indians but used stereotypes of the 

Native people to gloss over their own discriminatory actions or to justify their projects 

of civilization. 

Thus, during the nineteenth century the Indian was conveniently seen as the 

simple silent child of nature, whom the blessings of civilization and Christianity could 

raise to a respectable level. It was assumed that the civilization of the Natives and 

their eventual assimilation into the dominant white mainstream was possible only 

through Christianity. The 'doomed culture theory' of the nineteenth century-- the 

belief that the race would disappear, die out, or become assimilated -- prevailed until 

the middle of the twentieth century. Instead of disappearing, however, Canada's 

contemporary Indians are becoming more and more aware of Native concerns, as 

result of the recent changes in public attitudes and a policy of multiculturalism. In 

1982 the Native peoples of Canada won formal recognition in Canada's new 

Constitution. Young educated natives have been now leading their people to demand 

further reforms. 

Like many nations with colonial beginnings, Canada has struggled to create its 

own national identity. This struggle also appears in a long tradition of writers who 

have used literature to voice their 'Canadian-ness'. An attempt is made in this study to 

explore the identity crisis inherent in Canadian Natives whose ancestors have been 

historically 'white-washed' when not exterminated. As Linda Hutcheon perceptively 

observes, 'In places like Canada... the English language and culture were 

transplanted- by settlers, convicts, slave-masters- to a foreign territory where the 

indigenous inhabitants were either annihilated or marginalized.'3  
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Years of colonization and assimilationist tactics have left the Natives with a 

peripheral identity ridden with multiple crises: Native marginality in the face of 

white dominance; discrimination on the basis of racism, ethnicity and gender; social 

problems pertaining to displacement, drink-drug abuse, foster homes, residential 

schools, road allowance and unemployment; cultural imposition caused by English 

language and due to the loss of Native language and tradition; and all this leading to 

subjugation in terms of the prevalent political hierarchy. 

In fact, as Hutcheon points out, when Canadian culture is called post-colonial 

today, the reference is rarely to the Native culture. Rather, most often, it is to the 

English- language culture of the descendants of the white colonial settlers. Therefore, 

Native writers are today demanding a voice, in view of the damage done to Indian 

culture and people by the erstwhile Europeans in the process of colonization. Metis 

writer Lee Maracle describes their colonized condition as an illness and believes that 

the only way of overcoming it is through reclaiming authentic and essential Native 

identity. 

As mentioned in the 'Preface', apart from this introductory Chapter, three 

distinct aspects of Native writing have been identified for the present study: 

understanding the presence and the influence of the Oral tradition in native writers in 

general and specifically in those under study; uncovering the history-fiction 

interlacing contained in the four Native narratives, the apparent strategic reasons for 

this and the authorial objectives of so doing ; interpreting the general use of 

autobiography as a genre and strategy by the Native writers, but more particularly by 

the selected women writers. Each of these aspects has been discussed in a separate 

Chapter. The final Chapter is an attempt to tie up the loose ends of this study into a 

coherent synopsis of chapter-wise findings. 

3 



The aim of this work is thus to elucidate the form, content, and the authorial 

vision that emerges through the writings of these Native women. This would be of 

prime importance in understanding the Native writing in the context of the Native 

predicament. There is an understanding behind this study, that each of the writers has 

her own limitations and strengths. Moreover, this study has not been merely of the 

four writers and their works in isolation but in the larger context of Native 

experiences and writing, so as to elucidate this work, as an attempt to re-position the 

Natives within the mainstream socio-political reality. 

The Natives have been denied by circumstances the privilege to voice 

themselves, however, it is through their writings that they are making themselves 

heard and are being acknowledged as the contributing entities of Canadian social 

fiber. This writing makes for compelling reading. Yet to an uninitiated reader 

unfamiliar to the Native ethos, the form, content as well as the focus of this writing 

may appear strange. 

In such cases it is useful to be assisted by the Native Critical Writing that 

provides new hermeneutic insights that can dispel biases and preferences born of the 

conservative Critical Canon. Moreover, it is imperative to understand the nuances of a 

literary canon and the priorities of a culture before the former can be perceived in the 

context of the latter. As such, to a reader grown up under the shadow of Western 

literary tradition, an introduction into the background of Native Literature and the 

highlights of Native tradition is necessary. 
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1.2. NATIVE LITERATURE AT A GLANCE: 

At one time, there was nothing called Native 'literature', if we consider, the 

term as implying written matter. Today, it is no exaggeration to say that an indigenous 

literature is well established in Canada. However, the First Peoples of Canada (and of 

North America) have always had an oral tradition in which oratory skills were held in 

high esteem. Numerous samples of native eloquence in translation, from different 

tribal cultures across Canada appeared in the writings of white explorers, traders, 

travelers, adopted missionaries and settlers. 

However translation of these works into English and French presented many 

difficulties. Ironically, even with the English educated native writers using 

`translations', this difficulty still persists and so invites examination. Perhaps, the 

native use of symbolic language, allegorical meanings, and allusions, contributed to 

the problem of exact translation in the absence of parallel concepts and or synonyms. 

Another reason for the difficulty in accurate translation may be the 'metaphorical' 

way of expression typical of Native Literature, which causes semantic obfuscation in 

being translated into a culturally different idiom. 

Among the Natives the first signs of literary creativity in English appeared as 

a result of missionary efforts at conversion and proselytization. The Christianized 

natives were encouraged, and even coerced, to attend school and eventually to write 

for a wider audience in order to create an interest in 'desirable' issues pertaining to 

their people. The emergent press in Canada must have surely been a shot in the arm 

for this early literary activity. This must have helped in two ways: encouraging 

literacy and reading habits on the one hand; and providing a forum for publication to 

the budding writers. Later, as the Native endeavors at writing grew, the readership 

5 



also increased. Since the targeted audience was largely the philanthropist 

international readership, there is ground to surmise that this literature was gently but 

firmly guided towards appropriate goals. 

The objective being generally to win sympathy and support, the writings often 

aimed at encouraging compassion for the "poor Indian", "humble Indian", as he 

tried to assimilate into the European civilization. Eventually, this image born of well-

meaning patronization must have become fossilized into the conveniently pliant and 

co-operative stereotype of the 'good, humble Indian' as against its Janus-faced 

counterpart of the resisting and aggressive 'savage' Indian. Thus, in the course of 

time, the Manchiean stereotype must have been created. 

Since Indians were considered to be an obstacle to settlement, Canada's Indian 

policy increasingly acquired an assimilationsit and a coercive character. Indians were 

settled on reserves where they could be proselytized by missionaries and taught Euro-

Canadian ways by the Government and the Church. To educate the young a system of 

residential schools, located off the reserves and operated by the missionaries and 

Indian Affairs bureaucrats, was established. These schools prohibited Indian children 

from speaking their language or practicing their customs and inevitably alienated 

them from the spiritual values of their communities. 

From such a system of education and acculturation, the early writers of Native 

background writing in English or French must have been shaped. Some noteworthy 

educated writers of this period were George Henry, who wrote mainly of his travels: 

Who Have Been Travelling Among the Whites, in the United States, England, Ireland, 

France, Scotland, Belgium (1848) included accounts of his overseas travels and short 

descriptions. .Francis Assikinack wrote essays for the Canadian Journal and they 

described Indian customs and revealed his divided loyalties between his tribal 
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background and his acculturated condition. Another prominent Native of his time 

among others was John Brant Sero, he perceived himself as a historian and a great 

orator who spoke on Canada's early history, industrial progress, and Indian life. 

By the first half of the twentieth century, much of Canada's native population 

could read and write English or French. As more and more Indians learned to read and 

write, newspapers, newsletters and periodicals of all sorts appeared to inform, 

instruct, and entertain the Native readers. The decades between the First World War 

and the 1969 government White Paper on Indian policy, recommending the abolition 

of special rights for native people, was a barren period for native writing in Canada. 

The reason for the scarcity of published works as Penny Petrone perceptively notes 

must have been the snowballing of several things that culminated into Native 

disinterest: 

The growing power of white control through the Department of Indian 

Affairs; government policies that were based on assimilation and 

suppression of native cultures; a native population overwhelmed by the 

deluge of immigrations that flooded the western Prairies and placed 

natives in ever more humiliating subjugation; the Depression and an 

increase in poverty; lack of unity among the scattered tribes across the 

country; and the commonly held belief that the natives were dying out. 

Finally, there was a notable lack of interest among publishers in 

anything pertaining to natives, although some of their narratives retold 

by non-natives were published. 4  

However, the 1960's can be considered as the threshold of a new wave of 

assertive native action. More and more Native newspapers and periodicals sprang 

across Canada and provided a platform for the growingly politically conscious 
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natives. Native activists attacked and criticized dominant society. The language was 

often direct and forceful, angry and bitter. By the 1970's, as Hartmut Lutz notes 

Native writers had begun to write their own (hi)stories: they expressed their 

disillusionment with the extant Canadian society and articulated a need for change. 

The native authored books- frequently written with the aid of a collaborator- revealed 

certain major trends as indicated below: 

1) 'A pan-native approach that played down tribal affiliations and 

focused on a common native identity, while sometimes shifting 

emphasis from the shared experiences of the individual. 

2) A greater diversification of literary genres. 

3) Inspirational writing intended to provide a sense of historical 

continuity and making use of ancient beliefs and values. 

4) Two militant approaches: one that advocated separation from the 

dominant society, and another that sought an as-yet-undefined 

revisionist presence in society.' 5  

Jeannette Armstrong's Slash 6  is illustrative of the pan-Native approach, 

through the character of Slash she espouses the Native cause by rising above the 

individual tribes and for a need for collective action. It falls, along with Maria 

Campbell's Halfbreed 7, into the domain of inspirational writing which aimed at 

providing historical and cultural connectedness through the use of ancient beliefs, 

values and historical milestones. 

Beatrice Culleton's In Search of April Raintree 8  and Lee Maracle's Bobbie 

Lee: Indian Rebel 9  were inspirational but in different ways: the former emphasized 

the 'neither here nor there' plight of the Natives through a poignant fiction of two 

symbolically representative protagonists; whereas the latter shared personal 
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experiences of a/abuse, discrimination and degeneration in an overwhelmingly 

militant and radical narrative of her own personal experiences. The technique of using 

diversified genres has been a common resource used by these writers and it will be 

separately examined in the course of this study. 

A younger generation of Canadian college, university trained writers formed 

writing groups and conducted workshops, conferences etc. for discussing the 

difficulties of translation and language, but primarily to deliberate on the core issue of 

the appropriation of the Native voice by 'others'. Thus the period of the 1970's 

through 1980' and 1990's saw many of the younger generation authors writing, using 

their own language as well as English. 

This fusing of the Native dialects with English, experimenting with the use of 

un-standard English, and reaching back to the modes and metaphors of their Oral 

tradition became some of the distinct features of this emergent new writing, 

particularly of the women. With the increasing number of Native writers available in 

English, their literature has become widely accessible and commands a large reading 

public. These decades are therefore important for the phenomenal explosion of 

creative writing by Natives. 

The sixties was also the decade of the American Indian Movement (AIM). 

Thus, during the late sixties and early seventies the influence of American civil rights 

activists, the emergence of the Red Power in Canada a la the rise Black Power in U. S. 
L - 

A., the events at Wounded Knee, South Dakota in 1973 drew attention of the mass 

media to the plight of Native peoples. These events mobilized the Native peoples 

across Canada in a confrontation with the federal government. Many of these events 

are highlighted in Jeanette Armstrong's Slash, which will be discussed in detail in the 

Chapter on 'Interlacing of History and Fiction in Native Writing'. 
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Among other things, this period also witnessed a rise in the native women's 

writings. However, these women seem to have held centre stage mainly as individuals 

involved with —or at the least sympathetic to -the Movement. While they reveal in 

their writing the 'double marginalization' of women and their secondary status to 

their men folk, their main concern in the writing under study clearly appears to be the 

`common cause' of the Native struggle. 

No doubt, these women writers have very clear perceptions on the gender 

discrimination and on the issue of women's exploitation at the hands of the whites as 

well as of the Native males. Indeed, select incidents in their plots, passing authorial 

comments within their texts and the apparent chinks in their narratives show their 

woman-centered concerns as a part of their overall visionary perspective vis-à-vis the 

status or the concerns of the women. 

Yet, this dimension of their native experience is revealed only in passing; they 

do not wish to take up pro-woman issues simultaneously with the Native issues. 

Perhaps, this is the precaution necessary to maintain a common pan-Native front and 

keep an unhindered gender-free discourse on urgent issues of overall Native concern 

alive. This would be needed in order to retain constant pressure on the authorities, 

and to ensure that neither the discourse gets side-tracked nor the struggle becomes 

fissiparous. The writers under study belong to this committed generation of an 

inspired era in contemporary Native writing. 

1.3.1. CONDITION OF NATIVE WOMEN IN CANADA: 

First Nations women have a tough battle to fight in their pursuit of social and 

political recognition and equality. They have many adversaries: government, 

10 



mainstream society, and at times their own people. It has been a long struggle for 

Native women to tell their own story. They have emerged from the shadows of purely 

domestic roles into the active struggle of rebuilding their community. However, this 

has not come for free; these women have had to pay a heavy toll of their dreams, 

dignity and of course of their present as each of their novels singly and collectively 

show. Yet, their concern for community makes many of these women strong 

advocates of the Native cause, as Maria Campbell states with enduring courage but 

post-facto wisdom towards the end of her novel: 

I have stopped being an idealistically shiny-eyed young woman I once 

was. I realize that an armed revolution will never come about ...I 

believe that one day very soon, people will set aside their differences 

and come together as one ... Then together we will fight our common 

enemies. Change will come because this time we won't give up. There 

is growing evidence of that today. (HB, p.184) 

While women around the world speak about 'feminism' or the `women's 

struggle', many Native women find it next to impossible to separate their experience 

as women from their experience as Native. For example, it is difficult for many 

Native women to talk about family violence without discussing `allowance'-induced 

addictions and the need for Native healing; or of equal opportunity of employment 

without discussing Native self-government. While Native women may have difficulty 

separating their gender from their race, many have just as much difficulty advocating 

the equality of sexes per se. 

Perhaps, as the residual effect of their erstwhile tribal ethos, they visualize 

women as understood by the Tribe as the Keepers of the Culture, who they were 

responsible for the establishment of all the norms - whether they were political, 
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economic, social or spiritual- and for imparting these to their progeny through the oral 

tradition. Women were considered to have a direct relationship with Mother Earth. 

Their spiritual role in the community as the Center, which included 

maintaining the fires of Creation, probably interferes with the new-found perception 

of gender equality. Given a chance, these women would prefer `equitability' of gender 

in continuation of their traditionally privileged roles in tandem with the present 

perception of equal status for the two genders. 

The arrival of European settlers drastically altered the lifestyle of Native 

women. New elements of material culture were introduced; the cycle of economic 

activities changed; alien laws were imposed but, 

Perhaps the most significant change in the lives of aboriginal women 

was the introduction of new standards by which they were judged. The 

European settlers judged aboriginal women by their own cultural 

standards, in which women were considered to be subservient to men 

and wives were considered to be the property of their husbands. 

Unable to set aside their own biases about the role of women, 

European historians recorded life for native women as mere laborers, 

submissive and inferior to men. j°  

These European biases had a broad effect on aboriginal women and their role 

in the communities. When the Department of Indian Affairs established its 

administrative structure in 1868, with its assimilative policies, legislation was passed 

which decreed that Indian status could only be passed through the male line. 'This 

meant that Indian women who married non-Indian men lost their Indian status. 
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Furthermore, their children lost their Indian status. To be considered a registered 

Indian in Canada, an individual had to have a status Indian father '." 

Confirming this state of affairs, La Roque points out how this gender-based 

discrimination was employed as a tool of assimilation until the 1985 amendments to 

the Indian Act, which permitted reinstatement to those aboriginal women and their 

children who had lost their status (known as the Bill C-31 amendment). This has been 

detrimental to the status of the native women, making them victims of State's 

discrimination. 

All this must have drastically altered not only the societal hierarchy within the 

tribes, but also denuded the women of their traditional role of the 'conduit of culture'. 

Such a suppression of the Native woman's voice entails not merely the deprivation of 

literary expression. It implies the denial of one's right to record one's own history and 

to posit oneself vis-à-vis that history in the mainstream contemporary Canadian life. 

Despite the changes to the Indian Act, the after-effects of gender 

discrimination still plague Native communities: 

Band councils, the governing body on Indian reserves (which are in 

many cases male-dominated), opposed the amendments to the Indian 

Act because they feared the influx of 'new' band members would 

increase demand for resources which were already scarce. As a result, 

reinstated Indian women have experienced problems returning to their 

communities. They include difficulties around housing, obtaining 

education assistance for their children and sharing in the community 

social services. 12  
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Many Native women also endure significant gender discrimination within 

their own communities, despite the traditional equality between the sexes within 

aboriginal cultures. The transition to a sedentary life on reserves has had a shattering 

impact on all Aboriginal groups, but the effects have been particularly disheartening 

fcr Native men and disruptive for man-woman equation in these societies. Men whose 

tribal education from birth prepared them for the roles of hunter and warrior saw the 

opportunities to exercise these skills shrink and in many cases, finally, vanish. While 

the role of men underwent drastic change, women in these societies continued to 

retain much of their traditional role linked to domesticity and survival. 

Unfortunately, it appears that many Native men have adopted European 

attitudes toward women. As a result, the cultural and social degradation of aboriginal 

women has been devastating. Native women have suffered double discrimination: as 

Natives and as women/However, 'native women are beginning to speak out about the 

racism, sexism and violence which plague their lives in native communities and 

beyond' 13  

Native women are subject to the racist and sexist discrimination; they are also 

the victims of the cultural stereotyping and ideological hierarchy. Commenting on 

their position in the society, the Metis writer, Lee Maracle remarks, The denial of 

Native womanhood is the reduction of the whole people to a sub-human level. 

Animals beget animals. The dictates of patriarchy demand that beneath Native man 

comes the female Native. The dictates of racism are thus that Native men are beneath 

white women and Native females are not fit to be referred to as women. (IAW,p.10) 14  

Therefore, Native women are pioneering models of holistic healing in their 

communities that are designed to break the cycle of abuse and restore traditional 

Native methods of healing. Writing as healing is one of the approaches adopted by the 
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Native women. It would be tempting to read the works by the Native writers under 

study primarily as feminist writing, but in the present study I have refrained from such 

a singularly women specific approach for reasons already discussed above. 

As a matter of fact, neither the Native women's condition nor their writing is 

consistent with the paradigm of feminism visualized by the mainstream literary canon. 

As such the average Canadian Native women writers including Maria Campbell, 

Beatrice Culleton, Jeannette Armstrong, Lee Maracle among others, feel the need to 

articulate in their works the lived reality and the sense of alienation caused by the 

mainstream biases and the misrepresentation of their history. Thus, in order to have a 

deeper understanding of the four native writers under study, it is useful to glance 

briefly at the Native Women's writing in general, followed by the life and works of 

the writers under study, in particular. 

1.3.2. CANADIAN NATIVE WOMEN'S WRITING: 

The first strong voice of a Native women writer was Emily Pauline Johnson 

(1862-1913). Johnson dazzled her audiences with dramatic recitations of her moving 

poems such as, The Song of my Paddle', 'A Cry from an Indian Wife', 'The Sea 

Queen', and so on. She was known as 'The Mohawk Princess' and wrote many poems 

of descriptive nature as also some beautiful landscape poems. Johnson's Indian poems 

are unique in subject matter, 'and distinguished by dramatic energy and passionate 

intensity. They reveal her deep concern for the fate of the Indian people, especially 

her beloved Mohawks.' 15  She was the only commanding feminine voice of her age 

followed by decades of relative silence. 
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However, in the present times, Native women writers, such as Augusta Evans, 

Eleanor Brass, Lenore Keeshig-Tobias, Lee Maracle, Emma La Roque, Maria 

Campbell, Rita Joe, Ruby Slipperjack, Jeannette Armstrong, Marie Annharte Baker, 

Beth Cuthand, Beatrice Culleton, Beth Brant are some noteworthy voices in from the 

rapidly growing domain of Native women writing. The major forms they handle 

seem to be poetry and prose. 

Ruby Slipperjack's novel Honour the Sun (1987) is suffused with the way 

members of an isolated Native community in the northern-Ontario wilderness think, 

talk and act. Beth Brant's anthology Mohawk Trail (1985) contains her 

autobiography, some short stories, a few poems and a reconstructed American Indian 

myth. I Walk in Two Worlds (1987) by Eleanor Brass, is an account of her long life in 

Saskatchewan, and attending Indian residential school. Marie Annharte Baker, 

Jeanette Armstrong, Lenore Keeshig Tobias's poems reflect a nostalgia for past 

traditions and customs as well as political and social concerns. 

Coomi Vevaina rightly observes that women belonging to the minority groups 

in Canada regard the re-writing of history, from their subject positions as women, as 

crucial to their own spiritual survival and that of their people. She further notes: 'They 

feel that the loss of identity which accompanied cultural imperialism, can be 

combated by refusing to forget their language, rituals, cultural practices.' 16  The First 

Nations women writers argue that that the non-Natives have distorted their history to 

suit their convenience and insist that this needs to be reverted. 

This trend can be seen in Beatrice Culleton's In Search of April Raintree. 

April's younger sister Cheryl, gets into serious trouble with her teacher and Principal 

for daring to voice herself on the history books describing how Indians "scalped, 

tortured and massacred brave white explorers and missionaries." (AR,p.57) Cheryl 
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angrily retorts that these are a "bunch of lies" and that she will not learn "this 

garbage" (AR,p.57) about her people. Lee Maracle in I Am Woman writes in 

indignation about this devious mode of distortion of history and literature used by the 

dominant group and registers her angry reaction as a teenager: 

My eleventh grade history lecture consisted of the asinine 

practice of each student reading from the text each day. The teacher 

called my turn. I glanced at the clean white page with black characters 

all over it. 'Louis Riel was a madman, that was hanged ....' I could not 

buy that anymore than I could the 'cannibalism' fairy tale of the fifth 

grade. I could not forsake my ancestors for all your students to 

see. (IAW, p.111) 

A similarly spirited illustration can be seen in Jeannette Armstrong's Slash, 

which will be discussed in detail in the succeeding chapters. 

1.4.1. Authors under Study: Life and influences 

The four Native women writers of our timesthave been selected for the present 

study are novelists: Jeanette Armstrong, Lee Maracle, Maria Campbell, and Beatrice 

Culleton. Of these, Jeannette is a 'full-blooded' Native, the three others are of mixed 

descent and belong to the group known as Metis. 

1.4.2. Jeannette Armstrong: Life and Work: 

Jeannette Armstrong, an Okanagan Indian, was born in 1948 and grew up on 

the Penticton Indian Reserve in British Columbia. Armstrong is the first Native 
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woman novelist from Canada. Interestingly, she is also the grand niece of Hum-Ishu-

Ma (Mourning Dove 1927), the first Native American woman novelist. While 

growing up on the Penticton Indian Reserve, Armstrong received a traditional 

education from Okanagan Elders and her family. 

From them she learned the Okanagan Indian language, and is a fluent speaker 

of the Okanagan language today. In 1978, she received her Bachelor of Fine Arts 

degree from the University of Victoria. The same year she received a Diploma of Fine 

Arts from Okanagan College. Her education was a precursor to many remarkable 

literary and allied achievements. 

Today, Armstrong is a writer, teacher, artist, sculptor, and activist for 

indigenous rights. In an Alail to me Armstrong mentioned that her writing has helped 

reveal truths about herself and her people. She says 'The process of writing as a 

Native person has been a healing one for me because I've uncovered the fact that I'm 

not a savage, not dirty and ugly and not less because I have brown skin, or a Native 

philosophy.' 17  She is proud of her Okanagan heritage. 

However, she knows that it is difficult for Indian people to be proud of an 

Indian heritage while living in a society focused on European philosophies and ideals. 

Typically, Indian children are taught in public schools that White middle-class 

philosophies are 'good' and Indian beliefs are 'bad'. These teachings are appalling to 

Armstrong. She says The suicide rates and problems our people are having are a 

result of being told you're stupid, ignorant, a drunk, you'll never amount to anything - 

just because you're Indian. To me, that's the biggest lie of all that needs to be 

dispelled'. 18  
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To help eradicate these stereotypes, Armstrong educates people about the 

truths of Okanagan society and people. In 1978, Armstrong began working as a writer 

and researcher at the En'owkin Center. It is a cultural and educational center operated 

exclusively by the Okanagan Nation. Armstrong says the objective of the center is 'to 

record and perpetuate and promote "Native" in the cultural sense, in education, and 

in our lives and our communities.' 19  To accomplish their visualized objective, the 

En'owkin Center developed 'The Okanagan Curriculum Project.' 

This innovative project helps non-indigenous children learn about Okanagan 

culture. The Okanagan are employed to develop a curriculum of Okanagan history to 

be used in the public schools. Armstrong says, that it is essential for the Okanagan to 

tell their own history. She strongly maintains that, The only correct version has got 

to be from our people! Nobody else can give the correct version, but our people. And 

we're going to stick to that!' 20  

Armstrong helps in the empowerment of all Native people by teaching them 

writing skills. In 1989, she became the director of the En'owkin School of 

International Writing where she takes writing classes. The school is affiliated with the 

University of Victoria and is the first credit-giving writing program in Canada to be 

managed and operated exclusively by and for Native people. 

Realizing, that one of the hindrances faced by the Native writers is to express 

oneself without the use of the time-tested tools of oral storytelling - the body and 

voice- Armstrong aims at honing the skills of buddingthe'Native talent to reach out to 

a different audience of the written word and be heard. 

Armstrong is deeply concerned about the preservation of Indian land. As an 

indigenous civil rights activist, Armstrong fights for the right for Native people to 

P) 
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keep land that legally belongs to them. However, for Armstrong, the issue extends 

way beyond land ownership. 

She says 'If any one person's rights within a democracy are not cared for, 

then everyone's rights are at risk. If indigenous rights are not protected, how are 

women's rights protected, how are any other minority groups' rights respected, if 

exclusive rights or freedoms are reserved for one group of people over and above the 

others?' 21  

Armstrong is one of the eminent First Nations writers and Aboriginal rights 

activists. She has a number of books, including her renowned novel Slash, to her 

credit. Published in 1985, Slash was written to provide the much-needed native 

perspective on the North American Indian Movement. In addition to this trailblazing 

novel, Armstrong has published an anthology of poetry titled Breathtracks, and 

several books for children including Neekna and Chemai and Enwhisteekwa. 

She has co-authored with Douglas Cardinal a path-breaking volume titled 

Native Creative Process: A Collaborative Discourse. By its very title this work 

underscores, the authors' thematic preoccupation with the exclusivity of the Native 

creative process and the need for 'collaborative' inputs on this hitherto ignored area. 

Armstrong is a passionate writer who deals with such important issues as 

education and indigenous rights of Native people in her books. She is a talented 

writer who writes for both adults and young people. She includes young people in her 

audience because the Native movement can grow meaningfully only if it is able to 

reach out to the next generation. With this aim, she wants to educate them about 

Native culture and history. 
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Slash: 

Armstrong's first and only novel, Slash, tells about a young Okanagan man, 

Thomas Kelasket, who is in search of himself. His family clings to a traditional 

Okanagan life - one that includes pow-wows and hunting. Although some of his 

friends tease him for it, Thomas secretly admits that he likes speaking the Okanagan 

language and attending the pow-wows. He says 'A lot of it had good feelings tied to 

it. ' 

However, Thomas is requiredattend a white school that tries to assimilate 

him into a white culture. Thomas' father tells him to 'be proud that you're Indian. ' 

But this balancing act is difficult for Thomas to do in a school filled with racism and 

hate. The principal tells Thomas and his Indian friends 'You Indians are lucky to be 

here. We'll get along just fine as long as you don't steal from the other kids. ' (S1,p.23) 

This has a far-reaching effect on his youthful sensibility. 

Thomas' encounter with intolerance does not end when school ends. After his 

stint at the racist school, Thomas is forced to enter a racist society. He tries to deal 

with his social devaluation and psychological suffering through alcohol and drugs; 

and eventually he lands into political activity. But these outlets do not alleviate his 

pain and unhappiness. It is only the countrywide journey and the elevating 

experiences at every stage, marked with suffering as well as fulfillment, that helps 

Thomas to finally find inner peace. At the end of the novel, Thomas discovers his 

inherent worth as a person and his optimism for the future is reflected when he says, 

`It seems I had the whole world in my hands, and I was so strong I could face 

anything.' (S1,p.250) 

Through her writing, Armstrong seeks to provide an honest representation of 

the harsh realities of Indian life. But she also presents an optimistic outlook on life to 

21 



her readers. She believes a 'connection' between aboriginal and European people can 

be made. In traveling to workshops, lectures, and readings in Canada, the U.S., and 

parts of Europe, she has seen and experienced that connection between people first-

hand. 

She says 'If we can connect at that (honest) level between people, between 

individuals, between sexes, races, or classes, that's what's gonna make the difference 

and bring about the healing we human beings have to have to bring us closer . . . It's 

not gonna be politics that will connect people. To touch and understand one another 

is to bridge our differences.' 22  

1.4.3. MARIA CAMPBELL: LIFE AND WORKS: 

Maria Campbell is the well-known Metis writer who shot into prominence 

with the publication of her maiden work Halfbreed. She soon gained nationwide 

recognition as the first Native writer of repute. But apart from being a major author, 

Campbell is a formidable cultural and political activist. Her real name was June Stifle. 

She was born in a tent in northern Saskatchewan during a blizzard in 1940. Her father 

was (mostly) White and her mother a devout Scottish-Catholic Metis. The paramount 

influences on her young life were two women, one her 'whitened' mother, the other 

her beloved great-grandmother `Cheechum', furiously proud of her Native heritage. 

Her Halfbreed is an autobiography. She has also written a collection of 

children's stories called Achimoona, Little Badger and the Fire Spirit, Riel's People 

and People of the Buffalo. And a play The Book of Jessica: A Theatrical 

Transformation, co-authored with playwright Linda Griffiths, One More Time and a 

history of her people known as Stories of the Road Allowance People. 
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Halfbreed: 

Campbell's autobiography Halfbreed, published in 1973, created a sensation. 

The work detailed her experiences growing up in Batoche, Saskatchewan, as neither 

Native nor white, and shunned by both. While, it narrates without embellishment or 

bravado, her little odyssey of living as a Metis in a society contemptuous and 

patronizing to the `halfbreeds', it also recollects the moments of un-adulterated joys 

and tender family bonding. Among, many other things, Halfbreed is a unique 

personal account of the challenge and opportunity of growing up within the mixed 

streams of two distinct cultural ethos and values- and being enriched by both. 

The book opens with Maria's return to a devastated erstwhile homestead. The 

narrative captures the pure joys of her childhood and the twist that comes into her 

family's life with the passing away of her mother. Twelve year-old Maria is forced by 

circumstances to quit school to take care of the younger siblings. Unable to do much 

to salvage the future of her siblings, Campbell felt compelled to marry at the age of 

fifteen in order to prevent her younger brothers and sisters from being, placed in an 

orphanage. 

Her attempt to keep the family together was unsuccessful. Her abusive white 

husband reported her to the welfare authorities, and her siblings were placed in foster 

care. On being deserted by her husband and with a child to fend for Campbell left was 

with no option but to turns to prostitution. Overcome with her frustrations and faced 

with disillusionment she eventually became a drug addict. 

After two suicide attempts and a nervous breakdown, she was hospitalized and 

entered the Alcoholics Anonymous. Maria began writing in an attempt to deal with 

her anger, frustrations and loneliness. What saved her was the love, support and, 
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above all, the teachings of her Cheechum. As in the Native tradition, Cheechum 

functions in the novel as an elder, a keeper and transmitter of the old ways. 

She provides Campbell the necessary strength to survive and to transform the 

young, vulnerable female into a strong, mature, responsible woman who was capable 

of accepting life: 1Cheechum] taught me to see beauty in all things around me; that 

inside each thing a spirit lived, that it was vital too, regardless of whether it was only 

a leaf or blade of grass, and by recognizing its life and beauty I was accepting God.' 

(HB, p.72) 

Campbell recounts the first thirty three years of her life in Halfbreed. She 

speaks of the discrimination and racism to which the Metis have been historically 

subjected by the Canadian white society. Campbell searches for self-identity, tries 

to overcome poverty, prejudice and the misery of being Metis. 

It is Cheechum's wise words that sustain Maria, "Don't let anyone tell you 

that anything is impossible, because if you believe honestly in your heart that 

there's something better for you, then it will come true. Go out there and find 

what you want and take it, but always remember who you are and why you want 

it." (HB,p.98) 

Maria's life story Halfbreed, reflects the period in which it was written, a 

time of personal searching and a time for political action by Indian groups in 

North America. Towards the end of the book Campbell finds her niche in the 

politics of her people and as Irma Mc Donough opines, 'Her struggle is a 

communal one. Having survived the personal struggle, she is ready to work to 

make life better for all her people.' 23  
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1.4.4. LEE MARACLE: LIFE AND WORKS 

Maracle is of Salish and Metis heritage and is a radical political activist of 

long standing. Lee Maracle was born in 1950, raised in Vancouver, British Columbia, 

Canada. Maracle's work reflect her antipathy toward racism, sexism, and white culural 

domination. She dropped out of school and became part of the hippie subculture. She 

■ 
is presently teaches 'Native Literature' at the University of Washington at Bellingham 

but continues to be a political activist. She attended the Simon Fraser University. She 

is a member of the Red Power Movement and Liberation Support Movement. She has 

acquired international standing through her continued contribution to Native literature 

in Canada. Lee Maracle is currently the Traditional Cultural Director of The Centre 

for Indigenous Theatre. 

Maracle's first work to be published was Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel, which is 

her autobiographical narration. It originally came out as Bobbi Lee, Indian Rebel: 

Struggles of a Native Canadian Woman, and was first published in 1975 by the 

Liberation Support Movement Information center as part of its "Life Histories from 

the Revolution Series". Since this book went out of print and reached only a limited 

audience, a second volume was planned, but Maracle never completed it. Maracle did, 

however, write and publish another text that is also autobiographical: I Am Woman. 

Interestingly, Lee Maracle did not really 'write' her book to begin with! She 

dictated her life story into a tape recorder as part of a project on life-writing 

undertaken by the Marxist political group to which she belonged. Her associates Don 

Barnett and Rick Sterling, edited and transcribed the 80 hours of tape into the book 

form. She has since written and published I Am Woman, Seeds and Sojourner's Truth 

and Ravensong and Sundogs. She has also co-edited Telling It: Women and Language 

Across Cultures. 
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In 1990, the Women's Press in Toronto republished Maracle's autobiography 

as Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel. This new edition contains a 'Foreword' by Jeanette 

Armstrong and some additional material, a prologue and an epilogue and a few 

essays. The book is a first person account of the first twenty terrible years in 

Maracle's life. Her everyday battles, stories of neglect and abuse of the family, her 

encounters with racism at school and on the job, her time spent hanging with the 

prostitutes, alcoholics and drug addicts in Toronto as well as her own problems with 

drug abuse and alcohol. 

Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel: 

In her tough, no-holds-barred autobiography, Maracle talks about the 

relentless struggle of her early life on several fronts. In fact, the very titles of 

this account of the first twenty years of her life are self-revelatory. To name 

but a few, they read as follows: 'Turbulent Childhood', 'Early Rebellion', 

`Problem at Home', 'Harassed', 'Confronting White Chauvinism'. Through 

her book Maracle comes across as someone who even at an early age refuses 

to accept the inevitability of her situation. 

In the 'Epilogue' to the new edition of Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel. 

Maracle describes the 1975 autobiography as an 'ancient manuscript' 

(BL,p.199) and written by a 'bent child' (BL, p.200). Her essay in the 

`Epilogue' of the book reflects Maracle as being a part of the Canadian 

community and she acknowledges some white people have changed their 

attitudes towards the Natives, just as she herself has learnt not to hate and 

dismiss all white people. 
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1.4.5. BEATRICE CULLETON: LIFE AND WORKS: 

Beatrice Culleton, a Metis writer, was born on August 27, 1949, in Winnipeg. 

She was the youngest of four children. Due to the unemployment of her father and 

alcoholism of her parents the children could not live in a family atmosphere for long. 

They had to move to foster homes. At the age of three, Beatrice became a ward of the 

Children's Aid Society of Winnipeg. She grew up in foster homes away from her real 

family and her people, with the exception of several years when she lived in a foster 

home with one of her older sisters. However, unlike the April Raintree in her book 

Beatrice's own experience in foster homes was generally positive, most of it was 

spent with one family. 

Both of Culleton's older sisters committed suicide. That is whenth2,decided to 

write this novel. It is a cathartic attempt not only to find the answers to some of the 

questions in her own life, but also to analyze the 'condition' of the Metis by exploring 

the various contours of their existence within an atmosphere of familial neglect, social 

discrimination and personal confusion. In a limited sense, her characters April and 

Cheryl are the extensions of her mind; but they are mainly the representatives of their 

community. 

The novel In Search of April Raintree, was published in 19832 the book was 

reissued in 1984 as April Raintree with the graphic rape scene from the original 

version cut for high school use.[The version used for the present study is the original 

1983 version In Search of April Raintree] Later, Culleton wrote Spirit of the White 

Bison, an animal autobiography for children, where the mythological white bison 

tells, with much historical detail, about the discrimination of the buffalo on the plains. 

--V 
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In Search April Raintree: 

Set in Winnipeg, this novel tells the story of two sisters, April and Cheryl, 

whose parents are alcoholics. The death of a baby sister prompts the Children's Aid 

Society to intervene and place the two sisters in different foster homes. Thus they 

become separated from their parents and from each other. Raised by different foster 

parents, they develop into two divergent directions. In a way, the two sisters 

symbolically represent two ways of existing as Native persons in today's Canadian 

society. Cheryl is encouraged to study the history of her people, while April grows up 

to be ashamed of her Metis heritage. 

`Making use' of her 'white' looks, since she resembles her half-Irish mother, 

April tries to reject her Native heritage; Cheryl with the Native appearance on the 

other hand, identifies strongly with Native people and the many injustices done to 

them. April, the one who wants to forget, suffers from an identity crisis but survives 

physically; her sister Cheryl goes all the way with her people and commits suicide. 

The story is allegorical as much as it is realistic and autobiographic. April's 

first person point of view not only makes sense as the voice of the survivor looking 

back, but clearly ingrains in the narrative structure of the novel the effects of the voice 

of the dominant society upon the sense of self of Native people. 

However, her prevailing first person point of view hardly grants her sister a 

voice; it is limited because it is conditioned by the limited view of non-Native society 

of her own people. Yet the enduring voice is of Cheryl. But, by telling her story of 

gradual understanding 'the Native' perspective, April makes a strong point in favor of 

the need to 'discover' oneself. 

Agnes Grant notes that Culleton wrote the book as a catharsis so that she could 

come to terms with her personal history. Through the voice of April Raintree, 
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Culleton begins her own search. As April narrates, 'Memories. Some memories are 

elusive, fleeting, like a butterfly that touches down and is caught. Others are 

haunting. You'd rather forget them but they won't be forgotten...Last month, April 

18th, I celebrated my twenty-fourth birthday. That's still young but I feel so 

old. '[AR,p.9] 

Through the writing of this book, Culleton not only comes to terms with the 

trauma of living, she learns to carry its burden with a spirit of invincibility that is 

commendable. 

1.5. CONCLUSION: 

Initially, most of the early Canadian Native writing was about nature, land, 

spiritual beliefs, traditions, creation and the like. It comprised mainly of myths, 

legends, folktales etc. The Natives' deep bonding with their land and spirit has been 

evident in their writings and poetry from the beginning. Their early inclination was 

towards autobiographical accounts mainly because of the great interest of the 

contemporary readership in Indians. Writing personal histories achieved them 

popularity. The autobiographies retained many features of the oral traditions. Personal 

experiences were mixed with communal legends and myths; sometimes, Native 

history, tradition and beliefs were woven in with them. 

Using the oral tradition the Native writers emphasized and illustrated their 

tradition. They created credible and authentic, real life characters in their narrations. 

The Native writers today .  seem to be carrying on with some of these literary/oral 

traditions of their fore-runners. Using the technique of bonding history with fiction, 
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they have made compelling attempts at re-stating facts as they perceive them. They 

contend that a distortion of their history has occurred at the hands of the colonizers 

and that there is need to combat it through writing. Perhaps, the mode of auto-

narration combined with recollection of history is the weapon they find effective. 

The Native writers produce material that could be disturbing to the 
• 

mainstream sensibility; but that calls for a healing of the rift between the two sides, 

rather than for confrontation or compromise. Too often books about the Metis and 

Native people by non-Native writers have been viewed as the best interpretation of 

the Native culture by mainstream readership. 

This attitude irks the Natives; they feel that it needs to be altered. In their 

expressed view, the need of the hour is to realize that no other voice can be more 

authentic than the voice of the concerned- certainly not the voice of the 

representatives of the mainstream- however sympathetic. Furthermore, they claim that 

no Canadian literature can be truly 'representative' by discounting the Native voice. 

This study proposes to analyze the works in question in the light of these views and in 

the context/s specified earlier. 

** ************* 

NOTES AND REFERNECES 

' A term used for the First Nations people of Canada. It is also defined as 'one who is 
an original inhabitant of a place; especially one belonging to a people of primitive 
culture originally occupying a country, as distinguished from an invader or settler'. 
Since the term denotes the nomenclature of distinct cultural groups, it will be used in 
capital letters in the course of this study, wherever necessary. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ORALITY IN THE NATIVE NARRATIVES 

2.1.1. INTRODUCTION: 

A marked feature of Aboriginal or Indigenous peoples is their tradition of oral 

literature that has been passed down over centuries. However, as 'Literature' is 

written down and is something we read, the term 'oral literature' appears to be a 

contradiction in terms. Often the term 'oral tradition' is suggested as a viable 

alternative. Yet it cannot be denied that it seems too formal for stories that are told 

and retold in families, in villages before or after dinner, and in plays put on by people 

who are not professional actors/actresses. Moreover, in being so used, the term itself 

seems to be restricted in sense and range, because it encompasses much more than 

narratives or songs or plays; it embraces the whole gamut of the ways of living 

preserved in and by the 'word'. 

Oral tradition is important in all societies, despite the reliance of some cultures 

on written records and accounts. These traditions account for the ways things are and 

often the way they should be, and assist people in educating the young and teaching 

important lessons about the past and about life. The works of Maria Campbell, 

Jeannette Armstrong, Beatrice Culleton and Lee Maracle reflect their oral tradition 

and heritage. Because many oral traditions are highly structured and are told faithfully 

without alteration, they can be as reliable as other non-oral ways of recording and 

passing on experiences. Oral traditions can vary from teller to teller, variations are 

also open to contradiction in the same ways that written accounts are. 
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However, the force of oral tradition can continue through generations although 

small details in the telling may change. Because of this, oral traditions, which relate 

past events and have been passed down through time, cannot be dismissed simply as 

`myth' in the sense that Western society polarizes the differences between 'myth' and 

`science' or 'fact'. 'Ideas about truth, rationality, logic, causality, and ways of 

knowing the world are contextualized within all societies: they are entirely valid 

within their cultural contexts'. I  What is even more interesting is that the oral 

traditions combine a practical knowledge with verbal instruction laying a heavy 

emphasis on demonstration as well as the 'word'. 

The human voice leaves a lasting imprint on human memory and feeling 

because so much heart and spirit can be communicated through voice like no other 

medium. In fact, the continued references to the impact of the oral tradition imbibed 

during their formative years by the novelist under study is a testimony to the 

effectiveness of this medium over others. For instance, Maria Campbell in her 

autobiography brings to fore the tradition of storytelling, which is integral to the 

native oral tradition, when she reminisces: 

Our parents spent a great deal of time with us and not just our 

parents, but the other parents in our settlement. They taught us to 

dance and to make music on the guitars and the fiddles. They played 

cards with us, they would take us on long walks and teach us how to 

use the different herbs, roots and barks. We were taught to weave 

baskets from the red willow and while we did these things together we 

were told the stories of our people- who they were, where they came 

from, and what they had done. (HB ,p 1 8) 
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As such there can be little doubt that the Native history and the culture of the 

ancestors is carried forward through the oral tradition. In Armstrong's Slash, Tom's 

Uncle Joe is the storyteller of the family, and later it is Tom himself who dons on the 

mantle of the storyteller and passes on the traditional ways to his sister Joise's son-

Kelly. The legacy of passing on culture through stories is reflected when Tom, as per 

his own admission, took his nephew Kelly up the hills and, 'told him stuff that uncle 

Joe had talked to me about. I showed him how to kill grouse with a sling and kill a 

rabbit ...Pops was the same way. He sang songs for Kelly while he showed him how to 

sweat and talked to him about all important things.' (Sl,p.168) 

This reference draws attention to the fact that in Tom's as well as his 

nephew's case, it is the maternal uncle who is the 'source of storytelling' to the 

younger generation. This observation opens out the possibility of investigating the 

importance of the 'maternal' side in imparting education through the oral tradition and 

also of ascertaining the relative significance of oral literature in the presently 

patrilineal Canadian Native society. 

2.1.2. UNDERSTANDING ORAL LITERATURE: 

Oral literature compared with written literature has many distinct features of 

its own. Whereas written literature is the outcome of the cultivated faculties of the 

artists, oral literature is a spontaneous outburst of the innermost feelings which 

emerge from the depths of the unconscious mind of the community. It has its roots 

deep in tradition and is preserved in memory. It is ever fresh and ever on the move 

like a river. 
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That is why, it is observed that while, ' All literature, oral or written, springs 

from life, [but] oral literature is surpassing in that it is not worked upon and is more 

faithful to the context of the social and cultural life of a society, its traditions, 

customs, habits, behavior, rites, etc.' [emphasis mine] 2  And it is this spontaneity and 

faithfulness to the socio-cultural context of a people that makes the study of oral 

literature significant. 

For convenience, oral literature has been classified 3  into the following general 

categories: 

Memorate 

A memorate is an account of a personal experience or encounter with the 

supernatural, such as a ghost story or other expression of the spirit to a human being. 

Legends 

Legends are oral traditions related to particular places and often involve culture 

heroes, witches, ghosts, or some other phenomenon related to that place. They can 

involve the recent or distant past, but are most important in linking people and the 

land. The "Legend of Sleepy Hollow" is exactly that: an account of events, which 

happened in a particular place. 

Myths 

Myths are those accounts, which portray the earliest possible time, including creation 

stories. Other myths account for the organization of the world and society, for 

instance how men and women were created and why they are different from one 
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another. Because of their power to dictate how things should be, myths can be very 

powerful in shaping and carrying on traditions in a society. 

Folktales 

In contrast to other types of oral traditions, folktales are acknowledged as things, 

which did not really happen, but are useful stories for providing moral or social 

lessons or for amusement. 'Once upon a time' stories which involve fictional 

characters such as Hansel and Gretel are folktales. Within oral traditions, a culture 

hero is a human or superhuman who figures prominently in the traditions of that 

society and whose life, deeds, and adventures are important to shaping the way things 

are. For many Native American societies, the culture hero was often both the source 

of good things in life (who brought agriculture, taught hunting... etc.) and a trickster 

or fool who delighted in showing people that they were not as important or as smart as 

they thought they were. 

Oral literature is thus a deeply embedded component in the psyche of Native 

cultures. But it has to be seen in the context of its limitations and strengths for the 

purpose of this study, so that exaggerated claims of its utility are not made nor is its 

contribution undermined. 

2.1.3. LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS OF ORAL 

LITERATURE: 

One of the limitations of oral literature is its vulnerability. As noted in the oral 

cultures, most of the stories are passed through narration from one generation to 
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another and some stories are very specific to a particular tribe or group. Thus these 

stories are lost making it difficult to be saved for posterity. Hartmut Lutz points out, 

`within literate cultures words are reproducible, stories can be stored for ages, lost 

myths may often be restored. In the oral tradition the mechanism of documenting, 

retrieving or authenticating texts are only' and he quotes Basil Johnson here 'one 

generation removed from extinction'. 4  

Therefore the spoken word, the verbatim rendering of traditional stories c 

p ck-c- -  deserves utmost importance. In fact many of today's native authors 

in Canada define themselves and their work as the ongoing tradition of storytelling. 

Lee Maracle's Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel, is a recording of her life history. The 80 

hours of taped matter was later edited and printed into the form of a book. The 

glimpse of the influence of the oral tradition on Maracle is unmistakable in her 

recorded narration. In the essay in the Epilogue of the book, titled "Discover 

Libraries", Maracle remembers the stories told to her by her mother: 

She recounted what stories she knew about people that would help us 

get through life; stories of courage and humanism, stories of sharing 

and collective thinking, stories of strong-spirited people surmounting 

great obstacles, stories that taught us about our own philosophy. We 

needed that more than we needed to know about libraries. (BL,p.202) 

As such, it is even more important to ensure the authenticity of the oral 

component while meeting the challenge of recasting it into new forms demanded by 

written work. Maria Campbell remembers her Grannie Dubuque, her maternal 

grandmother, who was the combination of a very strict catholic and a superstitious 

Indian, which according to Campbell made her the greatest storyteller in the world; 

`Every evening, after the work was done, she made each of us a cup of cocoa and 
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some popcorn, and then gathered us around her and told stories of the northern lights 

(ghost dancers), of Almighty Voice, Poundmaker and other famous Indians.' 

(HB,p.9 1 ) 

As noted earlier, in the oral cultures, most of the stories are handed down 

through narration. Fortunately, one of the major strengths of oral tradition is the 

descriptive and the visual component, making these stories come alive for the listener 

by storytelling. As a storyteller from the Ojibwa nation, Gilbert Okskaboose notes, 

`the anthropologists are fond of pointing out 'ours is an oral tradition'. Verbal 

imagery- word pictures- is the thing of the Indian Country. To appreciate Indian 

stories you have to be able to "see" them.' 5  

Interestingly, the writers under study also seem to have internalized this 

preference of the visual over the narrated. This is very evident in Culleton's In Search 

of April Raintree, where the rape scene in the original edition of the text is very 

graphically narrated. One sees the absence of any reluctance on the part of the 

character April, she describes even the violent act like rape, that destroys human 

dignity and woman's autonomy. However, this does not mean that Culleton's 

descriptive prowess is confined to the portrayal of such repelling experiences alone. 

2.2.1 ORAL LITERATURE: SPECIFIC TO CANADA 

Long before the arrival of the European to Canada and even long after their 

arrival, the natives of Canada had an oral literature which had been transmitted by the 

word of mouth from generation to generation through story telling, song, public 

ceremony etc. In Canada the tribal literatures are culturally specific to five groups-

Eastern Woodlands, Plains, Plateau, Sun-Arctic, and North Coast, where over fifty 
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languages derived from ten basic language families are spoken. Their oral cultures 

reflect this great diversity in their histories and their literatures. 

According to the natives the word carried the power to create, to make things 

happen- medicine to heal, plants to grow, animals to be caught and human beings to 

enter the spiritual world. For them, the power of the word is sacrosanct, whether 

spoken, written, intoned or sung. Penny Petrone opines that, 'through the sacred 

power of the word, aboriginals sought to shape and control the cosmic forces that 

governed their lives. Such power is not attributed to the spoken word in literate 

societies, where attempts to change the physical world through language are 

regarded as magic, as hocus-pocus.' 6  

But for the natives the word did not merely represent meaning, it possessed the 

power to change the reality itself For a people who carried their history in the spoken 

word and incorporated their values in the song and story, it was natural to attribute 

power and reverence to words. It is thus that Canada's native peoples have created a 

vast and diverse body of oral narratives. Each linguistic group has its own particular 

set of records, own values, customs, religious and philosophical beliefs. 

The Ojibway writer George Copway noted the importance of these early 

narratives as early as 1830. He wrote in 'The Traditional History and Characteristic 

Sketches of the Ojibway Nation' 

The Ojibwas have a great number of legends, stories, and historical 

tales, the relating and hearing of which, form a vast fund of winter 

instruction and amusement... These legends have an important bearing 

on the character of the children of our nation...By mingling thus, social 

habits are formed and strengthened. 7  
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Some narratives were considered to be the private property of the tribes, their 

secrecy meant that only a limited few or certain elders had knowledge of them. Such 

wise figures abound in the four novels under study, either in the form of older women 

as grandmothers or older men as grandfathers. In Slash, for instance, the creation 

stories, stories of the great Indian chiefs, the medicine ways of the Indians are all 

narrated to youth by the elderly medicine men during the caravan to D.C. As Slash 

observes, 'People seemed to be relearning important things from the old people who 

attended these gathering.' (S1,p.217) Through this comment of her protagonist, 

Jeannette Armstrong underscores not only the significance of these elderly wise men 

but also the value of the things which the youth could learn from these venerable 

sources. 

However, not all narratives fell into this restricted category. Many stories were 

for everyone to hear, they were ordinary stories told for entertainment or instruction. 

On the basis of theme and focus, Copway put these oral narratives into three distinct 

classes: The Amusing, the Historical, and the Moral. Alluding to such a tradition, 

Maria Campbell in an interview with Hartmut Lutz calls herself as a storyteller. 

According to her a storyteller is a community healer and teacher. She remembers as a 

child everyone in her community being a storyteller, 

My dad was a storyteller. There was a young man when I was 

growing up, and he was a hunting-story teller. Then there were 

particular stories that were told only be certain people and at certain 

times of the year. Stories belong to their season. My great auntie and 

my grandmother were midwives, so there were certain kind of stories 

they told. And then there was the fiddle player who was a storyteller. 
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There was a village fool or idiot, who was also a storyteller ...these 

stories they told were part of our everyday life. 8  

This shows that everyone in the community had their own cache of stories 

which entertained, amused and taught the listener. Often scholars have used terms like 

`myths and legends' to categorize oral narratives. However, Petrone calls the use of 

`myths and legends', 'folklore and fables' as European, as these terms have specific 

literary meanings. Myth, for instance, as per the mind-set of the non-Native reader, is 

fiction. But the traditional narratives that whites have categorized as myth are not 

regarded by the Natives as untrue. In the light of Petrone's observations, the presence 

of oral tradition or use of oral literature will have to be seen as 'valid guides to 

reality', rather than as 'myths' in the western sense of the term. Indian oral tradition 

blends the material, spiritual and philosophical together into one historical entity, it 

would be a clear violation of the culture from which it is derived if well-meaning 

scholars were to try to demythologize it, in order to give it greater validity in the 

Western sense of historiography. 

The traditional stories were not told to be read, they were performed by gifted 

and respected storytellers--who used body and voice according to the context of the 

story. The strength of the oral traditional stories lies in their ability to survive through 

the power of tribal memory and renew themselves by incorporating new elements. For 

example, when contact with white man was established, a new set of issues/problems 

arose and required a logical cultural explanation to restore the world order. Hence old 

myths needed to be altered or new ones are generated to explain the process of 

cultural change. As a consequence of this, narratives of more recent origin have 
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adapted and absorbed European folktales, Christian legends, historical accounts, 

reserve and urban stories. 

The recent years have seen a resurgence of native pride in oral storytelling and 

a number of young writers like Lenore Keeshing-Tobias and John McLeod, Daniel 

David Moses and Tomson Highway etc consider themselves to be oral storytellers. 

However, it would be wrong to presume that the interest of the average Native in the 

oral tradition was always very high. For a very long time this Native heritage was 

neglected until it was retrieved in the form of writing. 

It was the publication of Algic Researches (1839), by Henry Rowe Schoolcraft 

an Indian agent among the Ojibway of the Great Lakes area that aroused the 

excitement in Indian narratives. In his diary entry for 31 July 1822, Schoolcraft not 

only expresses his elation at having discovered the rich narrative tradition of the 

Chippewa (Ojibway), but goes on to elucidate it as the characteristic trait of the 

Native psyche. Scarcely concealing his amazement at this treasure trove of 

knowledge, he exclaims, 

`Who would have imagined that these wandering foresters should have possessed 

such a resource? What have all these voyageurs and remarkers from the days of 

Cabot and Raleigh been about, not to have discovered this curious trait, which lifts up 

indeed a curtain, as it were, upon the Indian mind, and exhibits it in an entirely new 

character.' 9  This invaluable find of Native cultural ethos must have certainly given 

an impetus to the retrieval of many more such cultural caches. Eventually, the 

doomed culture theory must have also prompted ethnologists and anthropologists and 

folklorists to rescue oral literature from oblivion. 

For the Native every aspect of life, every occasion was celebrated with either a 

story or song. Oratory played an important role in the Indian life. Eloquence was held 
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in high esteem. In fact, Armstrong's creation of traditional 'oral' hero in Slash as her 

protagonist only reflects this tendency. After the arrival of Europeans, oratory played 

a significant role in Indian-white relations and their various encounters with 

government agencies, council meetings and treaty sessions. To the exasperation of the 

whites, the. Indian spokesmen spent time reciting tribal history, recalling ancient 

traditions, reviewing the history of the whites on the continent and so on. All this goes 

on to show how vital was the use of the oral narratives to the Native life, history and 

experience. 

Stories and legends have been used from time immemorial as teaching tools 

that help to impart their particular history and practices. Notes Esther Jacko an 

Ojibway storyteller, that stories told about the tribe's movements, battles for territory, 

accounts of losses and victories, where the enemy fell and where he was buried; all 

was recounted through storytelling. The tribe's beliefs, values, customs were 

intertwined into the stories to create an understanding of their own distinct identity. 

The need to create a marked identity arose from the influx of the European tradition, 

which focused on the written word leading to the marginalization of the oral tradition 

and with it the erasure of the Native identity. So to our present purpose, it is necessary 

to juxtapose the two traditions representing the Native oral and the European literary 

tradition. 

44 



2.2 THE ORAL AND THE LITERARY VIS-A-VIS CANADIAN 

EXPERIENCE: 

In the Introduction to Maracle's book I Am Woman her publisher DA Maracle 

writes, 

Weaving the lessons, values and oratory of her grannies, utilizing the 

natural prose inherent in oral history and the tradition of teaching 

through the use of story, combined with her own poetic visions, has 

given rise to this unique and significant contribution to our collective 

search for a path to re-gain our humanity. (IAW,p.11) 

This quote reiterates the Native need for writing down their stories and passing them 

on to the next generation even while it underscores the need to incorporate into them 

the value of orality and its potential for teaching through storytelling. The Europeans 

considered the oral tradition as inferior, since the Natives did not know writing and 

never wrote down anything. Also the oral tradition did not follow the set patterns of 

European literary tradition. The difference between the orality and the literary thus 

needs to be critiqued in order to understand the significance of the oral tradition. 

The following lines express how Natives consider orality as sacrosanct and vital to 

their being. 

What I can remember, I will say 

What I do not remember, I will not say. 

I cannot read and write 

I can only remember. 

Before the whiteman came, we were bush people. 

When they came, where we live they said 
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"This my land." 

And we have no more. 

We can't read and write. 

We only can remember it. 

Since not too long ago 

That my people started to go to school. 

These words, spoken in a trial in 1987 by a Dunne-Za/ Cree Elder of northern 

Canada named John Davis, makes some important comments on orality and its 

literary counterpart. They imply that those who know how to write are in control and 

use their power to appropriate land that is not theirs. Oral communication on the other 

hand includes the ability to remember 'it' (the injustice) and therefore functions as a 

weapon, as a means of defence. It is also worth noting that the truth and accuracy of 

the spoken words is guaranteed by the personal experience of the speaker: 'What I do 

not remember, I will not say. ' I°  

In another context, an Elder from another First Nation of Canada gives a 

similar interpretation of the oral and the written. Harry Robinson from the Interior 

Salish people of British Columbia, includes in his account of the creation story, the 

description of the first ancestor of the White people, the younger twin of the Indian 

brother, who, as the one who could read, stole 'the paper' from God and began life 

with a lie: 

And that younger one, 

Now today, that's the white man. 

And the older one, that's me. 

That's the Indian. 
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And that's why the white man, 

They can tell a lie more than the Indian. 

But the white man, they got the law lr 

The above comments by two Elders of Canada's First Nations make it quite 

clear that there is more to the oral and written modes of communication than the 

ability or inability to read and write. From the Native perspective, the literary tradition 

is associated with political power, dishonesty and injustice. The literate white man did 

not share his knowledge but used it to manipulate the Natives by making them sign 

treaties which made them forgo their land and their rights. It can also be seen in the 

light of the above quote that the regret at being befooled with lies and the resentment 

over the white writer being bolstered with 'his' law is something inherited and shared 

in common by the Native writers even today. 

Over the years, 'the older twin', the Indian, also achieved literary skills; 

however, as the Elder John David stated, 'since not too long ago' only. In addition, 

although 'the older' learned from 'the younger' one, education or literacy became part 

of the colonization process, thus not changing the distribution of political power. So 

for a long time - and still today - the literature created by Aboriginal people in writing 

has served the same purpose as the oral act of 'remembering it'. As such, the work of 

the novelists under study has to be read in this context and with this perception in 

mind. 

Emma LaRoque, a MOtis writer, noted in her introduction to an anthology of 

prose and poetry by Native women of Western Canada that, 'Some themes unique to a 

people dispossessed stand out: a haunting and hounding sense of loss that drives one 

to reminisce. "I remember," many of us write, "I remember": 12  This comment helps a 
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non-Native reader to perceive the driving force in the Native narratives which gives 

rise to subjective, auto-narrative and historical modes of writing. 

2.3.1. CRITICAL VIEWS OF ORALITY IN THE NATIVE 

CANADIAN WRITINGS: 

With regard to remembering orally and remembering in writing, Emma 

LaRoque observes that: 'the parallel indicates how litera-ture is a continuation of 

ora-ture, or the so-called oral traditions. The symbiosis of the oral and the written 

seems to be a characteristic of contemporary Native writing that warrants 

examination'. LaRoque further emphasizes 'the transitional nature' of a literature 

proceeding from the oral to the written', 13  while Thomas King defines such writing 

that blends the two together as `interfusional'. 14  The teachings that Slash receives on 

his way to maturity and the practice of Indian-ness from his family, from uncle Joe, 

from the elders in the Movement are of this nature; and they fuse with the 'academic' 

learning he has received at the 'mainstream' school. Their fusion is seen in his 'auto 

narrative'. 

Therefore 'not written on paper' but `sounded on the tongue and heard in the 

ear' learning makes an invaluable contribution to his earlier 'bookish' education. For 

Slash, being Indian involves negotiating a bridge between the literariness of the 

dominant society — 'the rights on paper' -- and the orality of the traditional ways of 

his own culture. And in this negotiation, it is clear that the hierarchy has been 

reversed, that the oral is superior (or, at least equal) to the literary. For in the written 

novel Slash, the oral component overwhelmingly figures in the moral education of the 

protagonist. 
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What Slash has learnt is articulated by him towards the end of the book: he as 

one of the 'keepers of the [old, spiritual] ways' (Si, p. 205), must help to 'rebuild 

[his] people' (S1,p.210) through 'the practice of things', for ` [they] couldn't protect 

[their] rights on paper if [they] didn't practice [their] rights' (Sl,p. 211). Slash thus, 

recognizes his vocation -- to be 'a model or an example [practitioner] . . .to be a 

teacher in that sense' (Sl,p. 218). On his way to that defining insight, Slash 

experiences several lesser epiphanies, all couched in significantly non-written terms, 

as is the final insight itself. 

For Walter Ong, the difference between 'orally based thought and expression' 

and 'the technology of writing' is so essential that many of the contrasts often made 

between 'western' and other views, 'seem reducible to contrasts between deeply 

interiorized literacy and more or less residual oral states of consciousness.' I5Another 

similar interpretation of the contrast between orality and literacy is offered by Emma 

LaRoque who relates such juxtaposition to the specific context of Aboriginal cultures. 

Commenting on contemporary literature by First Nations' writers in Canada, 

she opines that, 'What is at work is the power struggle between the oral and the 

written, between the Native in us and the English'. 16  The idea of such a struggle is 

reflected in Beatrice Culleton's In Search of April Raintree, through Cheryl's 

character. Cheryl's beliefs, attempts and death all indicate the presence and the 

intensity of this struggle--however futile it may seem at a given stage. Her 

indoctrination and conditioning urge her to seek a 'approved' identity among the 

whites. Yet she strongly resists the pressure on the other hand, April becomes a 

symbol of the Native who has not only internalized literacy but all the peripheral 

culture traits that go with it in a bid to become acceptable to the whites. 
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Another convincing example of this symbiosis is Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel by 

Lee Maracle. She herself admits that there are two voices within her narrative: her 

recitation and her recorder's literary skills. However in this case the symbiosis doesn't 

seem to work in the favor of the Native view point. Maracle is forthright in admitting 

that only the 'information' was hers, the voice was of the recorder. As this book was 

first taped and then written, Maracle appears to have lost her desired intensity and 

focused accuracy along the way. Yet, her forceful and emphatic voice is still 

discernable through the events and narration of the novel. In the 'Foreword' to the 

book Jeanette Armstrong writes, 

`This book is spoken at a time when writing was not considered a useful 

endeavor in the on-going struggles of our peoples. This book spoken and then edited 

into written form, is reflective of the wonderful orality that the spoken version must 

have been delivered in' (emphasis mine; BL,p.16). This generous compliment coming 

from an accomplished narrator like Armstrong is a tribute to the impact of the oral 

and the distinct salience of the oral within and outside the literary. 

2.3.2. Challenges of Fusing the Oral with the Written: 

No doubt, the authors of Native descent such as Lee Maracle, Jeannette 

Armstrong, Beatrice Culleton, Beth Brant, Duke Redbird, Harold Cardinal, Maria 

Campbell, Thomas King, Tomson Highway, are writing and publishing in and for 

mainstream society. Yet, they are well aware of the power struggle in which their 

writing is situated and they express the difficulties they encounter through the 

epilogues, introductions and prefaces to their works. 
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For instance, in her preface to a collection of short stories titled Achimoona, 

Maria Campbell, stressed the difficulty of fusing together the oral and the written. She 

confesses in the course of her preface, Wow came the big job, to take those oral 

stories and put them on paper. It was hard, we had to change from telling a story to a 

group of people to being alone and telling the story to the paper. "7  (emphasis mine). 

For this writer the essential difficulty of that kind of `translation' lies in the 

fact that the communal experience of telling a story needs to be adapted to the 

isolation of a writer's work. In other words, the circular communication pattern of the 

oral process happening between teller and listener(s) is transformed into a linear 

process. In like vein, the Annishnawbe writer Basil Johnston states in the epilogue to 

his collection of short stories Moose Meat and Wild Rice, published in 1978, that he 

feels the original stories given to him orally have been greatly changed by the writing 

process: 'The stories as written cannot adequately convey the real nature or impart 

the scope of that sense of wit and humor that forms an integral part of the Ojibway 

people and their character.' 18  

Both Johnston's and Campbell's comments on a published collection of stories 

reveal the close link visualized by the Native writers between an oral and a written 

story. The novels under study have also to be seen from this perspective. It appears 

that within the Native tradition a written story cannot be perceived without its oral 

counterpart or  'original!. 

Campbell outlines the oral creative process preceding the written work by 

explaining how the stories were first 'told' to different storytellers/ writers by the 

various objects of a medicine bundle; Johnston acknowledges different people who 

had given him .the stories orally. In both cases the fusionof_the oral _and the written is 

perceived as difficult yet necessary. 
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The performance of telling/writing as described above is sometimes split 

between two people, the (Aboriginal) teller and the (non-Aboriginal) writer, the 

process known as collaboration resulting in 'as told to' literature. Lee Maracle's 

autobiography Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel, is actually her dictated life story into a tape 
	c 

recorder. Her associates Don Barnett and Rick Sterling, transcribed, reduced and 

edited the 80 hours of tape into the novel. This book as Linda Warley notes, reached a 

very limited audience, and like much of native literature quickly went out of print. In 

the prologue to the book Maracle says, 

There are two voices in the pages of this book, mine and Donald 

Barnett's. As-told-to's between whites and natives rarely work, when 

they do, it's wonderful, when they don't its disaster for the Native... We 

had disagreements over what to include and what to exclude, 

disagreements over wording, voice. In the end, the voice that reached 

the paper was Don's and the information alone was mine. (emphasis 

mine BL,p.1 9) 

In these cases the power struggle is usually resolved in favor of 'the English' side, the ' 

dominant mode of producing a text, at the expense of the 'Native', i.e. "the oral" or 

personal, contextualized and malleable quality of a story told. Write it on Your Heart, 

told by the already mentioned elder Harry Robinson from British Columbia and 

compiled by the anthropologist Wendy Wickwire, is an example of such 

collaboration. 

Commenting on this ora-literary joint venture Renate Eigenbrod in her essay 

The Oral in literature: Difference between Two Cultures' remarks, that in the preface 

to these stories, the editor shows an awareness of the questionable aspect of her 

N./ 
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achievement: Ironically, to crystallize Harry's stories either on tape or in book form, 

she also fixes' these living stories in time. They will now no longer evolve as they 

have for hundreds of generations. As Eigenbrod puts it, the book might be criticized 

for 7lomerizing Harry', though in a relatively unfiltered way.' 19  

These illustrations best sum up the challenges of fusing the oral with the 

written. Inspite of these challenges, however, the contemporary Native writer has not 

shied away from taking up the task of fusing the oral with the written. It is, thus, 

interesting to look at some of the major components revived in this writing. 

2.3.3. ORAL COMPONENT REVIVED IN NATIVE WRITING: 

The dilemma pointed out early in this discussion needs to be reiterated here. 

The mere writing down of stories told, regardless of what and by whom, destroys their 

essential character because of the inherent contradiction of preserving something that 

by its very nature is in constant flux and thus defies preservation in the material sense 

of the word. In the light of the above statement, a written text is perceived as the 

fixation of nothing less than life itself. Doug Cardinal, a Metis architect, expresses his 

faith in contextualized, person-related knowledge in his paradoxical statement. He 

says, 'our elders are our books' and 'when we lose one of our elders we lose our 

books.' 20  

Yet ironically in order to preserve the Native ethos for posterity, such 'life' 

needs to be 'fixated' or written down. In voicing his belief in oral, transient yet living 

tradition, probably, Harry Robinson did not want his book to be lost forever; hence, 

he gave Wendy Wickwire permission to `Homerize' him. According to Thomas 
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Kings, their collaboration created a written text that, although abstracted from life, 

still reflects the oral culture from which it originates. Quite obviously, 

the style is oral: sentence structures which are common in 

conversational English - informal and short - repetitions, interjections, 

questions to include the listener/reader ("Do you believe this?") and 

demonstrative pronouns to verbalize body language. The stylistic 

devices translating the oral onto the written page are used to such a 

degree that the stories need to be read aloud to be understood more 

fully so that, in the words of one Aboriginal reviewer, "the oral 

became the written became the oral" 21  

Always such attempts do not become glorious liomerization'. Even when 

they are so ...they may end with dissatisfaction. In the Preface of Halfbreed, we see 

Campbell's clear objective in writing her 'own' experience for the readers. Here is a 

gallant attempt at recording lived experience. But unfortunately such obsession 

towards narrated 'components' by oral sources in the novel is not seen. So this oral 

component remains `unhomerized'. 

But besides noticing the orality of the style, the reader of these stories will be 

drawn into the mind set of an orally-based thought process. For Harry Robinson there 

is no distinction between the past and the present, mythological reality and the reality 

documented in writing, history and story. 

The mythological past of humanity explains the present reality (like the 

existence of Europeans) and the present verifies the past, much like the 

story about the literate younger twin, the ancestor of the Europeans, 

who used his literacy to lie to his older brother, the ancestor of the 

Indian. The truth of this story from so-called prehistoric, mythological 
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times is demonstrated by an incident documented by the literate 

culture. In 1929, the government promised the people of Harry 

Robinson's community that they would pay for the land they were 

going to use for building a road. The agreement was written down, the 

road was built, but the money was never paid. The single fact that the 

agreement about the payment was written down did not help the 

Aboriginal people at all' 22  

Harry Robinson's 'Homerized' stories are comparable to the tales in the book 

Earth Elder Stories 'told' yet written down by the Saulteaux Elder Alexander Wolfe 

from Saskatchewan. This teller/writer also demands to stay 'within the boundaries of 

the principles and rules that govern oral traditions when transmitting the stories in 

written form.' 23  Hence, he follows a cyclic rather than a linear concept of time and 

does not separate between 'mythology' and 'history', the 'symbolic' and the 

`realistic', the 'subjective' and the 'objective'- labels created by the literate culture. 

For example, the story of 'The Orphan Children' contains an historical account of the 

saving of two children as well as a comment on the cultural practice of adoption and 

the spiritual beliefs of the Saulteaux people. 

A similar sense of connectedness transferred from oral to written stories is 

revealed in the collection Achimoona (meaning: `stories'). Although in the end the 

stories are created and read in isolation, the device of the story in providing objects 

from a medicine bag ensures that the creative process started out as a communal 

experience, not just with a group of people but also with the non-human environment. 

This connectedness determines the images, symbols and themes of the stories 

themselves: a boy saving an eagle and being saved by him in return; a boy learning to 

respect everything there is by the power of imaginative transformation; a woman 
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warrior who crosses the great chasm in the world and destroys the fog that blocks the 

right vision; tribal cultures in different parts of the world that meet in friendship, and 

the Reserve road that is the Reserve. 

In this sense Achimoona is characterized by the tribal aesthetics as defined by 

Paula Gunn Allen, 'Tribal art of all kinds embodies the principle of kinship, rendering 

the beautiful in terms of connectedness of elements ...' 24  In the Epilogue of the novel 

Slash, the protagonist expresses the need for Natives to tell their stories, 'I decide to 

tell my story for my son and those like him because I must. My reason is simple. 

Under the cruel blows of the harsh one some call destiny, many of our people have 

shuddered and fallen. Few have accepted this teacher and taken her gifts... ' 

(S1,p.253) 

In the stories told, written or edited by Robinson, Wolfe and Campbell, 'the 

oral' signifies a creative process, a stylistic feature as well as a culturally based way 

of thinking. All three aspects explain Emma LaRoque's identification of 'the oral' 

with 'the Native'. Campbell's Halfbreed narrates about her life as a Metis child in 

northern Saskatchewan and of her life as a young woman in the city. Agnes Grant 

notes that the oral tradition, apparent in the writer's style, 'assumes that the listener 

(or when transferred to writing, the reader) comes from the same background as the 

storyteller.' 25  

The Cree playwright Tomson Highway furthers specifies Nativeness' when 

he describes the importance of Nanabush, the central symbolic figure of his plays, in 

his preface to Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing, 'We believe she/he is still here 

among us - albeit a little the worse for wear and tear - having assumed other guises. 

Without the continued presence of this extraordinary figure, the core of Indian culture 

would be gone forever.' 26  
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Tomson Highway identifies 'the core of Indian culture' with a being from 

Native mythology often called "the trickster" or 'the transformer'. The power of 

transformation that has been described by a European collector of Native legends as 

`confusing to the civilized reader" 27  makes this male or female, human, animal or 

plant-being an essentially oral figure - if orality is to be associated with a state of 

being and communicating that resists fixation. 

In Native spirituality, the ability to change oneself into something else is 

possible because of the inherent equality of all life forms. This belief is symbolized in 

the different guises of the transformer character (who also transforms conditions and 

beings other than himself or herself). As a literary character he or she takes on any 

shape needed 'for the story' - a rabbit, a tree stump, a frog, or a bird in some of the 

traditional stories, or a Bingo Master, an attractive woman or a prostitute in the stories 

that are adapted to contemporary reality. Nanabush - or to mention some names used 

by other First Nations authors: Gluscaba, Coyote or Whee-skay-chak - just about died 

because the written culture had made cute little children's stories about this persona, 

stories without any substance, stories nobody believed in. 

But, like his people, the so-called trickster survived, for example in a story by 

George Kenny Whee-skay-chak and Kahkahge. In this excerpt from a work in 

progress, Whee-skay-chak is a male character who 'has been around for a long, long 

time', in fact, 'at least fifty thousand complete seasons of winter, spring, fall and 

summer. Even though he had been around that long, he still couldn't understand the 

female of the human species.' Further, 'understanding women is not a concern for 

these characters as they are often lusting after women; but in this story Wheeskay-

chak "decided against it this time"' 28and instead helped himself to some food left 

unwatched. 
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Greedy, lustful and often comical in his pursuit of the fulfillment of his 

desires, human and superhuman, sensuous as well as spiritual, mischievous as well as 

benevolent, the character of the transformer provides a connection between oral 

traditions and modern texts. However, although he has been around for a long, long 

time', he shares with his people a history of discrimination often symbolized in the 

literary plots that included him or her. 

In George Kenny's story, for example, Whee-skay-chak is not recognized for 

what he is; the human character of the story identifies him as a raven, Kahkahge. In 

Tomson Highway's first play, The Rez Sisters (1988), only a dying woman and a 

mentally handicapped girl understand Nanabush as the master of life and death and 

communicate with him in Cree; the other human characters mistake him for an 

ordinary seagull and a Bingo Master because they are too involved with attaining 

fulfilments promised by the dominant society, goals such as enjoying the luxury of a 

bathroom with a perfectly white toilet. 

Canadian native writers consider the transformer character a symbol of 

cultural rebirth because he or she communicates values that are essential in native 

cultures. Basil Johnston explains the power of transformation in Annishnawbe culture 

in the following way, 'Beings accept and understand only their own kind. A man 

understands and accepts another man, an eagle another eagle. Whatever form or 

shape he assumed, Nanabush had also to accept and endure the limitations of that 

form and nature.' 29  In an oral culture, the technology of survival consists of an 

intimate knowledge of one's environment and respect for all beings, of 'accepting' 

and 'understanding' each other. This is achieved by 'becoming the other'. 

As Native writer Jovette Marchessault opines, 
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The teaching of this way of thinking was and still is communicated in the form 

of a story; hence, a good storyteller is a person who has the gift of being able wholly 

to involve herself into her words, to incarnate herself in flesh and blood in her subject 

matter. For example, when she told me about the whales, she became a whale and 

nothing existed, except the whale. ' 30  The teller herself becomes the transformer 

taking on the possibilities and limitations of another being, a character in the story. 

It will be argued on the following pages that the narrative stance of the 

personally-involved teller also affects today's native writer. Jeanette Armstrong's 

Slash traces the emotional, political and spiritual turmoil's of a young Okanagan 

Thomas Kelaskett or Slash. Tom learns a lot about life, urban living, residential 

schools from his cousin Joe. Joe was a good storyteller. Tom's grandpa Pra-Cwa was 

also a wonderful storyteller and Tom would stay up the night to listen to him talk and 

tell stories. 'The good stories came out towards the morning. I sometimes stayed up 

to listen.' (S1,p.61) Pra-Cwa talked only Indian and told —Tom the history of the 

Okanagan people as he knew it, 'He told me all the places he had traveled through 

the mountains and valleys of our land. He had seen change. He had seen the valley 

change from a land full of deer and good things to eat, to a land cut up and cultivated 

and turned into towns... ' (S1,p.208-209) 

2.4. USE OF ORALITY BY THE NATIVE WOMEN WRITERS 

UNDER STUDY: 

Oral tradition requires a telling and listening that is intense and intentional. 

Giving-receiving-giving, makes a complete circle of indigenous truth. Native women 

use the oral tradition to convey history, and lessons in culture and spirit. Mar.  ia 
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Campbell's great grandmother Cheechum in Hal/breed, is a perfect illustration of 

such a use. She says matter of factly to Maria: 'I will beat you each time I hear you 

talk as you did. If you don't like what you have, then stop fighting your parents and do 

something about it yourself...My fist lesson had been learnt. I tried to keep my head 

up and defend my friends and cousins in front of those white kids, even when I was 

wrong.' (HB,p.5 1) 

In Canadian contemporary Native literature, most long prose narratives or 

novels are written in the first person form. Except for the actual autobiographies, this 

stylistic device can only to a certain degree be attributed to the fact that those stories 

are based on autobiographical experiences. More importantly, this narrative 

perspective may be considered as a device and a technique that make the writer 

`become' a character - a man in a novel written by a woman (Jeanette Armstrong's 

Slash), a bison (Beatrice Culleton's book for children The Spirit of the White Bison), 

or a youth (as in two novels by Ruby Slipperjack, Honour the Sun and Silent Words). 

Each time the author 'transforms herself into that character, accepting the 

limitations of that character just as Nanabush has to accept the limitations of the being 

into which he or she is transformed. The reader of a first person narrative may find it 

easier to understand and feel empathy with the main character through whose 

perception the story is being told as is evident in the novels under study. 

As Basil Johnston explains, that the English equivalent for the Annishnawbe 

word for truth (w'daebawae) is not just a mere confirmation of a speaker's veracity. It 

is at the same time, 'a philosophical proposition that, in saying, a speaker casts his 

words and his voice only as far as his vocabulary and his perception will enable him. 

In so doing the tribe was denying that there was absolute truth; that the best a 

speaker could achieve and a listener expect was the highest degree of accuracy'. 31  
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For instance, even in a fictional account such as in Slash, the protagonist Slash's uncle 

Joe told him many stories and taught hA what he called `Indian Medicine ways'. It 

was often wholesome advice to follow a natural way of life. 'You got to quit eating 

them kinda foods. You eat berries and roots with wild meat. It don't have stuff in to 

poison you. You got to sing more too and go out where the air is clean to get food. 

You'll be happy and you'll get lots of moving around. When you're happy your body 

doesn't get sick.' (Sl,p.39) Here Armstrong also conveys the continuity of the tribe, 

through the stories and passing on vital information to the younger generation. 

Hence, Margery Fee opines that, the stylistic device of the first person point of 

view gives credibility to the narrative in the same way as the elder John David quoted 

earlier, ' guaranteed the accuracy of his testimony with his personal experience. As 

well, on the political level of "the power struggle" between the oral and the written, it 

assumes authority opposing a literary discourse in which the Native is constructed as 

"the Other"' 32  

Maracle in her interview with Hartmut Lutz observes that while telling a story, 

`the voice you use should reflect the subject ...In English they have a word called 

"syntax" for the way things are framed, but for us "syntax is even bigger than in a 

sentence. It is our life, in our conduct of being. 33 The oral storyteller's voice 

presented as a first person narrator in the written text is quite distinctly reflected in the 

autobiographies of First Nations' writers. For example, Maria Campbell's so-called 

`life story' Halfbreed, is prefaced with the following words: `I write this for all of 

you, to tell you what it is like to be a Halfbreed woman in our country. I want to tell 

you about the joys and sorrows, the oppressing poverty, the frustrations and the 

dreams.' (HB,p 2) 
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The wording of this preface puts the narrative itself in a communal context: 

Maria Campbell speaks as a representative of her people, as 'a Halfbreed woman', 

and mentions the rather than her sorrows. The oral transmission of a story is by 

definition a communal event because it cannot happen without an audience and 

because the storyteller would only tell a story that is of significance to more than 

himself or herself. Maria Campbell continues with the story of a struggle, taking the 

personal point of view to get the reader more intimately connected with a people's 

struggle for social justice and equality. Both tellers/writers pass on a people's history 

as a personal story guaranteeing the truth and accuracy of their narrative with their 

personal experience. 

However, the "I" speaking or writing in these texts is not the individual "I" of 

Western society, but rather a communal "I". This shows clearly towards the end of 

Halfbreed where Maria Campbell blends the private together with the political; both 

aspects are part of one story because they are seen as part of one reality. First Nations' 

writers in Canada are not only connected with the community of their own people but 

with the multicultural community of other artists and writers across the country. 

As Marchessault opines, 

It is a challenge for any writer - Aboriginal or not - to express through 

the inherent fragmentation and linearity of the medium of writing a 

belief in the holistic construct of a person and beyond that of the total 

of creation. Integrating the oral in the written means to translate into 

writing the "multidimensional words" spoken by a storytelling 

grandmother: "Listening to her was for me to listen to the collective 

voice of every living thing 34  
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Native women write about their tears, laughter, love, anger, and these are 

distilled into words and beaded together to make powerful words. The human voice 

leaves a lasting imprint on human memory and feelings because so much heart and 

spirit can be communicated through voice like no other medium. As Linda Jaine, an 

Ojibway storyteller sums, 'I have seen instances where hearts were moved to action, 

simply through listening to the voice of a storyteller. I have witnessed people change 

after listening to their past speaking to them through storytelling.' 35  

2.5. CONCLUSION: 

In conclusion, it has to be noted that Native worldviews are integrally whole. 

They are inclusive of mind, body, heart and soul in each and every facet of 

expression. Stories once told are now being written. As Jim Dumont observes, 'when 

the storyteller's voice, the speaker's oratory, the poet's verse or the elder's wisdom 

finds its way to the printed page, it challenges all the known literary categories of fact 

and fiction, lore and history, of ethnography, politics and social commentary.' 36  

Lee Maracle, Jeannette Armstrong, Maria Campbell and Beatrice Culleton, 

draw from the rich oral tradition of their specific tribes and groups. Orality has 

become a marker of female difference. According to Barbara Goddard, 'women 

writers explore oral tradition and offer new contextual definitions for words based on 

their material meanings. Defying the conventions of grammar and fiction in their , 

idiosyncrasy, these new meanings have the potential to break the texts.' 37  

Interestingly, the four novelists have broken out of the confines of traditional 

European genre of writing and made use of the Native storytelling technique to their 
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maximum. However, the experience is not always impeccably satisfying. Although 

the motive may be to perpetuate the oral and Homerize it yet a lot can be left out or 

misrepresented. Maracle's reservation about her own 'narrated work' written down by 

others are illustrative of this fact. Despite misgivings about the efficacy of writing 

down 'oral' narratives or fusing them with the written, the contemporary Native 

writer has no other alternative. Thanks , to the assimilation drives of the state she/he 

has already lost his/her Native language. The oral treasure trove imbibed by the older 

generation is on the verge of extinction. If it is not 'recorded' in the mainstream 

language, it will certainly be lost. With it will be lost the Natives' last chance of 

reinstating himself within his own cultural ethos however peripheral to the dominant 

cultural sphere. 

Slash comes across a medicine man at a religious conference at Alberta, who 

spoke continuously to the youth about returning to the medicine ways of their people. 

He urged the young people to continue their struggle in finding their true identity. 

One old man who spoke made a lot of sense to Tom, he said, 

Many of you are talking about losing out to white man. You talk about \ 
1 

losing your culture 	is not culture that is lost. It is you. The culture 

that belongs to us is handed down to us in the sacred medicine ways of 

our people. Our strength lies there because it is our medicine ways 

that feeds the spirit of our people so that they will be healthy. That is 

not lost. It is here all around us in the mountains and in the wild I 

places. It is in the sound of the drum and the sound of the singing of 

the birds. (Sl,p.195) 

deb 
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Not only is the message of cultural existence conveyed in the oratory 

of the old man, Armstrong's projected objective behind 'writing' of this 

representative story duly punctuated with varied inputs from oral tradition is 

also achieved. In fact, in Slash's belatedly discovered 'vocation' and 'passing 

on the message' the authorial intent seems to be fulfilled. After all the stories 

are not easily forgotten and from them we 'learn about things'. 

In this context, to quote an anonymously created Inuit poem: 

Songs My Mother Taught Me 

...I only know what every child learns from his mother, 

For mothers tell children stories at bedtime 

To put them to sleep 

And it is from these stories 

We learn about things. 

I have never forgotten the old tales 

I have heard from my mother. 

I have told them to my children and grandchildren, 

And I will tell them to you. 38  

While one admires the forcefulness and the power of transmission contained 

in the oral tradition per se, in the face of the more pressing challenge of writing for 

survival, the storytelling has to move from the exclusively oral to the oral-literary. 

That is what the authors under study have attempted. If the trail they have blazed is 
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any indication, this fusion of oral and literary has come to stay in the contemporary 

Native narratives. 
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CHAPTER III 

INTERLACING OF HISTORY AND FICTION IN 

NATIVE WRITING 

3.1. INTRODUCTION: 

The absence of any accurate documentation of colonial history of Canada-

particularly of the misrepresentation of the Native reality therein -has led many Native 

writers to use fiction as an instrument to counter the hegemony of the colonizer's 

knowledge. As a result fiction has worked either in tandem with history or as an alibi 

for it. This can be seen to a larger or lesser extent in each of the four novels selected 

for this study. The novelists apparently adopt one of the two following approaches: 

they either tell the stories of their own life and thereby provide a fairly authentic 

account of their common past and shared present; or they build up a fairly convincing 

facade of fiction in which the history of their tribe vies for exposition through 

tactfully revealed chinks in the narrative. Maria Campbell's Halfbreed and Lee 

Maracle's Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel fall in the former category of Native narratives, 

while Jeanette Armstrong's Slash and Beatrice Culleton's In Search April Raintree 

fall in the latter. 

As has been duly elucidated in the previous Chapter, storytelling has been a 

popular device in the Native folk culture, which is rooted deeply in the oral tradition. 

In this Chapter, an attempt is being made to discuss the selected texts from a 

perspective that explicitly demonstrates how historical information, woven within the 
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private stories of their authors, gets across to the reader. It will be interesting to 

consider what these texts can tell us about the past, why such narration of the past has 

been necessitated and about the different ways in which the authors as witting or 

unwitting historians have represented it. 

In the absence of a more suitable termthis authorial endeavor of bonding 

history with fiction is being termed in the course of this study as the interlacing of 

history-fiction. Before it is investigated in the novels under study, it is necessary to 

understand the term and recognize its generic visage. History-fiction genre has been a 

very powerful medium adopted by votaries of the realistic novel as also by the 

practitioners of the historical novel. Consequently, critics have been inevitably drawn 

to the analysis of this mode of writing and the determination of its generic identity. In 

the bargain, they have come up with different criteria packages. As such, it will be 

certainly useful to discuss the critical position on 'history-fiction', before the term is 

applied, partly or fully to any one of the novels that comprise this study. 

3.2.1. CRITICAL POSITION ON HISTORY-FICTION BONDING: 

In defining the term history-fiction, critics seem to have seen this interlacing 

either as a fictive invention coated with history or as a more or less faithful 

representation of historical times tempered with a few fictional characters. For 

instance, one critical view of the term history-fiction is that it is a 'Fiction in a 

historical setting, in which the main character, and often many others, are invented, 

while the setting and other details are based on careful research'.1  
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This view applies to Jeanette Armstrong's Slash to the letter. Her protagonist, 

among several other characters in the novel, is a purely invented character, while the 

historical setting of her novel seems to be 'well-researched'. In fact, Armstrong a 

strong Indian woman chose to write entirely from the point of view of a man. This 

may be because she wanted to distance herself to the extent possible from the events 

and bring in an element of objectivity into the narrative. Her main focus was on the 

feelings and transformations of the turbulent period, the process of political and 

spiritual growth. Hence, attempting an objective stance was necessary, even as the 

chances of being subjectively immersed in the narrative were high. 

Interestingly, like Jeanette Armstrong, although Beatrice Culleton also creates 

two powerful fictional characters, she does not specifically contextualize them in 

contemporary history using the planks of real-life events and individuals. Yet, the 

realism of her narrative encompasses the lived reality of our times which in turn helps 

to locate contemporary societal history and find its moorings in the past. 

Another view of history-fiction bonding sees such a narrative as: 

A novel that has as its setting a period of history and that attempts to 

convey the spirit, manners, and social conditions of a past age with 

realistic detail from historical fact. The work may deal with people that 

actually lived, or it may contain a mixture of fictional and historical 

characters. It may focus on a single historic event, but more often it 

attempts to portray a broader view of a past society in which great 

events are reflected by their impact on the private lives of fictional 

individuals. 2  

This overall view matches the novelistic approach in all the four novels to 

some extent. But it applies more to Halfbreed and Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel than the 
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other two novels discussed above. Both these novels being real-life narratives 

`automatically' deal with people who 'actually' lived. They also tend to willy-nilly re-

create the 'real' historical setting. On the other hand, while Slash and In Search of 

April Raintree contain a mixture of fictional and historical characters, they focus on 

major historical events on the identifiable backdrop of a past social reality. 

However, the critical opinion that considers the history-fiction genre as 

`stories set in the past and try to recreate the aura of a time past, reconstruct 

characters, events, movements, ways of life and spirit of days gone by' 3  does not 

apply to any of the novels under study to any satisfactory degree. All of them are set 

in the present. Even when an attempt is made 'to recreate the aura of a time past', it 

is never an end in itself; it is rather more of an endeavor to explain, substantiate or at 

the best to authenticate the present through the past and not the other way around. In 

fact, all the four novels of this study show such a blend of past and present that each 

of them can be seen as 'A story based partly on events from the past.' 4  

In the light of the above discussion, it can be seen that most of the above 

mentioned definitions apply to the four novels that form a part of this study but 

mainly to Slash. In fact, that text can be put into the category of the documented 

historical novel. Armstrong's principal concern has been to create a compelling 

picture of her times. She has clearly admitted that Slash was written in 1985 to give 

the native perspective on the North American Indian Movement (AIM) of the post-

1960's for a contemporary social studies unit for grades Eight to Eleven. 

In an interview with Hartmut Lutz, Armstrong has explained that her real 

objective in writing the novel Slash was to present a picture of that time. She has 

reiterated that, 'we were talking about that historical period, trying to determine how 

best to get information to native people, the young in particular.' 5  That is the reason 

72 



why, Lutz has described Slash as a historical novel, because it not only covers quite a 

span of very important history but also issues of historical importance. Some of these 

are: Indians claiming Alcatraz, the Indian takeover of Mayflower, the Trail of Broken 

Treaties Caravan, assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Malcolm X, the growth of 

the Red Patrol, the Indians' sit-ins and Pow-wows etc. In fact, the novel highlights 

some of the significant historical milestones in Indian history such as the genocide of 

the Beothucks; the Trail of Tears and the hanging of Sioux Indians for treason among 

other things. 

3.2.2. CRITICAL VIEW OF THE HISTORICAL NOVEL: 

At this juncture, it is necessary to look at the critics' understanding of the 

term 'historical novel' before it is conclusively applied to Slash or to any other 

novel mentioned in this study. 

Manzoni's View: 

The Italian critic, Allesandro Manzoni's essay on the historical novel is 

`one of the earliest attempts at commenting on the nature of history -fiction 

connection.' 6  Manzoni did not consider the term a happy one. He opined 'that .6$43' 4ise_ 

very definition historical novel represented a false genre and failed to satisfy the 

expectations of its readers': Manzoni felt that such novels were a mix of 'things 

that occurred and things that have been invented, two different objects of two 

different and, fully contrary sorts of belief. ' 8  
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Not withstanding Manzoni's objection to the generic efficacy of the 

`historical novel' and its objectives, the criteria he utilized need to be examined in 

the light of the novels under study. With regard to Slash, it is easy to identify 'the 

things that occurred' and 'things that have been invented' in the novel. The 

novelist has candidly admitted that she has dealt with the period during the 1960's 

to the 1980's, but also with some personal experiences and events, which had 

influenced her, even though she was herself not deeply, involved in the 

movement. She emphatically states her rationale for a fictionalized account of 

history by saying that, 'I developed the concept of filling a gap of contemporary 

history of native thought over the past twenty-five years.' 9  

As such it is significant to see Slash not only as a work of fiction but also a 

document of reliable historical account of contemporary events. From 

Armstrong's interviews with various critics one can gather that she did not 

intentionally set out to write a novel. Her concept was to interview people and 

recreate historical situations. She notes, 'I had in mind a historical account or a 

series of short stories for the classroom situation.' 10  In other words, her main 

objective was to develop a curriculum for school children that carried the history 

and the context in a correct way, for the use in schools, so that Okanagan history 

could be read. 

Manzoni's contention that historical novels did not help the readers to 

distinguish between the factual and the invented has to be tested on the basis of 

the work of such Canadian Women writers' who 'intentionally' wrote novels in 

which fiction cocoons history. They make no secret of the fact that 'their' history 

is being distorted or suppressed, their heroes are being mocked or demonized and 

they themselves are being systematically erased from any reckoning through a 
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`Manichean' stereotyping at the hands of the mainstream 'vested interests'. 

Beatrice Culleton's views on the need to rectify the distortion and reinstate the 

`Native' history are strongly expressed through her firebrand protagonist Cheryl 

who also serves as the author's mouthpiece in the novel. In her 'historical piece' 

on Red River Insurrection addressed to her sister April-the twin protagonist in the 

novel- Cheryl minces no words on the need to correct history. She writes: 

You should see this load of crap we take in History. ...It's Canada: The 

New nation. It makes me mad the way they portray native people. It 

makes me wish those whitemen had never come here. But then we 

could never have been born. At least the Indians would have been left 

in peace. Nothing those tribes ever did to each other matches what the 

whites have done to them.... But history is an unbiased representation 

of the facts. And if they show one side, they ought to show the other 

side equally. Anyway, that's why I am writing the metis side of 

things. (AR, pp. 84-5). 

In yet another incident in the same novel, when the teacher was reading to the 

class how the Indians scalped, tortured and massacred brave white explorers and 

missionaries, Cheryl bursts out in the class: 

This is all a bunch of lies.... I am not going to learn his garbage about 

the Indian people... if this is history, how come so many Indian tribes 

were wiped out? How come they haven't got their land anymore? How 

come their food supplies were wiped out? Lies! Lies! Lies! Your 

history books don't say how the white people destroyed the Indian way 

of life. That's all you white people can do is teach a bunch of lies to 
- 

cover your own tracks! ( AR, p.57) 
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In fact, she stubbornly stuck to her stand even if it meant being punished 

by the Principal, still insisting in her self-righteous anger that the history book is a 

`bunch of lies '.. The above illustration shows that Beatrice Culleton was herself 

fully apprised of the need to 'set the record straight' as her other counterparts 

seem to have been. That is why she wrote her fictional novel impregnated with the 

soul of Native history. In fact, the reception of these novels by the readers and 

critics has all but disproved Manzoni's apprehension that they would not be able 

to distinguish between the factual and the invented. 

At this juncture, Jeanette Armstrong's clear perception of her own motive 

behind writing Slash becomes relevant to this discussion. She emphatically states, 

`I wanted to give my grandchildren what I felt, and what others felt through that 

time. I wanted to give it to them from our perspective, as truthfully as I could. I 

wanted them to know the heart of that time.' 11  Yet she concedes that Slash: 

`Was not just written to give the historical documentation of that time, but 

beyond that, the feeling of what happened just prior to the American Indian 

Movement and what happened during that military period- the spirit of the people, 

the rise, the ground swelling, what people were feeling, what they dreamed, their 

pain and joy.' 12  It is thus clear why she tampers her history with fictional 

characters and events that seem to have emerged directly from the womb of her 

times. 

In fine, given these novelists' goal of 'setting the record straight', it is easy to 

perceive that while the novel Slash is rooted in history, it is still a gripping piece of 

fiction. On the surface the novel can be read as the story of Thomas Kelaskat later 

nicknamed Slash. As the critic George Ryga points out in the 'Foreword', it is the 
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story of one Indian man's search to find a way out of, 'this living death, by way of 

prison, spiritual confirmation and active political struggle' (Sl,p.9), and yet it is the 

representative story of any young Indian inspired in like way. It is pertinent to note 

here that, the case of Maria Campbell and Lee Maracle's authorial intent is not any 

the different from that of Culleton or Armstrong. So it can be surmised that in the 

light of Manzoni's definition of historical novel, all the novels of this study qualify as 

historical novels and belie his apprehensions of the 'false genre' 

However, at this stage, it will be beneficial to analyze another critical position 

on the 'historical novel' before any further substantiation from the novels is sought or 

any conclusive statements about their efficacy as 'historical novels' are made. 

View of George Lukacs: 

Well-known critic, George Lukacs in his work The Historical Novel, pays 

attention to the theoretical stance on history and its representation. He believes that a 

historical novel, `can come to life only in a specific social and ideological setting; 

history itself is seen as a kind of mass experience, which offers concrete possibilities 

for men to comprehend their own existence as something historically conditioned, for 

them to see in history, something which deeply affects their daily lives and 

immediately concerns them'. 13  

All the novels under study meet these criteria quite adequately. They have all 

achieved 'lifelikeness' in a 'specific social and ideological situation' marked by the 

marginalization of the native as well as the Native's irrepressible urge to come into 

his own by subverting the social pressures and countering the ideological discourse 

contained within the 'indoctrination' of the dominant culture. 
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A good example of this indoctrination can be seen in Culleton's novel. Her 

protagonist April's initial response to the book on Louis Riel that Cheryl gifts her on 

her tenth birthday is of a typically 'indoctrinated' Native. It is not of pleasure; but of a 

certain misplaced notion of being 'knowledgeable' being armed with the 'official 

version' of the matter. She thinks: 'I knew all about Riel. He was a rebel who was 

hanged for treason. Worse he had been a crazy half-breed hanged for treason. I had 

learned about his folly in history. Also I had read about Indians and the various 

methods of tortures they had meted out the missionaries through. No wonder they 

were known as savages'. (AR,p. 44). 

It is interesting to see that April looks at history from the white perspective. 

But for the Metis, Louis Riel, is a hero. Cheryl represents this point of view with due 

pride and conviction. 

It is Cheryl who raises her voice against the distorted history. She tries to 

rectify it by writing a class-paper on Buffalo Hunting. But April, who is an 

assimilated 'stereotypical' of a Native, cannot understand Cheryl's pride in her legacy 

and her courage to stand up and speak about her people. 

Lee Maracle's Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel is also illustrative of the above 

novelistic approach. The fact that, her work is not fiction but personal history 

doesn't make the novelist lose sight of the fact that she is part of a wider Canadian 

community and history in which relations between Native and non-Native 

communities have been fraught with conflict. In fact, on the opening page of Bobbie 

Lee: Indian Rebel, she writes: 

The tension is thick and heavy with the reality that here on the eastern 

end of the country there have been 400 years- 400 years of colonial 
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battering 	And I find myself preparing for death, preparing to leave 

my children motherless because it feels like maybe bloodletting is what 

this country needs. Maybe if we just let the road to Oka run red with 

blood of women, someone in this country will see the death and 

destruction this country has wrought on us... (BL, pp.5-6) 

In like manner the two auto-narratives and the two fictional narratives in their 

own way underscore the "historical conditioning" of the Natives, their shared 

experiences and the problems that affect their lives. They also make a reference to 

`mass experiences' either in their past or in their own times. A good illustration can be 

taken from Lee Maracle, although the other authors also have such examples to offer. 

Maracle narrates the 'mass experience' linked to the long standoff of the armed 

Mohawk Indians of Quebec with the police and the Canadian armed forces in 1990. 

The dispute erupted over plans to expand a city-owned golf course on to what the 

Indians considered their ancestral burial grounds. The Canadian government 

eventually agreed to turn the disputed land over to the militant Mohawks. Maracle's 

reaction of self-righteous anger is evident when she comments on this mass 

experience thus, 'At no time in history have Europeans ever suggested playing golf on 

their own graves. Yet gravesite after gravesite of our dead are considered accessible 

for the most ridiculous of pastimes.' (BL,p.8) 

View of Fleishman: 

Yet another comprehensive exposition of the term 'historical novel' is 

provided by Avrom Fleishman. According to him it should satisfy the following 
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criteria: firstly it should be, 'set in the past- beyond an arbitrary number of years, 

say 40-60 (two generations)'; secondly, its 'plot must include a number of 

`historical events, particularly those in the public sphere (war, politics, economic 

change, etc)'; and third, 'it must at least include one historically "real" person in 

it. ' 14  

All the novels of this study being in the auto-narrative mode dwell on the 

life-time of their respective protagonists. Moreover, in varying degrees they deal 

with the earlier generation. What is more, they all make references to historical 

events in their life time. For instance, Jeannette Armstrong's Slash is a narrative 

that shows the rise of American Indian Movement and the Native suffrage 

movement in general. Moreover, it offers a 'version' that may not have gotten 

coverage from mainstream press. 

The book is a reflection of both Okanagan culture as well as Native-ness, 

and what it means to grow up in a society that has historically been denied the 

right to a different perspective than that of the dominant society. It also is a study 

in the problems of asserting a Native perspective within the discourse of the 

dominant society . As such, it is an important document for Native education. 

The text is a historiography -- is in the general sense of the body of 

literature dealings with historical matters, that presents a native educative view 

that has been ignored by white/ settler discourse. The book promotes the 

uniqueness of Native-ness, and the imperative need to retain dignity in the fight 

with oppressive politics and entrenched cultural prejudices and predispositions. 

Perhaps most importantly, and as a corollary to the above, the book asserts, 'the 

difference in Native philosophies and educative techniques; it affirms  the right 
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and the necessity for Natives to take control over their own destiny, to redress the 

damage done by the assimilationist practices of past Canadian governments.' 15  

Fleishman clinches his discussion with a final statement: 'when life is seen 

in the context of history, we have a novel; when the novel's characters live in the 

same world with historical persons, we have a historical novel'. 16A11 the novels 

Slash, Halfbreed, Bobbie Lee, In Search of April Raintree acquires significance as 

these works include historical persons or key historical events in their narrative. 

However, contemporaneity or co-existence with historical characters is more 

marked in Slash, Bobbie Lee and Halfbreed than in the novel In Search of April 

Raintree. 

View of Dhar: 

Commenting on the use of fiction in historically contextualized or 

historically rooted novels, Dhar observes that, 'novelists usually situate their 

fiction in a recognizable, even historically-identifiable background, which means 

weaving into it realistic details in respect of places, peoples and events'. 17  With 

respect to these criteria, all the four texts without exception become relevant as 

works that resemble a historical novel. Two of them, Slash and In Search of April 

Raintree are fully realistic works, set in historically identifiable background in 

spite of the fact that they are mainly works of fiction. The other two works, 

namely, Halfbreed and Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel being autobiographical 

narratives, by the virtue of their form are set in 'real' societal context and have 

`real' places, people and events as their staple components. It is thus easy to 
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surmise that, given the fictional component contained in these and other works, 

they all adhere to the genre of the historical novel in the main. 

Here it is important to understand why the Native writers feel the need to so 

staunchly entrench themselves in their past, retrieve lost history and record the 

unrecorded aspects of Native existence even when they seem to write fiction for all 

practical purposes. Apparently, the reason lies in the fact that the Native 

representation in the mainstream history has left much to be desired; but also in the 

fact that the Native history per se has often been left unrecorded. It will thus be useful 

first, to look at the representation of Native history and then at the portrayal of the 

Native in the historical and literary records of the mainstream. 

3.3. [Mis]Representation and [Re-]Representation of Native History: 

When Europeans subjugated the indigenous population of North America, the 

Native population was forced to adopt the culture of their oppressors to survive in 

Canada. Eventually, the Native peoples were displaced, or even exterminated, so that 

the Europeans could have access to their land. In Slash, Mardi's letter to Slash refers 

to one such extermination of: 

The Beothucks [who] were a tribe of Indians on the east coast that 

were wiped out so the land could be open for settlement..., there was 

a bounty placed on them by the government and they were hunted 

down to the last one. ' (S/,p.69). Mardi goes on generalize, 'That's how 

we fit into this society. They just want us out of the way, no matter 

how. It's called genocide. Its what is happening to our people right 

now. We are dying off because we don't fit in. Help is offered only to 
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the ones that are so-called progressive. The ones that are just brown 

white men. The ones that fit in. Soon there will be no more true red 

men, with their own beliefs and ways. (Sl,p.69) 

Later, in the same novel, there is the reference to the route called 'Trail of 

Tears', along which the tribes in southeastern U.S.A. uprooted to yield place to white 

settlers, were made to march under military custody from Georgia to Oklahoma 

leading to the death of thousands of people from cold, hunger and fatigue. All this is 

hardly recorded in mainstream history in this true to life manner. The gross realities, 

inhuman victimization, mental trauma and physical suffering are glossed over by 

asimilationist rhetoric and 'doctored' history. 

In Haljbreed, Maria Campbell shows how the Metis were driven West before 

European settlers in Canada. She begins by narrating how, 

The halfbreeds came here [Saskatchewan], from Ontario and 

Manitoba to escape the prejudice and hate that comes with the 

opening of a new land.... the halfbreeds fled to the areas of South of 

Prince Albert, Saskatchewan and established the settlements of Duck 

Lake, Batoche, St.Louis and St. Laurent... They elected Gabriel 

Dumont as their President, and with him eight councilors. (HB, p.3). 

As they were squatters and had no title to the land, 'They wanted assurance 

. from Ottawa of right to keep the land before the incoming white settlers encroached 

on them by using homestead laws.... ' (HB, p.4) 

Too poor to make good on their land claims, they became trappers, 'Road 

Allowance People', and were often forced to 'welfare', succumbing even to the 

ultimate indignity of posing for the white tourists. It is this pathetic degeneration of 
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the so-called `halfbreed' people who are compelled to become squatters on their own 

land, to be derogatorily termed as the 'Road Allowance People'. She further recounts, 

`so began a miserable life of poverty which held no hope for the future. That 

generation of my people were completely beaten. Their fathers had failed during the 

Rebellion to make a dream come true; they failed as farmers; now there was nothing 

left'. (HB, p. 8) 

Thus, Campbell documents the distortion of history and the misrepresentation 

of Metis by making references to the doctored historical records, which speak, 

exclusively from the dominant point of view. For instance, they maintain that: 

`the halfbreeds were defeated at Batoche in 1884; that Louis Biel was hanged for high 

treason in November 1885; Gabriel Dumont and a handful of men escaped to 

Montana; that Poundmaker and Big Bear surrendered, were charged with treason, 

sentenced to jail for three years; that the other halfbreeds escaped to the empty 

pockets of North Saskatchewan; and that the total cost to the federal government to 

stop the rebellion was $5,000,000.' (HB,p.6) 

What happened to the other Indian tribes was comparable to the plight of the 

Metis. In novels like Slash and Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel the novelists make 

references to the ways in which these people —many of them significantly termed as 

`treaty Indians'-were deprived of their land; sometimes even in violation of their 

treaties or negotiated pacts with the erstwhile regimes authorizing them to the use of 

land. In Slash, 'The Trail of Broken Treaties Caravan' which is headed for 

Washington D. C. is a clear example of this treachery. 

Further, in Slash the reader quickly discovers along with the protagonist 

that Native people are not all treated as equals; that there are the treaty Indians and the 

non-treaty Indians as well as status Indians and non-status Indians among them; their 
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opinions are not valued in the political world and that the promise of 'free choice' 

applies to whites only. The choices are limited: to 'assimilate' or 'vanish'. Slash 

realizes that those who do attempt at 'assimilation' rarely succeed; and the others 

simply 'vanish' into wilderness, into death, into slums, skid rows, into social and 

economic margins. Slash's pain, anger and frustration at the futility of the choices: 

`join the rats' or 'cop out and be drunks and losers' (Sl,p.198) is a representative 

reaction of the Natives to their hapless plight. 

In her novel, Armstrong unfolds a plethora of subtle socio-cultural 

marginalizations and the resultant rise of the political struggles of the Natives. For 

instance, through the character of Slash, she mentions 'that new American President's 

speech' (Lyndon Johnson) wherein he talked about the 'Great Society', about 

progress without strife' and 'change without hatred'. At the same time, Slash 

recollects that the President also said 'to reject any among us who seek to reopen old 

wounds and rekindle hatreds'. (Sl,p.36). Here, Slash and with him the reader realize 

how as a result of this projected view of the President the whites even in Canada were 

likely to reject 'unacceptable' people. 

Slash's comment is in this regard is very significant . He says, 

`I knew he talked about the blacks or any other people that upset the fake idea 

about a "Great Society". I thought about all the history books and stuff at school and 

in movies. How it was all like that, a fake, while really the white people wishes we 

would all either be just like them or stay out of sight'. (Slash, p.36) 

Connected with this `historico-political' observation, if one reads the worldly 

wise comment of Slash's father regarding the 'socio-economic' degeneration of the 
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Natives 	precipitated by 	the governmental schemes, the insight into the 

`marginalization' of the Native is complete. The old man observes, 'First it was the 

schooling, then it was the welfare and band housing, then it was the beer parlors and 

land leasing and now its development. Pretty soon, Indians don't have to do anything 

but get money and spend it on drinking.' (SI, pp.41-42). 

It has to be noted that, Armstrong has tried her best to eradicate 

misconceptions, and recount the historical details accurately and clearly. She has 

presented a condensed account of the rise of Native activism in Canada and the 

United States since 1960's. For instance, at one place in the novel, Slash talks about 

young Indians in Vancouver forming an organization similar to the 'Black Power' in 

the States, called 'Red Power'. We are told that this organization was formed to 

address the problems faced by the Indians and make them heard. Slash narrates the 

problems of the Indians related to 'welfare', beer parlors and deprivation of land for 

farming or ranching. But at the same time 'young Indian people were having meetings 

in Vancouver and held demonstrations talking about the Red Power ...' (S1,p.54) The 

novelist is thus trying to present along with the bleak portrayal of the Natives, also 

the reassuring picture of them wanting to do something to improve their lives. 

Armstrong has used the device of 'letters' exchanged between Slash and 

Mardi to keep the readers 'posted' about the contemporary historical situation in 

Canada. While Slash is in jail, it is from Mardi's letters he learns that the Indians have 

claimed Alcatraz and were occupying it that winter. They were offering the 

government $24 worth of glass beads and red cloth to buy it legally. Mardi writes to 

Slash about being involved in Beothuck Patrol. 

She keeps his posted about the various fish-in demonstrations happening in 

Canada and States, she writes, `our people are awake now, from their long sleep' 
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(S1,p.71) Indian leaders threatened Red power violence if Indian grievances were not 

dealt effectively. From Mardi's Christmas card Slash learns of the Indian take over of 

Mayflower in America, where Indians were making a point about the U.S around 

Thanksgiving. The activities of the American Indian Movement (AIM) are mentioned 

by Slash, he also talks about painting of the Plymouth Rock red during the take over 

of Mayflower. Similar, widespread protest are reported across Canada to the Yukon. 

Slash is shown s being actively involved in most of the sit-ins and demonstrations. 

During a Pow-wow in Montana the reader finds him 'glad' to note the presence of 

Indians in large number: 'it made me feel good to see all those Indian people. 

Somehow it was comforting to know we were a long ways from total extinction.' 

(S1, p.90) 

Armstrong thus appears to be clear in her objectives in trying to project the 

present struggle of the Indians in the light of their cultural history but in the context of 

contemporary reality: 

We were talking about that historical period, trying to determine how 

best to get that information to native people, young people in 

particular. We wanted a tool to use education, to give not just the 

historical documentation of that time, but beyond that, the feeling of 

what happened just prior to AIM and what happened during that 

militancy period. 18  

It has to be mentioned at this stage that the main reason for the conflict 

between the whites and the Natives leading to the displacement and victimization of 

the latter was the difference in the perspectives of the two culturally dissimilar 

communities. To the Natives, land had been the source of life in toto, but to the 
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settler-society, land was a commodity that had to be procured at all cost. In so doing, 

often the sensitivity of the Native was totally ignored and his sacred beliefs were 

insulted. The example cited earlier of the appropriation of the Native burial grounds 

for extending golf-courses is of such violation of the sentiments of the natives. 

Such violations are more hurtful in that the perpetrators of these acts would 

not think of doing it to the sentiments of the dominant society. What Lee Maracle has 

said in the above context is self-explanatory: 'At no time have Europeans ever 

suggested playing golf on their own graves. Yet gravesite after gravesite of our dead 

are considered accessible for the most ridiculous pastimes.' (BL,p.8) These double 

standards have caused much general resentment and helped to bind the natives into a 

solidarity of mass experiences. 

Robert Luke puts the matter in proper perspective, when he opines that, the 

Natives' shared experience has been an imperialist commodification of the 

traditional lands of Native people, who fell victim to the superior killing technologies 

of the invading Europeans over the last five centuries.' 19  

He concedes that: 'although it is unwise to generalize about a consolidated 

Native people as being a homogenous group as this is comprised of a multitude of 

distinct and divergent nations, Native people around the world are united because of 

a shared connectedness to the land' and 'common histories and experiences with 

colonizing governments' that contribute to 'the power of the bonds of a shared 

experience'. 20  

In depriving the Native population of their land, the settlers robbed them also 

of their culture, identity and history. The struggle for Native sovereignty in Canada 

has therefore centered on the issue of land rights and its reclamation of culture. The 

novel Slash presents this struggle vividly. Written with the first person perspective, it 
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emphasizes the testimonial of Slash and also functions as an affirmation of being a 

Native. This is an important narrative technique that ensures empowerment to the 

Native reader, whereby any person who identifies with Slash may make the healing 

journey that he does, and hopefully comes to the same conclusions that Armstrong is 

prescribing for Native cultural survival. As Armstrong says, 'when a person reads, 

they could experience the process as if they were going through it' 21  In this way, 

Slash acts as a healing medium for all Native people that have shared the colonization 

experience. 

In her own way, Campbell too attempts to correct the misrepresentation and 

set the historical facts right. She reveals how the halfbreeds became squatters in their 

own land and came to be known as "Road Allowance People". Interspersed through 

her personal history are little historical facts about the Metis cultural and political life. 

She weaves into her narrative, descriptions of Metis social customs, traditional role 

assignments of men and women, and the differences between the Indians and Metis. 

Thereby, she not only helps re-instate these distinct Native groups within the 

heterogeneity of a plural cultural fabric; but gives each of them their share of identity 

and thereby of dignity. 

For instance, underscoring the difference between the Indians and Metis, she 

comments: 

They were completely different from us- quiet when we were noisy, 

dignified even at dances and get-togethers. Indians were very passive-

they would never fight back, whereas halfbreeds were quick tempered-

quick to fight, but quick to forgive and forget... We were always the 

poor relatives... They laughed and scorned at us. They had land and 

security, we had nothing. (HB,p.25) 
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This quote helps an unfamiliar reader to see the characteristics of the two 

groups, their mutual relationship; as well as their strengths and weaknesses as social 

groups in an acutely hierarchical society. 

Campbell also discusses the linguistic characteristics of Mitchif, the patois 

spoken by the Metis. She celebrates community life, capturing the fun-loving spirit of 

the Metis at weddings, week-end dances with fiddler music, sports competitions. 

Maria's account becomes more than just a personal history, because it sees her life in 

the larger context of the distinct Metis culture and history. 

In the process, Campbell provides a much-needed dignity to the term 

`halfbreed' applied to the Metis and helps to heal the wounds of their 'neither here nor 

there' status vis-à-vis the whites and the treaty Indians. Until Campbell wrote her 

book as Agnes Grant rightly opines, 'halfbreed' was a common derogatory term, 'now 

it means a person living between two cultures' 22  

In like manner, Beatrice Culleton in In Search of April Raintree tries to expose 

the fake ideas that white acculturation has forced on native people in Canada. In 

writing this story of the two sisters April and Cheryl separated from each other and 

forced to live in foster homes, Culleton captures the essence of the split psyche of the 

Metis who are tugged between the 'temptation' of assimilating and the 'commitment' 

to perish in resisting the pressures on their cultural autonomy. Thus Culleton's April 

tries to reject her Metis roots and attempts to integrate into the white society hoping 

that she will be 'accepted', while Cheryl is driven to look for moorings in her Metis 

heritage. Its is Cheryl who through her diary and personal letters reveals the Metis 

history to her sister. 

Interestingly, Cheryl's letters were often speeches on Metis people, and their 

history. To 'white-conditioned' April these speeches seem to make the Metis appear 
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as blood thirsty people, but Cheryl takes great pride in pointing out the details of the 

grievances of the Metis people and why they had fought some of the battles. The most 

enlightening part of Culleton's beautiful fiction is its 'reality bite'. Of the two-sister-

protagonists, Cheryl is frustrated and broken, whereas April is finally disillusioned; 

while the former dies, the latter decides to take her struggle forward. Thus even 

through fictional characters, the author has succeeded in bringing out not just the 

`cultural schizophrenia' born of the native history, but also the necessity, the manner 

and the commitment needed to heal it in the present. 

Ironically, there is also an apparent dichotomy in the dominant culture's 

attitude to Natives: this results in double standards in their approach to the Native 

culture and its products. Many aspects of the Native culture have been appropriated 

over the years as commodities to help sell products in the marketplace such as 

Pocahontas Perfume, Red Indian Motor Oil, Iroquois Beer, Squaw Brand Canned 

Vegetables etc. This utilitarian reification is highlighted by Daniel Francis when he 

observes that, 'for some products, the Indian was used as an all purpose symbol of 

Canada. For others the Indian image was used to associate a product with the out-of-

door, or with strength and courage or with the simple innocence of nature.' 23  But 

despite this the Native as a persona non grata still persists in the mainstream discourse 

thanks to the perpetuation of the distorted history and misrepresented Native. 

On this backdrop, one can deduce with a fair degree of accuracy that for the 

First Nations, cultural survival primarily involves a historical continuity with the past 

and an engagement —political as well as discursive- with the present. Helen Hoy 

quotes Homi Bhabha, first nations writers can create spaces-discourses of 

difference(s)-in which settler society is disavowed and no longer "sublates 

otherness" ' 24Affirming continuity with the past consists of first nations engagement 
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with the shared social memory of colonization and its deleterious effects. It involves 

active 're-memorization- an affirmation and re-inscription-of their unique social 

memories that settler society has marginalized and/ or erased.' 25  In this process of 

`re-memorization', affirmation and re-inscription, no doubt, the focus has to be on the 

re-construct of the Native culture but also on rectifying the subaltern image of the 

Native in the eyes of the dominant 'other'. 

3.4. IMAGE OF THE NATIVE IN CANADIAN HISTORY AND 

LITERATURE: 

It will not be far from truth to adduce that the distorted, even stereotypical 

image of the Native in Canadian Literature, in all probability, holds the key to 

understanding the Native anguish and resentment. As such a passing glance at the 

image of the Native in mainstream history and literature is called for at this juncture. 

The white man's traditional perception of the Indian has been as of a natural curiosity: 

at best a marginal survivor, at worst a misfit in the world of white society. This has 

caused much distress to the awakened conscience of the contemporary Native psyche. 

In the words of the Native writer Beth Brant, for centuries we have heard the words 

used to describe us- drunk Indian, dumb Indian, lazy Indian, ugly Indian, crazy 

Indian. What is even worse is that these messages and stereotypes have been largely 

proliferated through media, books, movies etc.' 26  

A glaring illustration of such grossly distorted portrayal in movies emerges in 

Maria Campbell's description of the film on Northwest rebellion in Halfbreed. 

Observing that, Riel and Dumont were our heroes', she goes on to comment how 

their misrepresentation affects the Native sensibility: 
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The movie was a comedy and it was awful: the halfbreeds were made 

to look like such fools that it made you wonder how they ever 

organized a rebellion. Gabriel Dumont looked filthy and gross. In one 

scene his suspenders broke and his pants fell down, and he went 

galloping away on a scabby horse in his long red underwear. Louis 

Biel was portrayed as a real lunatic who believed he was god, and his 

followers were real 'three stooges' types. Of course the NWMP and 

General Middleton did all the heroic things. (HB,p.111) 

Thus while much has been written/displayed about the aboriginal people, a 

valid image rarely emerges in the white portrayal of the Native. 

Interestingly, a dubious projection of the Indian is not confined only to 

documented history or to commercial arts or to market compulsions. Even in literature 

distorted projection of Natives has been present since the beginning of the arrival of 

whites. From Francis Brooke's novel; The History of Emily Montague and Susanna 

Moodie's Roughing it in the Bush to Richardson's Wacousta, just to mention a few 

celebrates accounts of white colonial enterprise, most have depicted indigenous 

people as savages, as a dying race, as the suffering victims with no hope of survival, 

or as subaltern creatures too eager to assimilate the ways of the white. 

During the colonial era, and to a great extent even later, the white mainstream 

views of the Natives were prejudiced being firmly rooted in the Eurocentric beliefs. A 

good example of this biased view can be found in the writings of Stephen Leacock, 

the mainstream writer, who was considered as one of the major writers and leading 

intellectuals of Canada. In his volume titled The Dawn of Canadian History, Leacock 

gives his views on Native culture a free rein. 
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He maintains that Canadian history began with the arrival of Europeans 

thereby erasing centuries of 'Indian' history. Before that time he opines that the 

continent was inhabited by a few Indians living in a state of primitive barbarism 

which negates with a single stroke of pen the culture of the Native tribes. He goes on 

to describe how, The Canadian continent was in truth, open vast silence broken only 

by the roar of waterfall or the cry of the beasts and birds of the forest. ' 27  

Obviously, like most of his contemporaries, Leacock ranked civilization in an 

ascending scale with modern industrial society on the top. He believed that the North 

American Indians did not even make it to the bottom of the scale. According to him 

they had none of the attributes of which characterized civilized people: they did not 

live in settlements; they knew nothing of metal or the wheel; they could not write; 

most of them did not practice any form of agriculture; they did not recognize the 

Christian God. 

White Canadians firmly believed in progress and progress demanded that the 

`inferior civilizations' of the Indians had to give way to superior white civilization. 

Progress had its price and the Indian was expected to pay it. The popular perception 

was that Indians seemed to serve no useful purpose in the modern world. They 

occupied the land of value to the settler-farmers. 

In the mental picture carried by the dominant whites, the Natives seemed to 

present a threat to the peaceful expansion of settlement. The white Canadians did not 

expect the Indians to 'adapt' to the modern worlds, the only hope for the Indian was 

to 'assimilate', to become white-like and cease to be Indian. Daniel Francis 

perceptively unfolds the ironical dilemma of the situation when he pithily observes, 

`Canadians prided themselves on the fact that they unlike their American neighbors, 

did not believe that "the only good Indian was a dead Indian'. 28  
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Further, he goes to concede that, 'true enough Canadians did not engage in 

the outright extermination of their native population. , 29 However, they endorsed the 

assimilation of the Indian, which in the long run meant the same thing. In this view of 

the world, 'the only good Indian were traditional Indians, who existed only in the 

past, and assimilated Indians, who were not Indians at all. Any other Indian 

vanished.' 30  

However, there is another end of this spectrum with contemporary mainstream 

white writers like George Ryga, Margaret Lawrence, Margaret Atwood, Gabrielle 

Roy, Ann Cameron, Lynn Andrews, Rudy Weibe etc, have spoken about the social 

realties of the Native as faithfully as possible. Rudy Weibe in his novel Temptations 

of Big Bear quotes, 'the Indian...must become our central, not our fringe figure, 

exotic, a bit mysterious perhaps, but mostly become the center of serious fiction as 

other small groups have.' 31  But this concern and sympathy notwithstanding, the 

Native writers do not take too well to what they probably see as a patronizing attitude 

and perhaps suspect as a subtle long-term de-powering strategy. 

Understandably, the Native writers disapprove of the appropriation of Native 

voices by non-Native writers, for they feel that however caring and insightful white 

writers may seem to be, they use Natives as symbols and force them to carry 'an 

intolerable burden of meaning, in order to advance their own personal politics'. 32  

The end result of this usurpation's as some Native writers maintain is a distortion of 

native spirituality and social reality. There are yet others who take umbrage at the 

preferential status of the non-native, who speak on behalf on the Native. As the 

firebrand feminist writer Beth Brant's caustic remark reveals, 'Indian experts are 

white men and women who presume to do the talking for us as if we are a dead 
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people. Poor dead Indian, with no one to speak on our behalf except for the liberal 

white man.' 33  

In fine, it can be safely surmised that the native writers strongly feel that 

literature about Native people by non-Native people is not 'Native literature' per se, 

for such literature softly kills with white metaphors and poetry and trivializes native 

gods. Lee Marcale regards the appropriation of the native voice as 'literary 

dishonesty', 'plagiarism ', and even 'cultural imperialism'. There is a deep seated 

resentment among the Native Canadian writers like Janice Accose and Louise Legare 

towards the paternalistic colonial policies that were initiated to civilize and 

christianize indigenous people; towards Residential Schools and missionaries, who 

supposedly conspired to remove gynocratic influence from the spiritual, political, 

economic and social realm of indigenous peoples lives. 

It is understandable to the non-Canadian, non-Native observer that this 

oscillating image of the Indian and the white man's perception of the Native was 

primarily because of the different cultural values. The Indians' or first nations 

peoples' understanding of the universe and the place of man in it was fundamentally 

different from that of the 'modern' western civilization. The Native philosophy of life 

is based on beauty, sacredness, harmony and balance. As per their worldview, the role 

of man is to be in tune with nature not to be seen as the very 'centre' of the Universe 

and in command over Nature as his divinely inherited legacy to be conquered, 

consumed or altered at will. 

This eco-friendly perspective of Native existence gets forcefully projected in 

all the four novels of this study. In fact, these novelists often create fictional 

characters —if real characters like Cheechum are not at hand- to emphasize how their 

worldview has always been eco-sensitive and their culture eco-friendly. Beatrice 
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Culleton creates the MacAdams, the white foster parents of her protagonist Cheryl, 

who are sympathetic to the Native way of life and respect their worldview. However, 

this illustration serves more as an exception than as the rule to show the general 

apathy, neglect and even hostility of the conservative whites to their brown/red 

counterparts. They are exemplified in De Rosiers who are April's foster parents. 

Examples of such negative attitude are there aplenty in the novels under study. One 

glaring example is of the priest in Halfbreed who is so prejudiced against the Natives 

that he does not permit the devout white woman who is Maria's mother to be buried 

as per the Christian rites of the Church to which she was so strongly attached. In 

Slash, there is reference to the agitating Indian protestors going to Arlington National 

Cemetery to pray for the War hero Ira Hayes who had been refused burial in a 

cemetery in Iowa because he was an Indian. 

In spite of such highly provocative cases of 'real life' racial discrimination and 

inhuman victimization elucidated earlier in this discussion, most of the novelists of 

this study have a moderately balanced approach to their narrative and themes, if one 

overlooks the anger of Lee Maracle. What George Ryga writes with regard to 

Armstrong's Slash is particularly noteworthy: 

It is a gently written novel dealing with a brutal theme. It is a story of 

colonialism in Canada and the rest of the continent. Colonialism over 

the aboriginal peoples, with its own special quality of cultural and 

physical deprivation and a legacy of racial genocide. It is a story of 

one personality attempting to find a way out of this living death by way 

of prison, spiritual confirmation and active political struggle. (Sl,p.9) 
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3.5. CONCLUSION: 

The importance of the novelistic witting of the Native authors is that they 

document that struggle of Natives within a history of resistance. They endeavor to 

break the romantic image of the 'imaginary Indian'. Agnes Grant remarks that 

through the strategies of dis/placement and centering of available subject positions the 

Native writers challenge the established canons of address and representations. 

Writers belonging to minority groups in Canada, regard the rewriting of 

history from this subject position as crucial to their own spiritual survival and that of 

their people. They have demonstrated that the loss of identity, which accompanied 

cultural imperialism, can be combated by refusing to forget their language, rituals and 

cultural practices. But above all, by refusing to be represented by the version of the 

`other', however dominant. 

A good many Native writers across Canada have been objecting to the 

appropriation of their stories by Canadian mainstream writers. In this regard, 

Maracle's quote of Viola Thomas is significant. She says, 'We have a voice, don't buy 

books about us, buy books by us.' 34  Almost as a vindication of the spirit of this 

statement, within a short period, the four novels under study have gained enough 

recognition and have been widely read by a heterogeneous audience. 

These literary works have presented to readers the other side of the history of 

the First Nations people, mainly the horrors inflicted on children, women and men as 

a result of being deprived of the basics for human survival and development. While, 

Lee Maracle's Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel and Jeanette Armstrong's Slash created 

between them a strong awareness of the Native questions and the discrimination 
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against them, Campbell's autobiography Halfbreed and Culleton's novel In Search of 

April Raintree are two key works that have contributed to raise consciousness about 

the Metis and their problems. The importance of these works lies in their capacity to 

question and upset stereotypes. According to Kateri Damn, 'They question, blur and 

displace fixed delineation's of genre, culture, race and assert their own space. They 

show how the 'social problems' plaguing native peoples in Canada are caused by 

aggressive, oppressive and violent social, political and government systems which 

reflect embedded notions of imperialism, colonization and assimilation.' 35  

Jeannette Armstrong in her 'Foreword' to Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel states that 

the, 'documentation, together with the telling of the native sojourn through the 

quagmire of Canada's colonialist past is an extremely important human document to 

Canadian literature.' (BL,p. 15) Maracle talks about her involvement with militant 

Marxist groups that wanted radical changes in the society. How the Iroquois 

Confederacy had gone to the World Court to protest against their people being drafted 

and sent to Vietnam against their will. Maracle mentions Red Power advocates Larry 

Seymour and Duke Redbird and Harold Cardinal. Unlike the other three writers, 

Maracle's anger and bitterness is evident in the book as is her hatred of white 

chauvinism and appropriation of the Native rights. 

The visible objective of the four writers under study, seems to be mainly of 

historical narration, actually re-narration of the Native past and present, so as to 

reconstruct historical reality within the narrative frame of contemporary life. This has 

been done in two ways; one is the adherence to facts and events as they really were; 

and second is, substituting 'make belief , 'invent context', when they cannot be 

reproduced. 
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All the authors use fiction to some extent. The reason for this may be that the 

reconstruction of social reality in literature poses problems. One problem is of 

representation of facts faithfully and in an acceptable manner to all; and the other is of 

meeting the challenge of accountability, propriety and copyright issues. The technique 

of fictionalizing history helps to tide over these difficulties. Thus the Native writers 

under study have skillfully used the medium of fiction, while retrieving and 

reconstructing Native history, giving evidence of a strategic use of history-fiction 

interface within their literary oeuvre. 

Renee Hulan quotes Homi Bhabha's observation that 'the first nations can 

articulate and develop strategies that don't threaten the dominant culture and tell 

them in a way that the settler society does not recognize them. Some writers achieve 

this through comedy and parody and some through the use of fiction while 

documenting historical events.' 36  The authors under study adhere to this authorial 

option; but only to the extent of developing a strategic approach — not to the extent of 

making them 'not recognizable' to the settler society. 
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CHAPTER IV 

AUTOBIOGRAPHY AS GENRE AND STRATEGY IN 

NATIVE WRITING: A CRITICAL STUDY OF 

THE SELECTED AUTHORS. 

4.1. INTRODUCTION: 

In the course of the present study of the four selected authors, an immensely 

interesting feature of their work has been observed. All of them show a clear 

propensity for the autobiographical narratives. As a matter of fact, the genre of 

autobiography seems to hold a prominent place and get preferential treatment in the 

contemporary Canadian Native Literature in general and in Women's writings in 

particular. Apart from the four writers chosen for study, authors like Leslie Marmon 

Silko, Paula Gunn Allen, Louise Erdrich, Anna Lee Walters, Ruby Slipperjack, Linda 

Hogan, Velma Wallis, just to name a few, have written noteworthy autobiographies. 

It is thus interesting to see how the genre of autobiography has appealed to the 

creative imagination and the literary intent of the four native writers related to this 

discussion. The questions that become relevant in this context are: whether the 

European generic manifestation of autobiography has influenced the Native writers' 

use of the form; or whether, the affinity of autobiography to the subjective mode of 
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`auto narration' prevalent in their ancient oral tradition has encouraged them to re-use 

it in a more resourceful manner; whether it is the creative fusion of the inventive 

and descriptive aspects of the form that manifest in their writing; or whether an 

altogether different permutation of the genre is the visible agent of influence on their 

work. 

In the case of Jeanette Armstrong's Slash and Beatrice Culleton's In Search Of 

April Raintree, the narrative is apparently 'fictional', yet it is in the form of the 

protagonist's autobiography and claims a fair degree of historical veracity of context 

as shown in the earlier Chapter. In the case of Maria Campbell's Halfbreed and Lee 

Maracle's Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel, the narrative is 'recognizably' an autobiography 

and is largely based on factual details. However, the use of the element of imagination 

cannot be ruled out in any of the above cases for reasons that will become apparent in 

the course of this discussion. But before that, a brief look at the generic aspects of 

autobiography will be in order. 

4.2. AUTOBIOGRAPHY AS A GENRE: 

Since the works in question are novels, it may seem possible at a superficial 

glance to group them all under a largely accommodative cul-de-sac of 

`autobiographical fiction'. But that may not be as simple as it appears, for the obvious 

reason that two of these novels are 'real life stories', and the other two are 'fictions'. 

According to M. H. Abrams, fiction is any literary narrative, whether in prose or 

verse, which is invented instead of being an account of events that in fact happened.' 
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This does not make Slash and In Search April Raintree solely works of fiction, if the 

argument in the previous Chapter is any indication. 

On the other hand, the very basic criterion for an 'autobiography' is that the 

author of the life story must be the subject of the story. The Universal Dictionary 

defines autobiography as, 'the written story of one's own life.' 2  Interestingly, this 

definition squarely includes Halfbreed and Bobbi Lee : Indian Rebel in the category 

of autobiography since both these works are directly the stories of their respective 

authors' own lives. However, that definition does not exclude the other two works 

from the category because these works are also 'indirectly', or perhaps by 

`implication', the stories of their respective authors' lives. In this sense they adhere to 

another definition of autobiography 'as a biography written by the subject about 

himself or herself:' 3  For example, Beatrice Culleton explaining of how and when In 

Search of April Raintree was written has confessed that it grew directly out of her 

own intimate personal experiences. She has said, 

I had two sisters and a brother. Both my sisters committed suicide at 

different time, and I just decided I was going to write a book after the 

second one. And what I would use in the book was what affected our 

lives. And part of that was being raised in foster homes, because of the 

alcoholism of my parents. 4  

The second suicide in her family occurred in 1980 and the first version of the 

novel was published in 1983. 

A close scrutiny of the novel reveals that there are two female protagonists --

Cheryl and April. But the novelist has identified with the persona of April although in 
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real life there may not be one to one identification with the events and characters in 

the novel. However, there is an affinity between the author's mindset and that of 

April, as there is between the stand that she takes about Native issues. There is thus 

reason to suggest that she could be seen as almost an alter ego of the novelist. Thus, it 

can also be maintained that she has written about herself and her life in making the 

fictional persona of April narrate her own 'biography'. 

The case of Jeanette Armstrong is not very different, although not identical to 

Beatrice Culleton. The protagonist of Slash is a young male Native who is eventually 

drawn into the AIM. While Jeanette Armstrong herself was not directly a part of the 

movement she was deeply involved with the events of her age. She was also greatly 

concerned that these events should be as accurately as possible be conveyed to the 

younger generation of Natives. With this objective, she creates a role model for the 

youth in the fictional persona of Slash, who is intended as a representative figure for 

all Natives. In this sense, Slash is a symbolic extension of her own ideals and 

commitment. Moreover, being a fictional story intended as history, based on real 

events of their time, it is by implication also a story of her lifetime --like that of her 

contemporaries. 

From the above analysis, it can be seen that these women writers prefer to 

write 'autobiographically' probably to authenticate their experiences or observations 

about the contemporary situation. In fact, when they can't write a real life 

autobiography, they tend to use the autobiographical mode concealed in the garb of 

the fiction to speak through the persona of their protagonists, that seem to broadly 

function as their alter egos. If this hypothesis is to be accepted and verified, the term 

`autobiography' has to be reasonably accommodative as a genre as well as a concept. 
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This aspect of the term thus needs to be analyzed carefully before any conclusive 

evidence about the novelists and the novels in questions is established. 

Comprising the three terms, 'auto', `bio' and `graphy% the word 

`autobiography' literally means, 'story of one's own life'. The dictionary defines it as 

`the account of a person's life written by himself.' 5  The traditional view of such a life 

story, or of an account of one self, is that it is about something that has really 

happened in the course of one's life. Further that the story itself, is an attempt to 

capture or represent this in a faithful manner. However, the very notion of a 'story' 

and the 'way' of telling it 'captivatingly' presupposes some element of imagination. 

This, in turn, entails the likelihood of some element of fiction getting into the life-

story as well. 

Moreover, even if the story is of one's own life, it is to be told by 

`recapitulating' the past and so it tends to rely as much on record or documentation as 

on memory. Again, this recorded and/or recollected story is narrated by the subject 

himself/herself. Thus there is no denying that along with the factual adherence natural 

to documentation, some degree of subjectivity of viewpoint or of interpretation, or 

even a change in perspective due to shift in time/context may also find place in such a 

story. 

For instance, Culleton notes that the effect of growing up in urban Canada was 

a lot of pressure to assimilate and forget your heritage. We see this trait in April. She 

totally wants to forget who she is and tries her best to assimilate into the mainstream 

society. At an early age April decides to reject her Metis heritage, when she resolves, 

`...I could pass of ffor a pure white person. I could say I was part French and part 

Irish. If I had to I could even change the spelling of my name to Raintry, that could 

pass for Irish...I would live just like a real white person.' (AR,p.49) This is parallel 
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to the way in which the author herself had reportedly lived earlier in a way 'kind of 

blind, with my head in the sand'. 6  In the cathartic process of writing the story of April 

and Cheryl, the novelist embarks on a quest of her own identity due to a recent change 

in her perspective about Native reality. 

In the same way, Jeanette Armstrong writes the story of Slash to uncover the 

buried history of the Natives and uphold the glory and dignity of their struggle with a 

distinctly different and authentic interpretation of these issues from those that must 

have been prevalent in the dominant discourse. It must be noted here that Campbell's 

comment in a letter to Culleton sums up the essence of a Native view of the 

autobiography. It is committed to underscore the sterling importance to Native 

experience and refuses to accept any alternative to the Natives' voicing of their own 

agony and anguish. Campbell writes, 

...you have written an important story, one that should be read by all 

Canadians, Indians and White. In the past few years there has been 

much controversy regarding native children and the question of foster 

homes and adoption. Reems of papers and reports have been written. 

How many of those papers were written by people who have lived 

through such an experience? (AR, p.viii) 

Thus the authorial approach in the works under study can be reasonably 

determined on the basis of a Native author's apparent propensity in her autobiography 

to prioritize factual representation albeit in the garb of fiction over a subjective but 

faithful representation of reality and vice versa. This criteria can be gainfully applied 

to the four novels under study, after the critical position on this matter is duly 

examined. 
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4.3.1. CRITICAL VIEW OF AUTOBIOGRAPHY: 

M. H. Abrams who has defined autobiography, has also distinguished the 

genre from two other self-narrating, subjective genres, namely memoirs and diary. 

Autobiographies are similar to memoirs in that they are usually organized along a 

chronological time line and include a lot of information. However, they differ from 

the memoir in that the latter emphasizes not the author's developing self but the 

people and events that the author has known and witnessed. All the four novels under 

study unfold the narrator's developing self. Diary is a day to day record of events in a 

person's life written for personal use or pleasure with little thought of publication. 

None of the novels to be discussed are of this nature. But one thing is to be noted: all 

the genres relate to documentation of facts but may be infused with some imaginative 

outpouring as well. 

4.3.2. VIEW OF GEORGE WOODCOCK: 

Almost echoing these perceptions, but without any thought for memoirs or 

dairy, George Woodcock observes that autobiography inhabits a borderline between 

documentary and fiction. While these twin aspects can make an autobiography at once 

reliable as a record and readable as a story, the genre is primarily creative. 7  As such, 

notwithstanding the objective and analytical slant of an autobiography, it is influenced 

like other subjective creative genres by the creative process, the authorial intention, 

author's view of individuals and achievements, his/her understanding of major events 

and upheavals that merit a mention in the narrative and above all the authorial vision. 
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Thus these aspects are the important criteria for determining the salience of an 

autobiography as a genre as well as a work of creative art. While in Armstrong's 

Slash and Culleton's In Search of April Raintree, the protagonists are not real life 

characters, they are clearly intended as representative characters within an identifiable 

milieu. As such, their respective 'auto-narratives' capture the events, individuals and 

the times in a recognizable fictional reconstruct. 

On the other hand, Campbell's Maria in Halfbreed and Maracle's Bobbie Lee: 

Indian Rebel are the author's themselves, driven by their own dreams and frustrations, 

joys and sorrows the oppressing poverty, the frustrations and the dreams.' (HB,p.2) 

Yet, all the novels focus primarily on exposing the readers to the essential reality of 

the Native existence. Some like Armstrong do it to inspire the Natives, others like 

Campbell do it to provide the non-Natives a perspective on the Native condition. She 

has proclaimed 'I write this for all of you what it is like to be a Halfbreed woman in 

our country'. (HB,p.2) 

As such, juggling these dual purposes, autobiography approaches documentary 

in its content and fiction in its form. Hence, by its very basic nature --the act of a 

person telling of his or her life-- autobiography can be divided into two streams: the 

descriptive craft and the inventive art. As Woodcock perceptively observes: 

The majority of people who write their lives are inspired by no more 

than the thought that they have lived in ways that should be interesting 

to other people, and in their case autobiography is a descriptive craft 

rather than an inventive art. But the autobiography that can be 

regarded as a work of literature is something quite different. 8  [Emphasis 

mine] 

110 



The noteworthy feature of the novels under study is that none of their writer 

seem to write because they believe that their lives should be interesting to others. 

Far from this, their professed intentions are radically removed from such 

apparently 'elitist notions'; they write to create an awareness in their people in their 

own past history and faith in their present struggle. They also write in order that the 

`other' readers develop an 'understanding' approach towards their cause and realize 

the legitimacy of the Native struggle. In fact, the sheer pain, anger, anguish on the 

one hand and the simple joy of remembering, reassuring and retrieving their lost 

world overcome their craft and place the imprint of unselfconscious art on their work. 

That is how in their work the form subsumes the content. 

Woodcock remarks that in an autobiography we really have two processes at 

work; the undeliberate action of the involuntary memory which in its own good time 

offers those aspects of the processed past it chooses to release to the stimuli that the 

present offers; and the deliberate shaping activity of the autobiographer. In his view, 

the artistic purpose of autobiography is, 'clearly the same as that of fiction or drama: 

to create out of the raw material of existence an imaginative, if not necessarily an 

inventive, construct, a new self-consistent world of the mind in which the reader can 

find not only the protagonist but also, in some way himself. ' I°  In other words, the 

aesthetic dimension overtakes the aspect of what 'is' to be narrated. This doesn't 

mean that the facts within the narrative are undermined, diluted or altered. But that 

they are recast in a more appealing, at times fictive mode. This can be seen in the case 

of the writers under study. 
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4.3.3. VIEW OF GEORGE LANDOW: 

There is yet another critical approach to autobiography. It is best exemplified 

in the view of George Landow. He opines, 'One approaches the subject of 

autobiography in two different ways.... The first conceives of autobiography as a 

genre or mode, while the second accepts that all self-expression or self-representation 

is autobiograph '" y.  

The first of the two approaches cited above refers to the formal aspect of the 

literary work. As per this criteria, only two novels viz. Campbell's Halfbreed and 

Maracles Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel straight away qualify as autobiographies being 

real life auto-narratives of their authors. However, the other two viz. Culleton's In 

search of April Raintree and Armstrong's Slash-- although fictional narratives -- can 

be considered as auto-narratives since authorship is not specified in the criterion; as 

maintained earlier in this discussion, the indirect auto-narrative should also qualify as 

an autobiography of sorts. 

The second approach exemplifies the persona of the author as the protagonist. 

In such a work one can incorporate facts, dreams, imagination of self which might not 

be factually true, but true emotionally. It captures one's life through personal 

experiences, told in a story that is written so that the world can achieve a deeper 

understanding of how the individual lived and what he/she found important in life. 

Each of the novels under study clearly meet this criterion. But of them all, In Search 

of April Raintree is a marvelous example of work being emotionally true while 

revealing communitarian factual truth through the facade of fiction. 

Any Native woman can easily identify with the split-persona of the native 

woman portrayed through the character of April. The novelist succeeds greatly in 
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exposing the 'cultural maneuvering' of the natives through her narrative. The same 

thing cannot be said of Slash to an equal extent. The male protagonist can and does 

exemplify the emotional world of a Native, but not necessarily of a woman and that of 

a Native woman. Yet, the amazing credibility with which the male character is created 

is admirable in the reckoning of the author's caliber for fiction. 

4.3.4. VIEWS ON CLASSIFICATION OF AUTOBIOGRAPHIES: 

In the process of critically examining the works in question, some interesting 

views of the term autobiography can be also derived from the classification of 

autobiographies made by different critics. Apart from those already discussed, 

anthropologist David G. Mandlebaum classifies autobiographies on the basis of the 

focus of their objectives as literary works--on individual or social requirements. He 

distinguishes 'life-passage studies' from 'life-history studies'. He says, 

Life-passage studies emphasize the requirements of society, showing 

the requirements of society, showing how the people of a group 

socialize and enculturate their young in order to make them into viable 

members of society. Life-histories, however, emphasizes the 

experiences and requirements of the individual- how the person copes 

with society rather than how the society copes with the stream of 

individuals. 12  

Gainfully applying this criterion to the work of American Indian women, 

Gretchen Batallie and Kathleen Mullen Sands make some useful observations. 

According to them, 'the life passage stories' bring out the similarities in a culture but 
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do not concern themselves with the individual's choices and the relationship of those 

decisions to the larger culture or to cultural change. 'Life histories' stress the 

individual's relationship to the culture, to political movements, and to the significance 

of personal decisions in life. They also note that autobiographies in which there is no 

recorder-editor are far more reflective of the life-history category, for there is not an 

outsider shaping the story to reflect preconceived notions of cultural expectations. I3  

There is absolutely no doubt that all the novels under study are closer to the 

sub-genre of life histories rather than the life passages, because in all of them without 

exception the issue of individual's choices and the relationship of those choices to 

larger exigent issues-whether socio-cultural or political-- is especially highlighted. 

Thus we see in Halfbreed the unfortunate but far reaching impact of Maria's 

choice of marrying a drunkard to save her family from disintegration and her siblings 

from being sent to foster homes, which eventually leads to their collective and 

individual ruin. Likewise, the courageous choices made at the end of the two novels 

In Search of April Braintree and Slash by April and Slash-both broken by personal 

tragedies and loss- to bring up her niece and his son respectively is a positive 

contribution to the cause of the Natives; it also shows how Native youths are broken 

but have to rise up from the ashes. 

In Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel the choice made by Maracle to shift from her 

earlier hateful and embittered view of the white-domination and to concede that there 

are a few whites who are sympathetic towards the Natives is bound to enhance the 

relationship of the two groups in the long run considering the wide readership that the 

book is likely to influence. 

But most of all the far reaching individual choices in the four novels 

particularly relate to their author/protagonists' decisions to rise from the mire of 

114 



drink-drug-dole or prostitution and go back to live and tell of their experiences boldly 

and candidly. And that in order to awaken their people, caution them of fall, inspire 

them to rise and live again. Hence their personal story is never private. It is always 

linked to the larger societal reality. 

In the 'Foreword' of Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel, Jeanette Armstrong writes, 

In the movement of Bobbie Lee, what unfolds is the story of many 

natives of those times. There were real conditions which shaped the 

people like Lee. The harsh realties of the day. Seen through the mix of 

native and non-native values and customs jammed together for 

survival purposes a clear portrayal of the chaos created from the 

external into various lives. (BL,p.15) 

Beth Brant uses the term 'Recover Writing' to denote this writing. It helps 

them to, 'Recover from substance abuse, as well as racism, sexism and homophobia 

being hooked on to the substance that deadens the pain of being native in the 20 th 

 century. Highly charged with anger, this recovery, [this] writing is at the same time, 

gentle with knowing how difficult the path towards the Good Red Road.' 14  

Speaking in the context of the allied genres of autobiography and biography, 

Agnes Grant opines that the authenticity of both is enhanced by careful descriptions 

of physical surroundings, descriptions of how people look, act and feel and a careful 

rendering of their speech. The writer has to be objective; that is personal opinion must 

not interfere with the accuracy of the book. The characters must be represented as real 

people with faults as well as virtues. The novelist under study attempt to do so in their 

own way. 
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According to Jodi Lundgreen, 'Campbell counters the derogatory stereotypes 

associated with the word "half-breed" in the dominant discourse'. 15  Campbell 

demonstrates that the Metis are a unique group distinct from white Canadians, and 

"completely different from their Indian relatives'. (HB,p.26). There are many such 

instances where Campbell presents the Metis culture to the reader. 'Half-breed are 

superstitious people. They believe in ghosts, spirits and any other kind of spook' 

(HB,p.35) 'At funerals half-breeds grieve, but in a different way. The women cry, but 

accept death, meeting it with great strength and keeping their grief inside, as they do 

with many other things'. (HB,p.67). 

As important as the positive images of the Metis that Campbell offers is the 

fact that she defines the term "halfbreed' in a way that it emphasizes ethnicity over 

race. It may be that, 'Halfbreeds are noisy, boisterous and gay' (HB,p.111) but then, 

`No one can play the fiddle and guitar like a halfbreed. They can make these 

instruments come alive- laugh, cry and shout.' (HB,p.115). 

In the context of Agnes Gant's criteria of accuracy, Maracle's reply --in a 

questionnaire sent to her--to a query whether Bobbie Lee is a factual documentation or 

not is emblematic of the attitude of the Native writers to accuracy of facts and details. 

Saying that there is no 'embellishment' in the text, she goes on to add that , 'my 

culture doesn't permit me to embellish truth or exaggerate facts. I may soften the 

language or omit painful facts.' 16  In fact, Maracle's chapters titled 'Turbulent 

Childhood', 'Early Rebellion', 'With California Farm Workers', 'Problem at Home, 

`Hippie Lifestyle 1967', `Harassed',- 'Confronting White Chauvinism', indicate these 

aspects of her matter-of-fact narrative but also of the intense feelings of outrage and 

hostility against the mainstream culture. 
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In like vein, what Culleton says about April's character should be a clue to the 

characterization in these native works because she refers to a fictional character based 

on her own view of life to a large extent. Culleton says that while she was growing up 

as a child she was very aware of the racist or patronizing attitude of people. This 

made some people anti-white or hate-whites. She continues, 'April's way and my way 

was to look down on natives and not want to do anything•with them.' 17  With regard to 

rendering of the speech of the characters, the writers have used wherever possible the 

linguistic variations of the Indian Natives. Campbell uses the patois of the Metis as 

also Cree. In like way, Slash uses his Indian dialect more effectively than standard 

English. In Maracle the linguistic mode of authorial narration has a distinct flavor of 

her attitude and resistance. 

In Campbell's personal history the descriptions of Metis social customs, 

traditional role assignments of men and women, and the differences between Indians 

and Metis is highlighted with objectivity. She defines the ethnic distinction of being 

without landed inheritance between the Metis and the Indians unselfconsciously as, 

`we were always the poor relatives, the `aw-pee-tow-koosons' (half-people). They 

laughed and scorned us. They had land and security, we had nothing.' (HB, p.25). 

George Misch, one of the first theoretician of the genre, sees the 

autobiography in qualitative terms as well. He stipulates that, 'A good autobiography 

in addition to being an account of one's personal life, should be a record of the 

collective life of a particular people, at a particular point in the history of the 

nation' . 18  This pointed criterion can easily play a decisive role in assessing the worth 

of autobiographies under study. As personal as well as social expressions of their 

times, they are valuable records of Native life at various points in the history of their 

nation. 
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This common feature indicates that it is not a co-incidence. It means that the 

novelists had specific authorial motives in doing so. Undoubtedly, the common 

motive of the novelists in such cases is of subverting the hierarchy of the dominant 

culture and reinstating the Native culture in its rightful place. The autobiographical 

mode being authentic, intimate, subjective and rooted in spatiotemporal context is 

used by them as the effective strategy towards that end . 

In the case of the present autobiographers--like their contemporaries--one also 

finds that, the need to tell their personal stories arises from the writers' need to 

`correctly' represent the distinct way of life of a subdued and suppressed culture or 

community, which hitherto had been either relegated to oblivion or overlooked in 

terms of appropriate documentation. Worse still, it has been misrepresented over the 

ages by the dominant/mainstream culture/s either in the light of prevalent cultural 

impositions or with the use of widely circulated cultural distortions. 

4.4.1. AUTOBIOGRAPHY AS THE STRATEGY: 

In other words, authors often use autobiography as the strategy for resisting 

and possibly for reverting the cultural discrimination and the inherent 'cultural 

management of their marginalized culture by the arbiters of dominant cultural groups. 

It is relevant to discuss this aspect of autobiography. 

It cannot be denied that such a strategy is fuelled by the need to subvert the 

subtle maneuver of assimilation by exposing its threats and pitfalls for the Natives. 

Thus, through their autobiographical writings most of these writers seek to confront, 

contest and counter the very instruments of willy-nilly cultural colonization, that in 
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their view have been causing long-term damage Native interests by extending and 

perpetuating the designs of the historical and geographical colonization of their land. 

To understand the motives of the autobiographers and their achievements, it is 

necessary to realize the potential threat to Native interests contained in the colonialist 

agenda of the mainstream vested interests and their Native stooges. The writers' 

modus operandi is to use within the crux of interesting private stories or fiction, the 

kernel of factual data —pertaining to loss of privilege, discrimination, victimization, 

cultural denudation. 

It must be remembered that in the Canadian context, cultural discrimination 

assumes different forms of ethnic suppression by way of: the eviction of natives from 

their ancestral land causing loss of means of subsistence; payment of unemployment 

compensation leading to drinking and drug taking; shifting the children of such 

drunken and neglectful parents to foster homes; denial of the privilege to grow up in 

one's familial environment under the provision of foster homes; the deprivation of 

education -and so of culture- in the Native language through the concept of residential 

schools; allied restrictions and or biases with regard to modes of prayer, socializing 

or even extreme socio-political segregation. 

The impact of such overt and covert stipulations born of Western capitalistic 

values has been awesome on the staggering Native culture. Describing it as 'garbage' 

and as "tons of junk mail' Lee Maracle goes on to confess how she was 'paralyzed 

by the huge amount of garbage collected for some twenty five years' and how , 

`whatever memories she had of the old Indians that helped bring me up, teach me, 

under a ton ofjunk mail '. I9  

These aspects of 'cultural management' form the main basis of context and 

subject matter of these Native autobiographies or 'autobiographical narratives'. One 
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such case in point is of Culleton who, was devastated and distraught by her family's 

predicament and the experiences in foster homes was driven to find out 'why are my 

family members alcoholics? And why do we have so many problems? 20  In fact, the 

this need to find out made her plan her fiction in such a way that it could not only 

absorb her life's reality but offer insight into the predicament of the Natives. Her 

`construct' of April was intentional: `...I had to build her in when she was very 

young and let her see what she could bee. And, then for the rest of the story she goes 

through what she does. And then, at the end she comes full circle. So in a way I felt 

that way too' 21  This growth is very symbolic and significant for the Natives: April is 

culturally uprooted, turn away from her Nativeness and then discovers herself through 

a lot of tragedy and trauma. 

Down the ages, while attempts at 'cultural management', to a lesser or a 

greater degree, have been common in all cross-cultural encounters across the world, 

its occurrence rate has been perceivably higher in the white dominated marginalized 

cultures such as the Black or the Canadian Native culture. There is room to argue thus 

because of documentary and allied literary evidence available for scrutiny by the 

posterity. Interestingly, much of this has been left to posterity by the colonizer's own 

pen. This has resulted from the fact that the fondness of the former to document 

history had been as high as the propensity of the contemporary white mainstream 

writings to sideline or subvert the 'marginal cultural reality of native life and lore. 

Naturally, the writers from the affected cultures have used the mode of 

autobiography, not so much to tell their story, as to undo the damage done to their 

people and culture. The comments of Black woman writer Maya Angelou about her 

own autobiography 'I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings', is very pertinent to this 

discussion. Describing herself as a symbolic character for every black girl growing up 
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in America, she confesses that in writing her autobiography, 'I wasn't thinking so 

much about my own' life or identity. I was thinking about a particular time in which I 

lived and the influences of that time on a number of people . . . .1 used . . . myself—as 

a focus to show how one person can make it through those times.' 22  during an 

interview published in Black Women Writers at Work. 

Maya Angelou also mentions that when she talks with young black women 

who have read her autobiographical novels, she feels that her work is not in vain and 

that she can never die. This applies to the Canadian Native women writers just as 

well. In the words of Maya Dutt 'the act of writing enables the author to explore her 

past for evidence of her authentic self and in doing so, she helps other indigenous 

women to effect similar reclamation and re-connection of their selves.' 23  

4.4.2. ALLIED MOTIVES BEHIND SUBVERSIVE 

AUTOBIOGRAPHIES: 

The individual writing the autobiography is telling the story of his/her life 

through different writing stances with a wide array of topics and feelings. These 

authorial stances can function in multiple ways, depending upon the authorial motives 

behind them. They can be intended as therapy for healing of individual and 

community; as education in history and culture for the young; as a creative expression 

of marginal ethos; as a weapon in the struggle of the Natives; as an eye-opener for 

the unconcerned/misinformed mainstream. A similar idea is expressed by Campbell in 

her letter to Culleton regarding In Search of April Raintree, where she says, ...It is a 

powerful story because, with gentleness, it deals with the sickness in our society and 

our people. It is the kind of writing that will begin the healing of our people and help 
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a dominant society understand and feel the lives of a people it almost 

destroyed'(AR,p.viii) 

In a like manner, Armstrong commends Maracles' novel, Bobbie Lee: Indian 

Rebel, as a timely weapon of resistance. She says, 'This book is spoken at a time when 

writing was not considered a "useful" endeavor in the on-going struggles of our 

peoples.' (BL, Foreword) 

This type of writing has to be considered a weapon because it can overturn the 

undesirable and stereotypical effect of prevalent discourse. Many of the popular 

mainstream writings subtly propagate seemingly harmless generalizations about a 

people and their 'supposed' way of life based on superficial observations and biased 

surmises. These arbitrary generalizations help create undesirable socio-ethical 

classification and tend to justify socio-political stratification of people; they also 

disseminate pseudo-representative symbols such as Manichean stereotypes hurtful to 

the native self-esteem; they propagate preconceived notions of ethico-religious 

standards of a given culture that can destroy the very essence of a culture and the self-

belief of its people. 

All these, in turn, lead to prejudicial attitudes percolating into social 

intercourse within a cross-cultural group. Native narratives such as those under study 

help dispel the false notions perpetrated by the misrepresentative writing. Maria 

Campbell's Halfbreed has been especially commended by critics for overturning the 

stereotype and converting it into the very emblem of Metis identity. 

There is no denying that writing their personal stories has proved to be a 

cathartic experience, for many of the Native women writers. As one of the first 

indigenous women daring to break the silence by writing, Campbell's autobiography 

is significant because it became a literary mile stone and the protagonist a role model 
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for Native women to achieve wholeness and connectedness. The author looks within 

to confront seemingly insurmountable problems and eventually comes to see their 

relationship with the larger reality outside the self. This is the case with Halfbreed 

which was written as an attempt to deal with her anger, frustration, loneliness and the 

pressure to return to a life of drugs and prostitution. As Maria confesses in her book: 

I had no money, and I was on the verge of being kicked out of 

my house, had no food, and I decided to go back out in the street and 

work I went out one night and sat in a bit. And I just couldn't, because 

I knew i f I went back to that, I'd be back on drugs again...I started 

writing a letter [to myself], because I had to have somebody to talk to, 

and there was nobody to talk to. And that is how I wrote 

Halfbreed.... [HB, p.41] 

Maria in an interview with Konrad Gross also has emphasized her need for 

communicating as a basis for eventually writing the autobiography. She says that she 

always carried paper in her bag. A friend who read her writing encouraged her to 

publish. 

4.5. CONCLUSION: 

In the light of above discussion, it is possible to surmise that the 

autobiographical writings of the Canadian Native women writers under study, as of 

their other Native brethren, stem from twin motives: an undeniable urge for self-

assertion leading to self-expression and so the eagerness 'to tell their life-story'; 'but 

more importantly, to fill in the lacunae in their cultural and social life by 
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imaginatively re-constructing that fast- fading space into the native mindscape.' 24  

This is the only way by which they can subvert the 'version' of the dominant vested 

interests who would like to perpetuate a marginal view of the native life and culture or 

to erase that culture with the expansionist agenda of 'assimilation'. Through their 

auto-narratives they symbolically try to open the door of familiarity to the potential 

readers who have been looking at the Indian Native through a `study window' of the 

mainstream perspective. 

A Native autobiographer such as Maracle, remembers and narrates her life 

story in order to explore and come to terms with the roots of oppression and her 

experience with it. Culleton writes to come to terms with the harsh dilemma of being 

Native and to expose the frustrations of being left with no real choices either to 

assimilate or even to perish. In Slash Armstrong writes to create the image of a strong 

Native man but more so to recapture for the young their unending cultural odyssey of 

subjugation, victimization, trials, betrayals, surrenders and some conquests 

recapitulated through the history-based life-story of a 'Slash'. 

In Halfbreed Campbell was trying to recover the uniqueness and the 

degeneration, the shame and the pride of being a Metis. Agnes Grant observes that 'it 

is evident that Campbell is not writing for other Metis; she is preoccupied with telling 

"non-Natives" what it is like to be a halfbreed.' 25  This is in fact what all the novelists 

of this study propose to do: they all represent a distinct worldview of their own. 

In other words, the native autobiographies endeavor to set the record straight 

by 'correcting' wherever possible the distortions and misrepresentations of their 

ethnic, Native weltanschauung. As such it is possible to contend that autobiography is 

as much as genre in their hands as it is a strategy in their, 'mission' of writing stories 

of their life for their people. 
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Most of the Native writers seem to succeed in this great 'self-imposed' mission 

by painstakingly re-building from personal memory, individual and/or public record 

of events and from the observation of the relics of the 'nearly erased' Native past so 

as to center and throw into relief the de-centered contours of a white-dominated 

Native present. As Linda Walley perceptively remarks, 'for autobiographers who 

belong to marginalized groups ... who by definition do not enjoy social power, the act 

of remembering and inscribing their individual past lives might function as a way of 

affirming cultural survival and facilitating political self-determination.'26  

The non-availability or the absence of Native texts has been seen as a vast 

cultural void and an immense incentive to the burgeoning tribe of Native writers to re-

create it. Probably speaking for a majority of Native writers, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn has 

expressed regret that during her formative years she could read everything from Sears 

catalogue to Faust, but she was never able to read anything Native. She not only 

resents this 'deprivation' but acknowledges that the 'anger' experienced by it started 

her on to writing. This was the 'predicament' of other Native writers as well. 

The need to articulate this 'exclusive predicament' was as demanding as the 

irrepressible urge of the Native woman writer 'doubly' suppressed for generations to 

find self-expression. Autobiography has been the natural as well as the prudent choice 

of the women writers to meet these two-fold challenges. It provided the means and the 

scope to bring suppressed 'reality' to the fore and, more importantly, it provided the 

subject matter. As Patricia A Monture 0 Kanee says, 'All that we can experience and 

share is ourselves. We can only experience the world through the prism of self.' 27  And 

finally, the form of auto-narrative permits the play of imagination to weave fact into 

fiction such that while you describe the former you invent the latter without 

compromising on the reliability of the former and the readability of the latter. It is 
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thus that Campbell, Culleton, Armstrong and Maracle tell us the story of being Native 

in Canada. 

Since a sizeable number of Canadian Native writers are women who write 

mainly for correctly representing themselves and their culture, the effectiveness of 

this form becomes evident. It is rooted in their own experience and is hence reliable 

raw material; it permits remembering and documenting which is what the Native 

situation needs; it is a generic mode that is inherently subjective and so makes room 

for comments, exclamations, outpouring of soul and freedom of view point. As 

custodians of oral culture 

These women writers are especially at an advantage. The oral narrative style 

of intimate interaction with the readers, the lack of a need for background detail, little 

description of emotions, understatement, metaphorical expression and imperfect 

English may all be found in the autobiographies of the Native [women] writers. They 

often show a strong sense of community and the subject's attachment to a specific 

"home" location. Community rituals, ceremonies and customs are lovingly recalled 

and described. The uniqueness of the lifestyle is portrayed by the language the writer 

uses and the content that has been selected. 

Bolstered with these advantages, these writers use autobiography as an 

effective strategy to combat and counter the two-fold tools of cultural 

misrepresentation, namely, politico-cultural impositions and cultural distortions used 

by the dominant literature and historical discourse. Such a strategy of subversion is 

evident in the autobiographer's professed purpose in writing and expressed views, 

while it is implicit in their work. 

****** * ****** 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

5.1. INTRODUCTION: 

As this study steers to a close, both the privilege and the challenge of working 

on the topic 'Canadian Native Narratives: A Study of Four Women Novelists' 

become apparent. This research work has been a privilege because, apart from the 

study of the selected texts, it also involved the understanding of a larger domain of 

work, namely Canadian Native Literature. This body of work has had scanter critical 

attention, within and outside Canada, than it deserves. Thus, the opportunity to make 

for interesting critical forays into this relatively new terrain of study was a privilege. 

Again, the work of the four authors selected for study being of very recent 

origin, has also been a somewhat new domain of study. By far, most of these works 

have been published within the last two or three decades; the earliest being Maria 

Campbell's Halfbreed (1973); followed by Lee Maracle's Bobbie Lee:Indian 

Rebel(1975), Beatrice Culleton's In Search of April Raintre (1983) and Jeanette 

Armstrong's Slash(1985). 

As such, it was an invaluable opportunity to be able to delve into a body of 

recent work that is presently a core constituent of the Canadian Native Writing. 

Moreover, this writing is set out to be a major component of the Canadian Literary 

Canon as well. As such, this study is a very challenging proposition--though marked 

by some degree of trepidation and a tremendous sense of responsibility. After all, 

such a study can and does attempt to contribute meaningfully in asserting the 
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qualitative position of this 'marginalized' literature to be within the privileged 

precincts of that Canon. 

The major challenge involved in this study was to obtain adequate critical 

material on the works under study as well as on Native Literature. So also, getting 

sufficient biographical information on the authors under study was not easy. A 

related challenge was to avail of sufficiently insightful, inspiring but critically 

provocative inputs from the available criticism, especially from the non-Native 

and/or non-Canadian Critical writing. 

As said before, being recently published authors, the available criticism was 

limited; and most of it was in the form of critical articles in journals; biographical 

pieces in anthologies of recent authors; and on relevant websites. However, a few 

significantly insightful, book-length critical works were also accessible. Some of 

them have been of great value to this study. They may have not have always 

suggested critical positions; but they have often supplied vital information. Some 

others have provided substantiation of hypothesis and bolstering of critical positions 

taken in this study. Moreover, some of them have provided a breakthrough, while 

others have shown in the light of unrelated but parallel data how hypothetical 

positions could be viable. Yet others have helped to de-limit the study by pointing out 

what aspects of these works have been already adequately dealt with by others. 

Penny Petrone's 'Native Literature in Canada: From the Oral tradition to the 

Present'(1990), `Voices: Being Native in Canada' (1992)edited by Linda Jaine and 

Drew Hayden; Hartmut Lutz `Contemporary Challenges: Conversations With 

Canadian Native Authors '(1991), and Janice Williamson's 'Sounding Differences: 

Conversations with Seventeen Canadian Women Writers '(1993) were particularly 
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useful. Similarly, critical articles by Agnes Grant, Beth Brant, Jodi Lundgren, 

Margery Fee among several others have also been helpful. 

5.2. OBJECTIVES AND APPROACH OF THE STUDY: 

This study was mainly undertaken to explore the significance of the works of 

the selected Canadian women novelists as Native narratives and to discover their 

contribution to the Canadian literary canon. 1  For this, among other things the work 

of these writers had to be assessed in the light of known Western literary trends and 

tendencies. Towards this end, their 'apparent adoption' of certain recognizable 

generic forms such as autobiography, history-fiction were scrutinized with the help of 

critical views of traditional generic positions; but these views were also juxtaposed 

with Native critical positions wherever 'available'. 

Further, as these writers were from a Native culture deeply steeped with Oral 

tradition, the influence of this tradition on their work, their life and views had to be 

scrutinized. For this purpose, it was first necessary for a non-Native, non-Canadian 

mind --brought up almost exclusively on literary tradition-- to be adequately 

`informed' about the Canadian oral tradition in the context of oral literature in 

general. In view of this requirement, a somewhat detailed survey of Canadian 

Native literature was undertaken along with obtaining sufficient theoretical 

understanding of Oral literature, its forms and critical view of both with suitable 

examples. 

The four authors being 'Native' writers their position within the context of 

`Canadian Native' literature and their approach to issues/themes, as 'women' within 

the rubric of Canadian society had to be examined before their position as 'women 
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writers' could be ascertained. On initial reading, it had been noticed fairly early in 

this study, that these writers do not seem to take strong feminist positions in their 

writing. This was interesting because through their views expressed they appeared to 

be well acquainted with the 'racist' as well as 'sexist' discrimination. Further, it was 

also noticed that they seemed to be prefer 'auto-narration' to an 'impersonal' or 'third 

person' narrative; this should have provided greater opportunity to adopt a 'militant' 

approach when writing of domestic and tribal discrimination against women. 

Yet, a 'feminist' or a strongly 'pro-woman' approach was not discernible in 

their work. To investigate into this dimension on their work, condition of women in 

Canada and the overall situation of the Native had to be examined. It was discovered 

in the course of this investigation that the root cause for gender- discrimination lay 

with the left-over socio-political hierarchy of colonization that had always 

discriminated against the Natives. Also, that erstwhile governmental policy regarding 

Native men and women had much to contribute indirectly towards the gender 

disparity. Without highlighting this, it would have been factually incorrect and 

ethically wrong to condemn the absence of 'adequate' feminist emphasis in the 

writing of such radical writers and firebrand adversaries of marginalization. 

Another objective of this study has been to identify the salience of Native 

writing within the limited context of the selected works, by identifying the common 

trends, techniques and characteristics of this work. For this purpose, their thematic 

focus, technical inclinations and authorial vision has been examined. In so doing, care 

has been taken, to review the works in question along with the views/opinions of 

their authors expressed from time to time. This is expected to help identify the 

specific focus of their thematic preoccupations; understand the resourcefulness used 
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in adapting forms and genres from the European literary tradition to their avowed 

literary purposes; and the basis for their view of life and human values. 

5.3 HYPOTHESES AND FINDINGS: 

In order to assess the significance and contribution of the Native writing to the 

Canadian canon, it is necessary to address the proposed hypotheses regarding the 

work of the Native writers and report the findings at the end of this study. 

Hypothesis Regarding Critical Neglect : 

One of the hypotheses made in the course of this study was that the work of 

the Native writers was neglected by mainstream criticism and so was precluded from 

being included into the mainstream literature. The apparent reasons cited for such 

apparent critical indifference of mainstream readership were: the themes of 

subversion of dominant hierarchy handled by these writers; their strong resentment 

against the status quo; the aggressive tone in their narrative; the overall bitter and 

distressful content of their work. While this hypothesis may presumably be correct in 

the case of a majority of ordinary readers; it cannot apply to a tee to the readership 

from the academic and critical world, which comprises the real 'opinion framers' 

towards the inclusion or exclusion of works from a literary canon. 

Interestingly, much of the work under study is presently included in the school 

and University curriculum in Canada. Jeanette Armstrong's Slash by her own 

admission was meant as a text for school students to know Native history. Within a 

year of its publication, Culleton's In Search of April Raintree was re-issued as April 

Raintree --with the vivid rape scene reportedly cut from the novel --because it was 
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going to be a text for school children. Maria Campbell is invited at various 

Universities, institutions and other forums for reading, lectures and talks. Lee Maracle 

teaches 'Native Literature' at the University of Washington at Bellingham. 

A couple of these writers also teach at other reputed institutions or run centers 

to promote Native literary talent or cultural forms. For instance, the Okanagan nation 

is running the En'owkin Centre where Armstrong works as a researcher. The centre 

runs 'The Okanagan Curriculum Project' under which 'non-indigenous' children are 

learning about the Okanagan culture. In 1989 Armstrong became the Director of the 

`En'owkin School of International Writing' affiliated to the University of Victoria. 

Lee Maracle is currently the Traditional Director of the centre for Indigenous 

Theatre. She has received international repute for her contribution to Native 

Literature. Apart from such recognition, the works of these authors are being taught at 

Universities and colleges by other scholars and critics like Helen Hoy. This shows 

that the Canadian academic world has taken note of these writers' potential and the 

worth of their work. Interestingly, some of the works under study are also included in 

the syllabi of foreign universities. 2  

At Goa University in India, in the curriculum for 'Cultural Studies in the post-

Colonial World' and 'Canadian Literature' courses at post-graduate level, Maria 

Campbell's Halfbreed and Beatrice Culletons' In Search of April Raintree 

respectively are included prescribed texts. Again, critical works like the present study 

undertaken in India--and elsewhere-- are indicators that this work is also receiving a 

desirable international notice and recognition. 

On this backdrop, in hindsight, one reason for the so-called 'critical neglect' 

appears to be that these works were not available to the academic readership early 

enough. In fact, during the literature survey undertaken for this study, it was observed 
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that as late as 1980's the works of the Native writers were not even published by the 

mainstream press. The rise of native publishing houses and women's press 

encouraged Native women writers to write and publish their work. So, it was true that, 

while these writers had been a craze with the Native readers and critics, they had 

hardly made an indentation in the mainstream readership. Their circulation among 

the latter was only after 1980's, when this work was published by the mainstream 

press. 

At present these writers along with other contemporaries are generating 

interest and public awareness in the budding Native writers by staging theatre 

festivals and conducting writing workshops. Contributing greatly to this end has been 

the rise of some relatively small, some left-wing publishing houses. These include 

Fifth House Publishers in Saskatoon; Pemmican Publication in Winnipeg; Talon 

Books and Press Gang Publishers in Vancouver; Theytus Publications in Penticton; 

Canadian Dimension, Briar Patch and NeWest in Edmonton and the Women's Press 

in Toronto. Books are also published by Native groups such as the Saskatchewan 

Indian Cultural College and Gabriel Dumont Institute of Native Studies and Applied 

Research and so on. 

As such, today, we can deduce from the above elucidated prominence of the 

authors under study and their work at various academic and allied forums, that this 

work has got the necessary 'acceptance'. While, this is not to argue that this degree of 

recognition is sufficient; it is certainly significant in being a beginning towards 

winning this writing its rightful place in Canadian canon. 
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Hypothesis about Use of Autobiography and History-Fiction: 

Another hypothesis made during this study was that the authors show a 

tendency to write in autobiographical vein and that they also show a propensity to 

combine history and fiction in their narratives. 

A close scrutiny of the texts under study, as also a careful sifting of Native 

critical opinion and a scrutiny of the writers' interviews have underscored this 

hypothesis as true. The basis for this inference is that, the Native writers usually write 

for `awakening' 3their brethren to the marginalization of the natives, but also to 

`inform' the non-Natives of the exploitation/subjugation of the former at the hands of 

the latter — first, through the unjust colonial system and later by the privileged 

dominant society. 

An allied, express objective of the writers is to inculcate in the indigenous 

readers a sense of belonging to the Native culture; to rectify the distortions of their 

history made willy-nilly by the perpetrators of colonial dominance and their 

mainstream agents; and finally, to reinforce the Native view exclusively through the 

`authentic' voice of the Native. For instance, Campbell has categorically--albeit 

metaphorically--stated that, where she comes from the 'bear does 'nt try to tell the 

deer 's story. The tiger lily doesn't try to tell the dandalion's story'. 4  Armstrong has 

also emphasized that The only correct version has to be from our people! No body 

else can give the correct version, but our people. And we are going to stick to that!' 5  

Other writers under study also hold this opinion about the 'authenticity' of the 

Native voice and experience; they resent the 'appropriation' of the Native voice and 

therefore of experience. Hence, in order, that this Native voice remains 'convincing 

and authentic', these writers use the subjective mode of telling their 'stories' and 

dwell mainly on their own life-experiences. They use the 'autobiographical' mode as 
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in Culleton's In Search of April Raintree and Armstrong's Slash, when they are not 

writing actual autobiographies like Campbell and Lee Maracle have done in 

Halfbreed and Bobbie Lee: Indian Rebel respectively. 

To make these auto-narratives more reliable and educative for the young 

Natives, the authors generously intersperse history into these accounts. That is 

because they have reasons to distrust the prevalent history recorded by the dominant 

society. For example, Campbell expresses the indignation and anguish of the Natives 

poignantly, when she reveals her disillusionment with Canada's history; convinced 

that it is destroying the Aboriginal, she exclaims in disgust, `... they are killing us with 

their liberal gentlemen. People report atrocities of other countries. Nobody would 

ever believe that in Saskatchewan people were loaded into cattle cars, not having 

bathrooms and facilities were carted off and dumped in the middle of the snow. '6 

Hence, even in telling her own life-story, she includes several dimensions of 

Native culture: domestic, sociological, historical and political. Her book is thus a 

veritable glimpse into the multiple threads of Metis life before and after the loss of 

their homestead. She reminisces: As far back as I can remember, daddy taught me to 

set traps, shoot rifle, and fight like a boy. Mom did her best to turn me into a lady 

showing me how to cook, sew and knit, while Cheechum, my best friend and confident, 

tried to teach me all she knew ablout living. THB'p.16] 

But along with this idyllic picture of simple domestic bliss, she offers a cruel 

glimpse into the same place now filled with gloom and desolation after they have all 

been ousted from the land: 'Granny Campbell's house is gone. The half-breed 

families who squatted on the road allowances have moved to nearby towns where 

welfare hand-out and booze are handier, or else deeper into the bush as an escape 
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from reality. The old people who were so much a part of my childhood have all 

died...' [HB 'pp. 1 -2]. 

Yet she does not want the Natives to wallop in misery and self-pity: she wants 

them to ignite the spark of identity and seek their rights. No doubt she exposes the 

abject dehumanization of the previous generation of the 'broken' Metis: with no 

aspirations for their children; no guts to fight the oppressor except when drunk; and 

when over-drunk to take out their frustration on their miserable wives. But she also 

bolsters the Metis spirit and resistance with the picture of her defiant Cheechum, who 

`hated to see the settlers come, and as they settled on what she believed was our land, 

she ignored them and refused to acknowledge them even when passing on the road. 

She would not become a Christian, saying firmly that she had married a Christian 

and if there was such a thing as hell then she had lived there; nothing after death 

could be worse. '[HB,p.11] 

Like her other Native counterparts, Campbell knows that it is important to tell 

the true story, even more than 'writing' a history. This is what we find in Armstrong's 

Slash too. More than the fictional story of Slash, the historical truth of the Movement 

is important to her. She narrates: The AIM activities gained momentum and a 

peoples' caravan was planned out of the meeting in Denver. The caravan would go to 

Washington D.C. and it was going to be called "Trail of Broken Treaties Caravan", it 

would highlight the plight of the reserves and draw the attention of the Government. 

The caravan would go all across U.S.A., with each section converging on Washington 

a week prior to elections. It started in Oklahoma and the Indians were planning to 

trace the route called "Trail of Tears". This was the route taken in 1838 when Tribes 

in the south-eastern U.S.A. were uprooted to give place to white settlers. They were 
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forced to march under military custody from Georgia to Oklahoma and thousands 

died on that route from cold, hunger and fatigue' [Si, p.95] 

The comment of Slash, at this juncture in the novel, is a significant index of 

the need and the motive behind Armstrong's narration. Alluding to 'the caravan' Slash 

exclaims, 'I hadn't even heard of it, but I guess that was the point of this whole trip: 

to educate.' [emphasis mine; Si, p.95] 

It can be seen that 'this whole trip' for these Native writers has been a journey 

of education through an odyssey of story-telling. As Campbell admits, 'I know what a 

storyteller is. A storyteller is a community healer and teacher. 7  

But before this teacher can heal, he has to teach of the truth. Even when that 

truth is concealed in the crust of make-belief, he cannot afford to lose sight of the 

historical and social veracity of the lived reality. That is probably why, Culleton's In 

Search of April Raintree has been seen to have a direct bearing on her own life and 

thinking; the choices not made; the review of life lived through the medium of a 

`realistic' character. Helen Hoy's remarks, add substance to such a conjecture. She 

confirms that, rulleton has spoken of using "In Search of April Raintree" to rewrite 

circumstances, using the characters to do what she wishes she had done '8 [emphasis 

mine] 

Infact, it can be argued that creation of such characters like Slash, Cheryl and 

April makes for authentication of shared experience through either the use of 

accurate historical events, places and personalities as in Slash, or through the vividly 

realistic social milieu in In Search of April Raintree that is 'representative' and is 

therefore fully convincing to the Native reader. 

Conversely, through real life personalities like Riel Cardinal Harold as also of 

real people like Cheechum-- powerful model of an ideal Native protagonist —proud of 
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indigenous ethos and courageous beyond doubt, unyielding before tyrannical 

authority- is presented before the readers. Campbell describes her Cheechum thus: 

She built a cabin beside Maria lake and raised her son. Years later 

when the area was designed for the park, the government asked her to 

leave. She refused, and when all peaceful methods failed the RCMP 

were sent. She locked her door and loaded her rifle and when they 

arrived she fired shots over their heads, threatening to hit them if they 

came any closer. They left her alone and she was never disturbed 

again. [HB, p.10] 

Even in her old age, she scorns help in terms of 'welfare', or old age pension 

and lives self-reliantly hunting, trapping and planting a garden. 

Likewise, Maracle herself becomes a model for defiance of dominance of the 

whites, resistance of suppression/exploitation of any kind of from any source, and a 

powerful medium of verbal protest, challenge and invincibility. As has been 

reiterated, more than once in this study, Maracle's language is harsh, tone bitter and 

statements sharp. But even later when she has claimed to have 'softened my 

language, she is defiant enough to freeze an adversary in his tracks. In her much 

more 'tame' work I Am Woman, she speaks with chilling contempt and 

condescending confidence: 71 is inevitable, Europeans, that you should find yourself 

reading my work If you do not find yourself spoken to, it is because I intend 

rudeness—you just don't concern me now.' [IAW, p. 19] 

Like Campbell, Maracle too has lifted the curtain on raw Native predicament 

and the unenviable position of being a Native woman; she has picked up her pen to 

break the stereotype of the Native as a cannibal, as madman. Her autobiography is a 
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representative journey of exploration—angry, forceful, passionate, poignant—driven 

by the urgent need of 'life of Bobbie Lee is about why we must talk'. [BL, p.11] 

Hypothesis on the Influence of Oral Literature: 

Another hypothesis of this study, had been regarding the influence of the oral 

tradition on these authors and the notable features of certain techniques from that 

tradition used by them. The obvious use by these authors: of associating a profound 

sense of spirituality in the portraiture of elders; an intense reverence and respect for 

nature in characters like Slash or Cheechum; a strong sense of community portrayed 

in almost all Native individuals; love of outdoor life and adventure such as hunting, 

trapping; celebrations and festivity of sundances and Pow wows; and above all, joie 

de vivre and harmony with life here and beyond, testify to the impact of the oral 

tradition on them. 

Again the style of intimate interaction with their readers, tenderness in 

describing small family/personal matters, furious pride and impulsive response of 

individuals to events; and above all unfettered style and unadulterated stories shows 

the true spirit of the Native people in its unalloyed aspect. A noteworthy evidence of 

their contiguity with oral ethos is directly provided by these authors' thematic focus 

and preoccupation. They are the same as had been their ancestors' with a few 

additions of issues of contemporary nature. 

The predominant 	themes that continue concern them are survival, 

colonization, marginalization, loss of self-respect and erosion of Native ethos. With 

the passage of time and of experience, more contemporary themes preoccupy them 

are: the need for de-colonizing the Native psyche; identity crisis and above all-- land 
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! As Brant's poignant tribute to land expresses, it is , 'this land brought us into 

existence, this land that houses the bones of our ancestors, this land that was stolen, 

this land that withers without our love and care. This land that calls us in our dreams 

and visions, this land that bleeds and cries, this land that runs through our bodies.' 9  

This small quote is one of the best illustrations that reveal the hold of the 

Native tradition its ethos and values- on the contemporary Native writer. It reveals the 

spiritual awe of the Native for the soil of their birth, the reverence for their departed, 

the pique of their loss, and their deep devotion as also a sense of dedication and 

sacrifice towards the ancestral land. A similar thread has been seen to run through the 

works of the selected writers; they have revealed these various facets through several 

incidents but especially through the portrayal of Slash, Uncle Joe, Mardi, Cheryl, 

Cheechum, Campbell and Lee Maracle in the novels. 

Another quality which is significant in these authors is that they have the grit 

and resilience to survive against all odds. This is particularly true of Lee Maracle, 

who manages to survive oppressive domesticity, abusive men, naked racism, ugly 

sexism, alcohol, and drug addiction among several other oppressions. But she doesn't 

let herself die or breakdown as a victim; she rather emerges a survivor and leaves a 

legacy for other native women to emulate. So do the others- Maria Campbell, April 

and Slash- in each of the novels under study. 

In spite of being rooted in history, the stories of these Native women writers 

do not narrate the experiences of the distant past but of our age. These women write 

with a singular sense of purpose and commitment. For them, writing is more of a 

`political act' than an 'aesthetic experience'; for them, the importance of the 'word' 

is undeniably as politically loaded as any of their other allied campaigns towards the 

Native cause. As Maracle has said with the conviction that comes with experience, 
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`everything you do and every word you speak, either empowers or disempowers.' 10 

 The contemporary relevance and the vision behind this commitment of these writers is 

best expressed in Armstrong's hope-filled picture of the Indians towards the end of 

Slash. She narrates how, 'they were re-building a world-view that had to work in this 

century, keeping the values of the old Indian ways'. 

In building up a relevant world-view, rooted in the timeless values for today, 

there is the need to connect with the past. Campbell expresses this symbolic idea 

beautifully through her desire to make a 'renewed connection' with her grandmother 

and her 'mothers '—motherland, mother culture and mother tongue. Only after, being 

armed with the 'self-knowledge' that comes from these vital connections can these 

authors counter the 'danger' of racist propaganda, nail the 'lie' of the Native 

stereotype, and say to the vested interests of the dominant society with Lee Maracle, 

`You knowledge is not the only knowledge we see.' [IAW,p. 112]. 

By offering such a positive vision and holding forth a trail of struggle and 

commitment even through their writings these authors have made a truly great 

contribution to the pluralistic fabric of the Canadian society and enriched its 

contemporary ethos and literature. 

5.4 CONLCLUSION: 

In view of such contribution of these writers to the Canadian literary world 

and the circumstances which have given cause and impetus to their literary and allied 

work, a different set of critical criteria need to be applied for judging their work. 

This literature demands and deserves a change in perspective from the orthodox 

critical positions. The lack of a rigorous adherence to the European notion of form 
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and mode, the evidence of unfamiliar style and the divulgence of unnerving content 

in this work has to be seen as its real strength. 

The commitment of the Native writer to the people, culture and cause has to 

be rated above 'the elitist and the autonomist' evaluation of art. The unselfconscious 

exposure of personal experience with an altruistic motive rather than with self-

absorption has to be given priority over the supposedly 'aesthetic' features such as 

characterization, structure and style. Moreover, the deviation from 'established 

literary norms' with regard to mode and form has to viewed as a technical device and 

rated as an extension of the Oral tradition into which these authors have grown up. 

In other words, the critical stance to this writing has to be maintained on the rational, 

objective and sympathetic plane. It should effectively lead to understanding and 

appreciation of this work, but not to an attitude of patronization whether of the work 

or the cause. 

Often, literature is not deemed to be authentic and its reliability is not 

examined because it is creative. So imagination is considered to be its primary 

element. But this is not so in the case of the Native writing. For them content is 

sacrosanct. It is put across bluntly and frankly. Where possible it is expressed in 

imaginative and metaphorical terms natural to Native tradition. But that is not 

permitted to tone down or distort the forthright communication. 

In drawing on, the figurative and stylistic devices common to Native oral 

tradition, the authors are aware that they should not be over-used in 'paper' 

communication, which lacks the 'visual and verbal' elements vital to the oral. These 

`visual and verbal' elements in the oral tradition make up for the artistic 

`concealment'-- caused by the figurative, stylistic or literary devices--by revealing its 

symbolic essence in the course of the direct recitation/narration. Not privy to this 
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privilege, these Native writers use the oral medium indirectly, through the novelistic 

use of the narrative 'sub-source' such Cheechum in Halfbreed or the Elders in Slash. 

However, in the true tradition of their ancestors, conveying `un-glossed over' 

historical and factual truth has been of utmost importance to them. They use a first-

person voice; their narrative style is simple and honest; characters are forthright and 

open; even in fiction the core of reality is strongly discernible. It is true that, in the 

two works, Slash and In Search of April Raintree, there is a disclaimer about 'any 

resemblance to people living or dead'. Yet, it is evident that through their fictional 

characters the writers have embarked upon the task of wiping away the untruths and 

fully restating the half-truths which have for long colored the vision of the 

mainstream reader. 

To take an example, with the character of Slash, the reader lives through the 

political and militant unrest of the 1960's and after; with Cheryl and Slash's personal 

stories we confront the reality of racism and cultural arrogance. If Armstrong 

provides the reader with detailed elaboration of the arguments around development 

projects on the reserves, violence as a form of militancy, adoption and misuse of 

traditional dress and symbols, the corruption in the Department of Indian Affairs 

offices, the border claims, negotiations and protest and the revival of the traditional 

ways; Maracle underscores the need for political resistance at individual and tribal 

level. More than anything, through her blunt and bitter prose, she balzes a trail of 

retaliation and unforgiving resistance. Yet, when it comes to building a positive future 

for the Native in Canada on par with others, she herself becomes an emblem of 

commitment and optimism. 

Culleton, for her part, unfolds the social existence of the Natives in terms of a 

straightforward documentation of gross reality made up of her personal experience of 
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racism, foster care, poverty, alcoholism, and sibling suicide. More than being just a 

fictional story, it gives the novel a truth status. Yet with April's final resolve to come 

back 'home' to her Native identity, the novel underscores in no uncertain way the 

positive direction of Culleton's authorial vision. 

Maria Campbell too, in her own way, emphasizes the need to stay and fight 

the discrimination against the Natives; to rise from the morass of self-pity and 

degradation to pick up the threads of one's personal life to build a communitarian life 

worth living for all half-breeds. From the uninspiring legacy of her parents who 

`never shared any aspirations for a future', she comes a long way to share her own 

dream with her beloved Cheechum, 'how desperately [I] wanted to finish school and 

take everyone away; how I longed for something different for us; how I didn't want to 

be like our women who had nothing but kids, black eyes and never enough of 

anything... ' [HB,p. 16]. 

The wise and daring Cheechum smiles appreciatively at her youthful 

aspirations and enthusiasm. Lending the fire and fervor of her reassuring words to 

her great grand daughter's girlish ambition she responds, 'Don't let anyone tell you 

anything is impossible, because if you believe honestly in your heart that there's 

something better for you, then it will come true. Go out there and find what you want 

and take it, but always remember who you are and why you want it.' [HB, p. 16]. If 

these words don't capture the essence of the vision enshrined in the Native writing, 

what can? 
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