
NATIVE AMERICAN VOICES: Perspectives for Students 

by Jane Katz 

I taught English in the 1960's when students 

seemed genuinely excited about learning. But I no-

ticed that many possessed a sort of tunnel vision; they 

had little awareness of any culture other than their 

own. 

I taught a course in Ethnic Literature, beginning 

with black literature, tracing it back to its source. 

Students e~plored African history and lore. They read 

the narratives and sang the songs of bl~cks btought 

here in chains. They gained a sense of the impact of 

history on a people's oral and written literature and 

began to respond emotionally to the powerful contempo

rary literature of black people. 

Ethnic minorities want to be heard. Frustrated 

at being relegated to the fringe of society, feeling 

politically impotent, they fight with words - words 

have power. In literature, they express their sense 

of alienation and betrayal, as well as their will to 

survive. 

Moving on to the study of Native Americans, we 

found little authentic material. Most history books 

were written by whites, products of a paternalistic 

society that had subjugated Indians, just as they had 

subjugated blacks, believing them to be inferior. 

Accounts of Indian tribal life by trappers and 

explorers were chauvinistic and biased. These men 

were outsiders. They didn't know the Indian languages. 

They did not perceive each tribe as a separate nation 

with its own history and culture. Indian religious 

and ceremonial life they dismissed as pagan. Lacking 

accurate information, whites perpetuated the prevailing 

myths of the "bloodthirsty warrior", or the "noble 

savage" sitting under a tree watching the chipmunks. 

Whites perceived the Indian and the Eskimo as 

5 

an artifact~ like the arrowhead - to be exhibited on 

museum shelves. He was occasionally dusted off, per-

mitted to ride a horse and utter his war whoop in~ 

cowboy film, then returned to the shelf and ignored. 

I left the classroom for motherhood. Up to my 

ears in diapers and formulas, I found little time for 

history and poetry. But while my baby napped, I read 

Native American literature and lore. 

I was struck by the ability of native peoples to 

imagine their world. Each tribe created its own 

legends of the origin of the world, of natural phenome

na, and of the interaction between humans and animals. 

Through stories, they taught moral lessons to their 

children, employing colorful poetic images. I loved 

the tribal songs and chants, reflecting the people's 

intense religious and poetic sensibilities. The 

Navajos sang to the corn: 

The waters of the dark clouds drop, drop, 

drop, 

The rain descends. 

In a Tewa poem, "The rain showers hang from the 

sky." The Eskimo sings of the hunt, of his love of 

the land. An Eskimo shaman said, 

My song is like my breath. It is just as 

important for me to sing as it is to 

breathe. I will sing this song, a 

song that is strong. 

I haunted libraries, hoping to get behind the 

myths about native peoples, to begin to relate to them 

as flesh and blood human beings. Hidden in the stacks 

of the University of Minnesota Library I found 

anthropological and ethnological documents published 

by scholars in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

when Native peoples were being "discovered" by whites. 

Here were big, dusty volumes, yellow with age, 

containing the rarely heard voices of Native Americans, 

some recorded in the original languages, some 
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translated. Many of the translations were artificial 

and flowery, reflecting the chauvinistic white 

translator's view that the Indian language was 

"inferior" and has to be "improved on." But some 

scholars - smont them Ruth Underhill, Ruth Bunzell and 

Minnesota's Frances Densmore lived in native commu-

nities and won the trust of the people. The songs and 

prayers and oral histories they recorded are authentic, 

providing an inside view of the daily experience, 

morals and values of tribal people. 

the 

I also found autobiographies written by Indians 

who were becoming fluent in the English language, eager 

to serve as witnesses to their history to counteract 

the distortions of whites, These people saw the old 

ways passing. They had nothing but their memories. 

By telling their story, they preserved something of 

their heritage. 

My first project was a series of documentary 

radio plays for young people focusing on the lives of 

Indian leaders. I used autobiographical material, 

speeches, historical narrative, invented dialogue, 

included authentic tribal music. The plays stressed 

the humanity of Indian leaders, de-mythicized them. 

It took gall to write a play_ I had never written 

one, but I did it. Your students can do it too. The 

sources are all there. It's a way of bringing history 

to life. 

I put together two anthologies for students. 

first, WE RODE THE WIND, consists of accounts by 

Indians of 19th Century plains tribal life. The 

The 

second, LET ME BE A FREE MAN: A Documentary History 

of Indian Resistance, traces the Indians' struggles to 

hold onto their land from the 17th century to 1973 -

in their own words. Whites' had told their side of 

the story, often to the detriment of Indians. But 

Indians had compelling reasons for going to war. It 

was important that their perspectives be presented. 
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Once again, I was concerned with debunking the 

"savage Indian" myth. Chief Joseph, for example, 

speaks of his dreams of peace for his people. He tells 

of being drawn irito a bloody war against his will. 

The supposedly "fiery" Chief Sitting Bull comes across 

in this book as a man dedicated to preserving his 

people's ancestral lands, carrying on a sort of 

"shuttle diplomacy" with whites, going to war only when 

words failed. 

I presented different accounts of the historic 

massacre of Indians at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, by 

trigger-happy white solders. I went to Wounded Knee, 

and interviewed members of the American Indian move

ment and local residents who took over the town in 

1973, protesting the white man's violation of their 

treaties and asking for control of their own destiny. 

Indian leaders spoke eloquently, in the tradition of 

their forefathers, of their desire for the most basic 

human rights. 

Indian women were on the firing lines at Wounded 

Knee, and they were outspoken. But in most accounts 

of Indian history and culture, the woman was rarely 

heard from. In films and photos, we saw her walking 

ten paces behind her husband - seemingly passive, 

subservient, a beast of burden. I wondered if this 

image was accurate, if the Indian woman had a life of 

her own. 

Back to libraries, and on to interviews with con-

tempory Native American women. I wanted to probe their 

experience, to hear their voices. 

discoveries. 

I made some 

Customs varied from tribe to tribe, but within 

many tribal communities, the woman was honored as the 

giver of life, the "Earth Mother", the nurturer of 

children. Child-rearing was not considered a sacrifice. 

In fact, t'hat word, translated, means "to make 

sacred". Indian women performed many functions from 
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food-gathering to educating the young to political 

leadership. In some tribes, they were decision-makers 

with much status. In some, a woman could be a shaman. 

Contrary to popular belief, she was not her husband's 

chattel, but could divorce him at will. Divorced 

and unmarried women, old and young, were cared for by 

the community. 

Indian and Eskimo women were natural poets, 

expressing their visions and their emotions in song, 

as in this Tlingit woman's death song for her drowned 

brother: 

Perhaps he went into the sun's trail 

And I shall never see him again. 

An Ojibwe woman divorced by her husband composed 

this song to restore her self-esteem: 

You threw me away like a rotten fish 

I thought you were like silver, and I 

find you are like lead 

You see me high up 

I walk through the sun 

I am sunlight myself. 

Native American women expressed intense emotional 

states through imagery, figurative language, rhythm 

and tone. In their poetry and prose they can to terms 

with the loss of the tribal world, the need to adapt 

to new roles, new life styles. But the transition to 

an alien society was often threatening. Sanapia, 

once a Comanche medicine woman, sat in her little 

apartment in Oakland, looked at the cars passing by 

and expressed her sense of alienation: 

Look at them cars. I remember when I 

never seen them before. 

And all those white peoples, and those 

big buildings. I don't like it here. 

My own kids growing up like white peoples, 

and they think I'm just a funny old 

woman. I know they do ... 
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A Sioux poet, Dolly Bird, wrote: 

And it's hard to see the mountains 

When you're sitting in the subway 

It's hard I said to feel the wind 

When you're waiting in some welfare 

but I'm not a case, I'm not 

I can do quillwork 

Mister, I can ride with no 

saddle and hey, listen 

a 

my brother with his own carved 

arrows can stalk a deer. 

number 

office 

Why are you checking boxes when I'm trying 

to talk? 

In interviews, native women spoke to me of the 

tragic problems of their people: inadequate prepara-

tion for schooling leading to an inordinately high 

dropout rate, poor medical care and facilities on 

reservations, poverty, unemployment, a sense of hope

lessness which leads many to reject themselves and 

their future. And they spoke of a return to the tribal 

ethic of sharing and dedication to the community. 

They spoke of a return to the religions of their fore

fathers and of their enduring belief in the Indian 

spirit. I presented the voices and visions of Indian 

and Eskimo women from the 19th century to today in my 

1977 book I AM THE FIRE OF TIME: The Voic~s of Native 

American Women. 

I was in close contact with Native American 

artists and writers, and began traveling the country 

looking for tribal people in all fields of the arts 

who had retained their connection with their heritage. 

I found painters, sculptors and potters, tribal and 

contemporary dancers, a contemporary composer, a 

theater director, a pipe-carver, a weaver and poets 

and novelists all dedicated to bridging the gap 

between old world and new. 
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I interviewed traditionalists and non-tradi
tionalists, asking them about the source of their 

inspiration. 

and traditions 

All spoke of the impact of tribal lore 

on their work. Contemporary Tewa 

painter Helen Hardin said, 

"I translate the images of Indian cultures 

into new visual metaphors that speak to 

all people. My imagination is the soul of 

my work. 

song. "i, 

Each painting sings its own 

Ojibwe poet-novelist Gerald Vizenor is an inno-

vator, 

me of 

creating new literary forms. But he spoke to 

the "tribal dream songs" and tribal legends 

which are at the core of his writing. He said, 

"I do not impose my vision of the world 

on anyone. I feel a compulsion to write, 

to imagine the world around me, and I am 

often surprised by what I write. I am 

still discovering who I am, the myth 

in me. 11
'~ 

Navajo weaver Pearl Sunrise learned to weave as 

a child on the Navajo Reservation. Sitting under a 

pinon tree tending the sheep, she did her carding 

and spinning. Now she has a Masters Degree in Fine 

Arts and teaches in Albuquerque, but she remains true 
to traditional ways, using only raw wool and natural 

dyes. With her family she goes to the mountains to 

gather the wild plants she will use in her work, 

taking only what she needs from the earth, praying 

to the Creator to "make it beautiful. II I was moved 

by her serenity and sincerity. 

Blackfeet writer Jamake Highwater told me, "I 
am the brother of the fox, part of the rainbow. 

Indians are brought together by the beautiful."* 

Over and over again, this motif expressed by 

Native Americans. They are a part of a timeless 

We 

tradition which gives them strength. 
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Through art, 

they achieve a sense of continuity. The result of 

this series of interviews was a new book published in 

1980: THIS SONG REMEMBERS: Self-Portraits of Native 

Americans in the Arts. 

I would encourage students to read and listen to 

the voices of 

to embark on 

Indians and Eskimos. I would ~rge them 

their own vision quests, to find out who 

they are. I would ask them to express orally and in 

writing their anger and fears, their dreams and hopes. 
Then, like the Eskimo shaman, they too will "sing a 

song that is strong." 

*THIS SONG REMEMBERS: Self-Portraits of Native 
Americans in the Arts, Jane Katz, Editor, (Boston, 
Mass., Houghton Mifflin Co., 1980). 

INTERCHANGE 
"Interchange", a place to respond to articles 

in MEJ, to expand, gloss, to offer your own 

insight, wants your comments. Comments by our 

readers of 300 - 500 words should address an 

article appearing in a previous journal or 

state a concern one of our readers might be 

able to address in a future article. However, 

"Interchange" is not a 'complaints' booth. 

Your comment must be accompanied by your name 

and address. The Editor reserves the right 

to accept or reject comments and to edit in 

ways that do not change the content. 

"Interchange" will have 1-4 pages, depending 

on the number of comments and the available 

space. Comments for W-S 1983 should reach 

the Editor no later than December 1, 1982. 

THERE is no lnterc! ange in this issue because 
none of you have shared with me in writing your 

responses to or glosses on the articles. Please let's 

have a two-way conversation. 
Your editor 
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