Gerald Vizenor, born in 1934, is a member of the Minnesota Chipper
f:lt’;e giﬁf:;ﬁ;:z gm::‘f"::n??;‘fsg clnga‘twe %meﬁm”.lite_ i tion. pr Would' you _deﬁne yourself as a Writer_? Do you feel
v, Th epartr 0) ¢ ”‘”e”‘tJ" of altﬁ)t"ma, Be, primarily an ethnic writer, a North American writer, an Amer-
ey. The range of Gerald Vizenor's literary achievements is extr, y “jcan writer, or an universal or cosmopolitan writer?
broad. He has written not only books on the history of his tribe—amaﬁg gv: There are overlapping categories of any identity, and some
these The People Named the Chippewa (1984)—but also works. “of them are contradictory. If I could touch on the contradiction
narvative fiction, literary criticism, and many collections of poetry, am ; first: Trying to reimagine a cultural voice, a tribal consciousness,
these, several volumes of Haiku poems. His fifth novel, Dead Voic ' a connection in my life to the imagination and the experiences in
Natural Agonies in the New World, was published in 1992. For ] - the past, to give myself and that past some meaning surely makes
script of the movie Harold of Orange, Gerald Vizenor received ‘me, proudly in fa(ftj a Native Americ.an Igdian writ.er. But if |
Film-in-the-Cities National Screenwriting Award. The film i tself were to choose politically a category of identity as a writer I would

ceived the award of Best Film at the San Francisco American Indian Fil | fhoos;an intfrl_latlilonﬁl, Postc?lzzinall( li‘i:rary c(t;.nsciousneS;;IAfl d
Festival. Gerald Vizenor's autobiography, Interior Landscapes: A e e o trad riters, cven the teaditional

. . ] i - American writers, even traditional writers, even the traditional
to?;g;aﬁ::;iﬁ;};s arg l\?;t;l? hors, was published " 1990. stor.yte]lers, have' morc in common with postcolonial literary ex-
#, Cerald Vizenor deals above all with a varies . perience than with American literature. That’s because there is
cy" aspects of Native American existence between the reservation an:d:"t' ﬁ. still an interest in creating a new canon, you know, a new defi-
| fity. .Namztive irony and the dissolution of traditional genre conventio ' nition of American literature. And I think Native American
int his works have earned him the reputation of being the most postmiode writers have much more in common and can benefit more intel-
among contemporary Native American writers. lectually, emotionally, and politically by identifying on an inter-
national, postcolonial literary experience, as there isn’t any canon
there yet. I assume the end of colonialismn; otherwise we are talk-
ing paracolonial.
kL: I think we will come back to the question of identity later.
Let me first ask a question referring to the function of literature
according to your opinion. In an interview published in MELUS
in 1981 you said that you want to educate your readers.
cv: Yeah.
k1: Do you think that satirical indirectness can meet these di-
dactic intentions, or are you running the risk of being misunder-

stood?
6v: Oh, no matter what I did, I would run the risk of being

kL: To begin with, let me ask you some sort of standard ques-
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misunderstood. Simply, I'll make it more complex, but simph, |

would be misunderstood because I would feel inadequate if | sa¢
isfied a bourgeois consumer literary market. Mythic satire is in.
direct. T would feel inadequate otherwise. I have no interest in
writing to that cousumer interest. So there are two ways that

feel I must educate readers. One is that I try to discover and ex..
press in written form what I feel is closer to a literary Consciousi
ness of an oral culture, the shadows of a tribal worldview., Now:
that can’t be done—oral to written—but I make an effort to dra\x’r
some philosophical values and perceptions of experience, diffe

ences in worldview, into writing. For one thing, just one example
18 motivation. It’s a Western literary preoccupation for bourgeois
miarkets that characters must be developed descriptively in such
a2 way that they fit into a recognizable social, cultural class. And
then they must be motivated in some way for the comforts of the
reader to identify and then realize the expericnce or be trapped in
the experience. Native American stories, for the most part, didn’t
develop characters and didn’t have to motivate them. The actio

alone was enough to give meaning to the story. I try to play part

of that, as if there were oral shadows in the silence of the written:
moral. Now, in written form that appears sometimes to be epi-.

sodic and disconnected or a contradiction, or someone would say;.

“Why do I care about this character?” My interest is not that:
people care so much about the class definitions of the character.
but that they care about the action and the experiences that result:

from such action. Or the contradictions that arise from it.
So that’s part of what I think is an “education,” and then the

SCCOl’Ild part is “misunderstood.” I don’t know about that. [ can’t’
anticipate who an audience might be and what an audience will"
take pleasure in. I can say that one of the most difficult books I

wrote, Bearheart, has this constant and rather steady sort of un
derground readership. Now; I take real pleasure in that, and none

among those readers has said to me they don’t understand. So the-
people who tell me they don’t understand—if they do, and not .

many people do—are looking for escape literature; they’re look-

ing for a formula literature. This is exactly I think why—this is
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not a fault—nbut this is exactly why Tony Hillerman is so popular,
you know; even with many Native Americans. He’s not partic-
ularly an artistic writer; he’s a skilled formula writer. And he has
a very interesting theme, and he develops the characters, develops
- the scenes, motivates people, and then resolves it. And it’s a very
nice genre: escape literature mystery. It’s perfectly set up for film.
Isuppose I could go on to say why would someone bother writing
literature if it’s so much like film. Why not just write the film?
Anyway, I don’t think my books could even end up in films. So
I can take pleasure in that whatever it is I choose to do in imag-
ination is in the language game, and it’s not in the play of icons,
which is part of filmmaking.

uB: Would you accept Bakhtin’s term of the carnevalesque for

your kind of writing?

Gv: I do in a couple of ways. I don’t write into that because |

have never taken any literary theory to write into it. But I am
pleased by people who critically interpret certain scenes and epi-

sodes in my work, using Bakhtin’s carnevalesque interpretations

and theories. I think particularly of Griever. 'There are a number
of scenes, I have read, that have impressed interpreters. The dif-

ference is this, that Bakhtin is focusing primarily upon the func-
tion of deconstructive carnival energy. But it’s a political function
that’s allowed, tolerated by the state, and that exists in literature

in a similar way. My view is that life itself is a carnival, and it

doesn’t seek the approval of anyone, so there’s a difference there.
And I say that much about the trickster stories—that there is an
imaginative pleasure in these stories, and it’s not a political func-
tion that allows people to escape from fascist, totalitarian, or the
dominant thoughts of anyone. But otherwise I like the Bakhtinean
idea. It’s a healthy, much healthier interpretation, let’s say, than
modernism-—you know, where you try to define the text within
itself. So the political approach is very useful, but it’s limited.
KL: So you see life as a carnival. I wanted to ask you if you
think that life is an ever-repeated game with the evil gambler? I
came to that because I read in your autobiographical book, Interior
Landscapes, what you wrote about your father, who was mur-
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dered: “Clement William Vizenor lost the game with the ey

. . - Now, I don’t want to overplay that because it’s like the scales of
gambler and did not return from the cities.” Is there anyth N by

. . : : justice, and that would be a binary. But there are everywhere, say
2;1: s:r?a]ilffatlgljﬁgn;ge; ra;;)i a(;zlcll 1gta|:r>§el;econcﬂed with the notig in Navajo, ceremonials when somconc’s in tF(?uble; what'e,ver it
6v: Truly, my father was not able t ) twit the f : s, 1t_aﬁ'ects the whale world, ev‘?rythmg. See, it’s mternal:, it s not

© outwit the forces of evil ~outside. And so many ceremonies restore a balance, and in trick-

* ster stories they’re always restoring some sort of tolerance or

- balance.
Let me add a couple of more ideas that abstractly describe the

been a gambler—I me — ;

life at tlgl at time of marim ae];te{ al gal;b}lf L but he also lived thi - difference between tribal and Western. One is contradiction.

that during the Depre Y peop C——;Vf;c ccomes a metaphor— - Only a very few ethnologists have approached this idea of con-

but extre n%ely & fﬁlz ulisgt)ln rltswas 1 1‘7“1: enough in urban areas  tradiction. Partly, they haven’t gotten very far with it because the
escrvations. | mean there was abso- structuralists, you know, were so persuasive {in their belief] that

ﬁfiﬁg (l?ovizzk;?; tr:)o j‘fgfﬁce:nﬁiﬁztin:g’ 50 hegfd his brothe : we are in fact more alike than different in fundamental thinking,
He was outwitted, lost his ’Iife. ¢ gamole, . Especially the‘ binary structura_hst,vand that has for a long time
ku: T am interested in what you think the evil sl been the dOIl’llI‘l:?Ilt theory. It still is in many ways. But there has
for. Does he stand for the white world or domin%m . u?r stands ?)een some wrltlgg, some ol?servatlon that tribal cultures—not
does he represent evil in general? That means cvi] culture, or just Native Amerlvcal"ts but tribal cultu.res.: everywhe}*e—hafi a ca-
part of the world and hence part of cach individua:ilj an mtegral pacity for contradiction. That contradictions weren’t a major ob-
6v: I would argue that, by way of inter retatior; the 1 stacle, tl}:lt a tribal worldvufw could take on c?ntradlctlo?s as a
and the description of tht; events surround};n the 1" " H‘I‘lag'? o thfe. 'I N don have o don-t l}ave
gambler” o the word game, docs not stand forgsom tr;l_age T(I:‘:? 1 to purge it; it’s just part of a reality. Now;, part of the cox_ltradlctlor:s
would be representational l;ut it is something. it i etinng. 1 hat Tam speakn?g of is that we are capable of goqd and.evﬂ. We don’t
is the contradiction of Ii fe,an d the shadows (igt:tn'b ;11 mystery, 1t know what 11?ﬂuenges come our way. Mysteries, animals, taboos,
Things go wrong, and there is exploitation, dishon tmelrillones: all sorts of_' thlggs d1§rupt our mt_ernal balance.: of t%le world. Now,
all of these are contra dictory and within ;.13 notej 3{’ fz’ 5]‘3“?1» out th_ere 1s this eminence of evil too ax_xd this evil gan.lbler who
games are imagination, not objectivism That, Ithinlli s prin lurk?. in all of us %nd draws our artencion through animals and
cipal distinction, a primal distinction in.World’view ;Ilsg.%)rm- stories an'd mysteries and contradictions and lust and greeFl. .And
phy between Western and Native American. The Want pht OSE thesa? ftones about t:he_ evil gambler Work out thesie contradictions,
would purge evil, the objective and external : s ifevi(les ein ";01 and it’s u§uaﬂy t_he tr}cks‘ter who outwits the evil ga'mbler. Now,
creation of the gods and my body, and I mus,t urge it ar 31}3 ot the:se ] i Smatie langugge' game that give 2 kind of
seek a priest to constantly purge t’”rom o heall)r . a‘i e arll muﬁ; philosophical voice to a character in imagination that can over-
to reach a state of grace. In a tribal wor)lr dview. it « soudany evi come or outwit the evil gambler. Thf_“ problem is that when all
we always have the potential for 200d and oo ,We iims ta:c)1 m(z,l of these ple.asures of the lltt?rary imagination in a story become
evil; it’s not outside, it’s in us. And I thigk o'u ﬁn; t‘?’go an representational or s.ymbohc,- then they take on political conse-
all aspects of tribal life of thi - you Iing evidence in quences and real actions, x?vhlch are recorded, and then they no
18 sense of a restoration of balance. longer serve as an imaginative language game. Then they are rep-
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resented, then they are established externally; and then they are
no longer play. I think that's one of the outstanding, in fact bril-
lant literary achievements of tribal storytellers, that they have not
sought to represent this language game and this figurative char-
acter, the trickster, and also the evil gambler, or the ice woman
or other figures in other cultures who are constantly a part of
language play. You can’t find them anywhere, and they exist in
other cultures too, although they may take on representative
forms. They are figurative, but some people actually believe they

are represented in a way. So it’s not just tribal cultures but others.

And it turns out that practically every culture except Western

has a well-developed trickster figure in imagination. Especially -

oral cultures. Something happens in written form, and cultures
move from oral to writing; and when they do, it, of course, be-
comes representational, and anthropologists have burdened us
with representational definitions of tricksters. Now, what I'm
trymmg to do is restore the play and pleasure of an imaginative
figure that is transformational, which is a contradiction, which 1s
not a developed character because it isn’t representational. The
trickster is a character who acts rather than poses. Such characters
are eminently familiar to tribal storytellers. They don’t, you
know, they don’t need coaching or advice.
_ =B: Do you see a development in your own use of what you
have called trickster discourse from a more person-oriented use
in your earlier texts to a more general use, where the tricksters
become just a stimulus to the imagination, an element that Just
flits through the verbal interspace?

6v: I don’t think so. Maybe the opposite. [Laughs.] The Fick-
ster of Liberty. What I try to do is demonstrate between the stories
a whole family of trickster figuration. I represent them as con-
tradictions, mythic reversals; for instance, a Catholic mun, 2 Cath-
olic priest, an entrepreneur, you know, graduates of the darkness.
I'mean, I gave them what conventional fiction writers would con-
sider character description—a class, a presence, a gesture, a pose,
something recognizable as representation in a contemporary
world. But of course, that’s anything but who they are. And then
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I just deconstruct that. For one thing, they all transform, con-
stantly in a state of contradiction. Whatever is expected of them
they are not. I suppose I could play on that even on another level
and say, is that any different in real life? If we touch on people’s
imagination rather than their public pose, we know that we all
live in a constant state of contradiction. The very instant we smile
and pose and accept the manners and gestures of someone, we
might be thinking the absolute opposite, you know. [ mean it’s
hard to put this all together. But in The Trickster of Liberty T set
what appeared to be representational characters but are not.

uB: Well, I was thinking more of Dead Vbices.

6v: Oh. Well, Dead Tbices follows . . . I started with this rep-
resentation in humans in ‘Fickster of Liberty; they’re all doing hu-
man active things, some of them quite miraculously but not
miracles. I mean, ecstatic states that influence other people, ma-
terial culture, animals, behavior, and all my characters have a
transformational connection with animals, especially mongrels or
dogs, dogs, dogs and bears. In Dead Vbices, I take trickster stories
to the city and create the ultimate contradiction that the city,
which is seen as the end of stories, is actually a sanctuary. And
then I play out the idea of transformation and different life forms.
Well, what T was concerned about was that if T did this in a so-
called wilderness area where a character sought these transfor-
mational connections I would be revisionist and romantic, and
that just isn’t dealing with the contradictions at hand in our own
experience. So I take this woman to the city, and there, in the
contradiction of an urban life and massive distractions, she trans-
forms and takes on the identities of various life forms, right in
town, and says there are more bears at tables in restaurants in the
cities than there are in the wilderness—I mean by transformation
and imagination. So your question was ““Are the characters more
dissociated from that original idea?”” Actually, I think it’s the re-
verse, that I'm actually strengthening this power of transforma-
tion in my characters.

uB: I was also thinking of], say, the different use of the bear
concept. At the end of Bearheart, Proude changes into a bear and
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moves on to a different world, whereas in Dead Voices [GV:
They're right there] the bear is right there, and it’s in the mirror,
$0 In a way it is also a projection [GV: Oh, I sce, I see]. Thus
there is a slightly more traditional aspect in Bearheart, whereas the
handling of the concept is very contemporary in Dead Voices.
6v: Yeah, you're quite right. And with the mirror I'm work-
ing on image, icon, reflection, mask, and only through the mask

can we discover anything and maybe nothing. It’s a playing on -

multiple images, and it is a device to break down the romantic
expectation of the real representation of the bear, that fact that the
bear is in her and she’s not in a traditional time, place, or envi-
ronment of any kind; and the bear is in memory and imagination.
So to have the mirror contain, not reflect, the bear she can’t even
see clearly in herself was a literary device to bring it alive because
she was the only one who could see the bear. Nobody else could
see that, although the anthropologists had a glimpse.

ki: Talking about masks, what do you think of the Western
concept of personal identity as contrasted to group identity or
tribal identity?

Gv: There is certainly a lot written on that, in so many philo-
sophical and critical contexts. The mask beneath which there is
nothing is a terrifying literary and political idea, and in drama
‘and poetry masks are, of course, necessary and important. [
mean, one of those characters in Bearheart, the priest, has multiple
masks because the priest deals in masks. I mean the whole church
is a mask, nations, states are masks, political processes are masks.
Some masks are more favorable than others, and we prefer to
identify with them and play behind them in a way that wouldn’t
be tolerable in other situations. I suppose we could say that Ger-
man unification is a kind of mask, isn’t it?  mean it hardly works,
and beneath the mask is this irreconcilable contradiction right
now over abortion. It’s on a political level, bears the masks of
unification and a new nation after the consequences of extremely
violent politics.

Anyway, in tribal cultures it’s the same. A mask of Western
civilization and its contradictions, a mask of Indianness, and a
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mask to live more comfortable in a world that expects so much
from the Indian mask, that has actually been created for the in-
dividual. I probably work more with simulations than anything,
the consequences of stepping out, destroying, contradicting, out-
witting the expectations, the mask that’s been created for Native
Americans. It’s easy now. It wasn’t so easy in my father’s gen-
eration. Most, many Indians trying to find jobs in cities couldn’t
get jobs as Indians. They weren’t seen as good workers. In fact,
my father and his brothers chose other identities because they
were told that Indians don’t live in houses so they wouldn’t know
how to paint them. So they tried other identities, Greek, Italian,
and that was okay because Greeks and Italians knew how to paint
things. So they got hired, and once they were successful at house
painting they told the employer that, in fact, they were Indians,
and he wouldn’t believe them because he was absolutely con-
vinced that Indians couldn’t do this kind of work. But there, you
know, you can see masks operating in a negative way, and if you
make it a positive choice, and an act of survival, you can outwit
even the most difficult masks imposed on you. But now it’s a
very positive one. It’s highly romanticized, and the expectations
among environmentalists, naturalists, tribal revisionists, you
know—it’s a very positive mask that’s created for American In-
dians for the most part. Certainly in Europe and in large parts of
the United States. That’s changing, of course. Casinos have
changed the mask, or casinos will end the romantic mask for quite
a while, Is that what you were getting at, living into masks and
contradictions?

ki: I was aiming at the question if you believe that there is
something at the core of a person that doesn’t change with all
these roles or masks he takes on during his life.

cv: Well, your question is ““Is identity essentialist?” I once had
a loving friendship with a film and stage actor, and she had what
I thought was a rather affected gesture with her hand just over
her heart, this little turn of her hand in this affected way. And it
irritated me. And I was about to be abrupt and say something
because it was a pose, a mask, a gesture that was irritating, and
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it was a class-conscious pose. And I was about to say somethin,

whf:n she showed me a family photograph album, and there wa{i
a picture of her about one year old, sitting on a beach, and she
had that very gesture. And I realized that this was inherited if
some mysterious essential way, that this gesture came with this
human being into the world. So I've noticed that in many people;
and obviously, tribal consciousness is inherited as gestures ané
shadows. '

Politically, I argue against essentialism because it’s too casy to
define who and what we are, | argue against it because we can’

o_nly discover our experience through action, through contradi
tion, through anarchy, and we even have to attempt to overturn
our own pleasures of essential identity. Now, on the other hand
we may realize that so much of who and what we are is genetic.

So that would assume a kind of biological scientism or essen-
tialism. I touch on this quite a bit at the end of The Heirs of Co-.
lumbus. In a way it’s a very dangerous section in the book, you
know. I mean I'm actually talking about the possibility of altering

genetic material in such a way that people can be improved, which
is rn::aliy dangerous. The way I talk about it in the book is life-
giving, healing, but obviously the political consequences of this
are incredible. But there’s no way to stop that; that’s happening
t}.lat’s going on. But anyway, in imagination we are essential. Wt;
dlscox'rer deep intimacies of experience. We give, each of us gives
meaning to our experience and shadows in a kind of essential way,
and that’s not always communal. And at the same time we learn
things that are of great value communally, and we take pleasure
from those past experiences that are represented by cultures and
traditions, and some of those contradictions that arise from them.
Fox:ﬂ example, I try to divide, for purposes of discussion, all
experience and identity;, but particularly tribal experience and
1c.1entity, n three ways. First there is an mtimacy, at once an emo-
tional dream language. ‘That knowledge in dream is so intimate
_that we seldom share that with anryone. Occasionally, we come
In contact with people with whom we feel this mysterious bond,
and we can communicate that understanding, usually in love re-
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lationships. Sometimes we’re wrong about that, and we pay a
terrible price. Then there’s privacy. Privacy is determined largely
by social and cultural values. Some cultures, nations, are less pri-
vate than others. Americans seem to be willing to talk about any-
thing: sex life, family, everything. They gossip about everything.
British tend to be more restrained about family business, Ger-
mans are quite protective about privacy, especially in matters of
public discourse, newspapers, access of writers, photographers
and things like that, with very developed laws about privacy. But
each culture, each tradition has different values, and among tribal

cultures there are differences about what might be thought of as
private. Now, that’s not what’s intimate. We all know what’s in-
timate. What we aren’t sure about is what’s private and public.
That varies.

Now;, the reason I'm pointing this out is that forever the con-
querors assumed the right to whatever was private and trans-
formed that into their public, and they also assumed access to the
intimate. Ethnologists, anthropologists believed that it was their
right to enter the intimate, to discover the tribal, the sacred, and
intimate. And when I talk to students about this, I say, “Would
you tolerate in your own family any of the experiences of Indi-
ans?” Of course not; they wouldn’t. They wouldn’t want some
anthropologist hanging around trying to find out what the mean-
ing of their meals was, or sexual practices, or the function of their
material culture, or their dreams and myths. I mean, this access
is assumed as a kind of right of the social sciences, and that raises
questions about what is essential too. And also what’s public and
private and what is communal. Now, here are some contradic-
tions that are not easily understood, and they are differences in
worldview. It’s said of Indians, because the people who have stud-
ied them say this, that many Indian people walk into the public
masks and take comfort in them because it’s an easy way to be
understood. And I don’t want to do that. I want to disrupt that.
I don’t want to be easily understood. I want to complicate the

tribal world.
I want to point out just a couple of things about these contra-
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that Indians are communal, and the Western world is individy.
alistic and usually material, right? This is a comfortable distinc:
tion to make. People take instruction from that, I mean, life value;

And yet here’s the contradiction. Indians, tribal people, are more:
individualistic than contemporary whites. And here’s what T

mean by that contradiction. Justa couple of examples. Tribal peo

ple know each other usually through nicknames and the stories’
behind each nickname. The tribes did not have 2 surname system. -
So behind each nickname is 2 story, and in a lifetime you could

have many nicknames, depending upon experiences and how

people saw you and what you did. Highly individualistic, isn’t it?”
Not only a nickname that distinguishes an individual absolutely

from anybody else but a story that’s so unique that it gives you
identity. Very individualistic. There’s hardly any of that remain-
ing in American popular culture. Hardly any of that remains.
People want to dress alike; they want to consume something that
will make them look like they're not individuals. Another con-
tradiction is this idea that so many interpreters of Indian life story
and autobiography have, and that is that Indians are communal,
that they couldn’t write autobiography because it’s antithetical to
their very being of essential communal experience. Now, what
rubbish! I mean it seems to me the opposite is true. It’s Ameri-
cans, Buropean Americans who have nothing to write about; they
don’t have any individual experience, and it would seem to me
they are incapablé of autobiography.

Just one more example. In most tribal cultures there are vision
quests. Many individuals do this, and they do this in extreme
conditions. They detach, meditate, concentrate, and wait in de-
privation to be visited by some force or mysterious energy that
exists in the world through animals, through trees, through some
life form that becomes an extraordinarily unique experience. So
unique that no one else has it. No one else has it. Such as a voice
and a story that connects you to some absolutely intimate, sacred
memory. Now, what could be more highly individualistic than
that? There’s nothing like that remaining in Western civilization.
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- There’s nothing in the church except the ppssibility that some
people have ecstatic communiog with then'. creator. Now,hFh}fi
unique thing about this is that nicknames, vision quests, whic !
are extremely individualistic, are nof separations from communa
life. Someone who goes on a vision quest knovxfs that the com-
munity he comes from supports this, hopes that it will work out;

and if and when it does, the experience and stories may benefit

the community. So this extreme individualism is a part of the

community. It gives the community energy, power, .hea]m.g
powet, insights that it can share collectively Tam generahz.mg this
almost in an idealistic way. Now, in contemporary Amencar.l S0~
ciety primary experience of mdividualism is in consumerism.
Well, that’s hardly individualistic, and you don’t h.ave anything
when objects are lost. You don't even haye community, much less
individual identity. So these contradictions, and it seems to me
that there’s a longing in the Western world that 1s realized on a
literary level in the discovery of trib:jll (.:u_lt\‘lres. In o'thcr words,
it’s a complete projection: what’s missing is fou‘ncl in the other,
especially if the other has been conquered, colomzt?d, and yet re-
mains in some way unique, different, and.mystenous..

#B: Let me pick up the term “tribal,” V\.thC},l, you ‘have just men-
tioned. You prefer it over “Native American” or “American [n-
dian,” but the term in itself seems to include bot_h the comml}nal
and the private in such a way that it scems possible to apply itto
other groups as well and other ethnicities. Is America possibly

ing multitribal?
tur(r;l:ir:l gThat:’s a way to affiliate and feel comfortable and al_so to
feel cared for in a way, you know, that you have some ultimate
security, that you know you have some t_r}ba’l’ support. I use the
word to avoid, as often as possible, “Indian,” which, of course,
is totally unacceptable, and it’s a risk because of the p‘roblems ?f
language, the changes in language value. The word tribal doesn’t
work in discussing African cultures because it could be scen more
often as pejorative than postmodern. It suggests somethmg prim-
itive, and I wouldn’t use that word anywhere e]§e in the world:.
But I think America has a positive association with the word #ri-
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bal, and it’s at least not pejorative in its current use. So it serves
me, this general value in the word world of the communal. It’s
not easily defined, but it suggests something other than material,

other than consumer culture, that it’s tribal in the sense of Indian,_
that it’s shared responsibilities and things like that. So then I can.

specify what I mean by it and not have to deconstruct it. It comes
mto the language right now. k may well change. Probably after
a decade or two of fascist tribal groups—you know, skinheads
and clans and white supremacists in America and things like
that—it will probably be exhausted as a useful word, so I'll have
to come up with something else.

HB: Let me come back to the question of identity. Last night

we talked about Diane Glancy, who calls herself a Cherokee with

one-eighth Cherokee blood, and, say, Ishmael Reed, who also has -

about that proportion of [¢v: Indian, Irish, Black] Indian blood
but of course chooses to affiliate himself with African-American
culture. So has cultural affiliation become a matter of choice?

Gv: Can’t do a yes or no on that. Is cultural affiliation 2 matter
of choice? It’s a matter of responsibility, and people do make
choices that are responsible to communities. The identity ques-
tion is so complex that the background conversation we’d have to
do to get at it would take the rest of the day: But let me touch on

- one of the great burdens: the problem of mixed blood. Every-
body’s been mixed forever. So that’s not new, What I'm trying
to argue is that mixed-bloods are not incomplete. They’re not half
of something, or this or that. They’re whole people. Now that’s
difficult in America and in the world because the world is not
very tolerant of the idea that someone who is mixed js a whole
person. The idea is that mixing is less of something and——de-
pending upon the values in a nation—usually the best part, in the
context of racialism, is white.

Now, in America it’s an irony. Because of the interest in assin-
ilation, the public policies of assimilation, Indians seem to become
white with intermarriage. African-Americans, however, always
stay African. They don’t become white because of 2 different
sense of racial privilege and an idea of assimilation. Also, Amer-
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icans don’t, and Germans as well, pretend to be African. But
Germans and Americans have made an industry out of pretending
to be Indian, Now, it’s a serious complication and con.tradiction
that, on the one hand, we have—just these two countries for the
moment, Germany and America—invested an enormous amount
of personal energy and wealth into the inventiop and pretension
of being Indian. At the same time, both countries have a critical
consciousness about who is an Indian and who is not, and they
make general negative categorical comments about the_mi}cf:d-
blood. They prefer the pure. I'm not playing on any h}stoncal
revision here because Americans do the same thing. And it’s such
a difficult condition of identity because that kind of language
leaves someone who’s mixed-blood feeling a sense of inadequacy;
that in fact the pretend identity is more significant than the mixed
identity, which is real. So all of these quest.ions. And. th(?n the
federal government should establish this racist categorization of
blood quantum as if such a thing were possible. If th(_:y choose a
language of genetic influence or appearance or somethmg, at least
that would have a play that could be realized in genetic theory.
But blood quantum, as if identity is by a volume! .

So that’s what Diane Glancy has to deal with and every mixed-
blocd has to deal with. The reality is that Indians have been mix-~
ing forever. Sometimes friendly and sometimes not. And in my
part of the country, the mix is primarily French becaus? of the
fur trade. And British. In the Pacific Northwest, Russian and
English. In the Southwest, Spanish mixed—bloods. So‘there: is in-
termarriage everywhere, and everyone is mixed in an immigrant
nation. But these racial categories obligate people to see them-
selves in a certain way. Now, my view is this: that identity is a
choice, but identity is a responsibility. And it’s not who people
are by their fractions or their quantum; iF’s who people ar'e.by
their responsibility with peers and families and communities.
Now, I don’t mean you have to be agreeable, but you have to be
responsible. So I find it interesting, for examplfe, that‘very _few,
or hardly any, of the contemporary writers, Indian writers right
now, have ever been active in communities. No radical work, no
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earned to be responsible, That doesn’t make anybody any better
than anybody else. It’s 2 difference that exists, and | think you
€an see it in literature.

Charles Larson, you know, when he wrote that book American

organized and his categories were stupid—he faced an interesting
probl;m: how do you decide who is an Indian writer? You can’t
he pointed out, go by blood quantum because even though somc:
one claims he’s an Indian, you know that may just be generations
away. There’s no contact with it 50 he settled upon an ides sim-
ilar to “peer recognition.” If he could discover that a writer who
was identified as Indian was recognized by his or her peers, that
was substantial support and validation of Indian tdentity. He said

ognition is very important. And that means you have to earn
through responsible acts the choice of identity. I mean you can
choose it, but you have to choose to do certain things to be re-
sponsible for a community, for an idea, for memory, for some-
thing. I believe in that. [ don’t think it’s cnough to just discover
that you've got Indian blood. That’s interesting. It is, and it’s 4
wonderful connection and start. But you have to be responsible
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for that. You have to be responsible for memory and history. So
if'you make that choice, you have to establish some responsibility
by way of an act.

Now; there’s a really wonderful person, Hertha Wong, who
has just written a book on Indian autobiography. She is a very
good scholar. In the preface to this book she speaks of herself as
being Indian. She’s just discovered that this book has even more
meaning now because she just discovered that she’s got Indian
blood. T think that’s really Interesting, but what is she trying to
say? That now; all of a sudden, this text has an essentialist mean-
ing? It’s a really interesting problem and question, and we should
be suspicious of someone in a preface to a book claiming this. I'd
be much more impressed if she claimed experience and respon-
sibility for her community, for memory, history, for her people.
But she can’t even identify which tribe she’s from. You know; this
could be a visitation with essentialism. We can come back to that,
that the genes may in fact in the end make the difference, right?
But for our purposes in literature, community engagement, it’s
the choice of taking res ponsibility for history; for colonial circum-
stances, for trouble and pleasure and pain and engaging in that
directly I can even argue more strongly that if you haven’t been
part of community organization, if you haven’t argued some is-
sues, if you haven’t taken a position in the name of history and
your experience, you don’t have a right to claim tribal identity or
to write about it. That’s pretty strong but it’s important.

But then we have the other extreme. We have Jamake High-
water, who poses as an Indian without an intimate sense of re-
sponsibility for that identity: I couldn’t possibly accept his books
because he manipulated and falsely presented himself. Or Forrest
Carter’s Education of Little Tee, which is the most recent example
of simulated identities. Carter is not known for his responsibilities
in an Indian community. He’s a good writer, but I was suspicious
of the content because it was too linear, it was too romantic, and
this is not a “true story” as the publisher claims. However, this
15 a useful book for critical reasons of identity. And sure enough,
it turns out that he’s not who he said he was; he may have Indian
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blood, but he was never responsible for that experience. That’

but then , . .
HB: Your notion of the mixed-blood, of the fruitfirlness o

bringing together polarities, as one might say, takes me back tg

a questif)n of literary technique. Would you agree that your |
erature is basically metaphorical in the sense that you pustﬂ;n tw

or several semantic poles and have the imagination fill in the ino
terspace, the dream space as yousay? it’s a technique, I think, tha;

works both in your haiku poems with the different lines, with -

the different images, and in your fiction with longer complexe
de}rel(?ped_. It can also be found in your mixture of genres irf oulsr
bringing in nonfictional elements when you quote from (:ritigism
an.d so forth. Would you agree that, in the sense of Ricoeur’s “cr
ative metaphor,” this is a basic principle to your writing? -
Gv: I do like to leave the pleasure of the meaning and in.ter r
tatlop to the reader, and so, rather than didactically statin of .
suming the information that I've obtained, I actually la %ut talj-
Images and information and leave it to. . . Itis a metap}}lror but(;
7 lea‘:‘re the ends open. What'’s imteresting is that some readers, don’t
behe\’re the historical documents. They think they’re fictional, but
‘I can’t account for that. I can only act responsibly in that w.; k
1s nteresting though. People have some difficulty acceptin Eis
torical or other documentation in fiction, and I think it’s thf con:
sumer nterests of fiction that make fiction a le, a simulated
escape, you know. Of course, I see fiction as havin,g the healin
power of stories, or liberation. At least that’s the way I want tg
write and the way I feel about literature. It has more in commog
\imth t%le postcolonial literature. Because I see that literature as
hbera‘tlon, not m a linear way, but the experiences, and much of
that IlteFatfire also draws upon historical document;tion And th
contradictions of history in colonialismn, realized as rnc':ta hy y
are the characters of liberation. And I think readers can lfe ils:
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erated in that way too. They can be liberated from their own
pretentiousness. They can be liberated from their own possession
of the image, their own guilt through colonization. I take pleasure
in Native Americans who find themselves in my work. And I
have been greatly honored by a small number, but a very signif-
icant number, of Native Americans who write and tell me that,
in fact, something in my work did liberate them, that they were
not able to sce themselves until they read my stories. Most often

through my autobiography. And I think it’s because I argue for
the experience of a whole person. And yet, in the autobiography,
I say nothing that’s intimate. I say much that’s private, a witness
to the private, but you won’t find confession of the intimate in
my work. I believe the essential is intimate, and the intimate is
mine. I write memories that are imagined, historical, and private.

xL: | wanted to ask you a question about the mixed-bloods or
crossbloods, as you like to say. Do they have a chance or are they
the ones capable of creating a new culture? In some sort of dia-
lectical process between the two inherited streams of culture, a
culture that will give them their own sense of place?

Gv: Well, there’s certainly a tension there, isn’t there? [ mean
there’s a tension of discovery and liberation, and my argument is
that we become whole by this, not parts. But everyone is mixed,
everyone. So everyone can discover this. People are just mixed in
different ways, and the consequences and interpretations of their
differences as sources of identity—let me put it another way. What
difference do we make out of the differences? That’s my interest.
In the past the differences have been violent and terribly dam-
aging, and I'm arguing that the differences are liberation; they’re
the discovery of a whole person. Throughout tribal history
mixed-bloods have always been active in tribal business. I think,
not now but perhaps in a decade or two, someone may be able
to develop a very impressive critical interpretation about the ten-
sion of mixed identity being the source of energy among every,
every contemporary Native American writer. They're all mixed-
bloods. The difference is that not many of them said so in the
beginning, very few. They allowed publishers to present them as
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the essential Indian. But cvery author is a crossblood, in the hear

and the word. And that’s important, and I wish more authors
would speak of that. It’s important to know. That would break
down this Karl May expectation in Germany, for example, [t
would enrich the idea of identity. It would make it rmuch more
intriguing and Interesting. And it would say much more about
the world, about colonialism, about postcolonialism, about our:
resistance to colonialism and the literature of dominance. It would "
obligate people to enter this tension and imagine it and become
whole themselves, you know;, to see people in a different way. But -
by perpetuating this image of essential racial purity, and especially -
if someone fits the physical description of a kind of Karl May -

Indian, you know, in 2 way they’re doomed to their own simu-
lation. I mean they have to interpret the difference or argue out
of it.

I'started a course on “People of Mixed Descent,” at Santa Cruz
several years ago, and I teach it at Berkeley now. I approach the

class historically and theoretically because I want it to be a serious -

academic seminar. With few exceptions the students who have
taken it are crossbloods. Now, no one on campus thinks much
about this except the people who are crossbloods. Practically
cvery minority student is a crossblood, And yet they have to
choose from just a few generic racial categories. They’re very
limited: African-American, Native American, Asian-American.
Well, break down the Asian into 2 dozen or more groups. So there
will be students in my classes who are Korean-Japanese. Imagine
that mix! Imagine having to decide on a category that is less than
a whole person; you're whole only by simulation, political sim-
ulation, and not by experience. And you have to deny something
in order to be less than whole. These classes have been the most
exciting, the most moving, and the most liberating of anything
Ive ever taught because we study the theories of race and culture,
the developments of racialism in history, and some of the evil con-
sequences of racial categorization and exclusion; then colonial
contact, mixed relations, some willing, some unwilling; and then
we talk about our own experience, To hear that experience and
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to hear people speak of themselves as a whole person instead of
afragment here and there is very rewarding. The subject has jbegn
the most encouraging because people f}ave be-en SO enthusm,stxc
and so cager to take hold of this complicated idea, and there’s a
lot of tension but it’s so liberating. - '
HB: | should like to wind up in a lighter vein. What is a panic
hole? . _
6v: The experiences of a panic hole are intimate. ngever,_ it
is in literature, and I have written about it, so the idea is public,
That the earth must love to hear my voice. Why else wpuld the
earth have given me voice? And I take Plf:asure in shouting ‘back
into the earth the very tension of my existence, the very tension of
my existence, and the earth is better for it, and so are we with

the earth.



