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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 

[Jesus] told them all Indians must dance, everywhere, and keep on dancing.  If they 

danced the dance, then they would be able to visit their dear ones and beloved 

ancestors. 

Leslie Marmon Silko, Gardens in the Dunes (23) 

 

We danced four nights. 

We danced four nights. 

The fourth dawn Messiah came. 

The fourth dawn Messiah came. 

Leslie Marmon Silko, Gardens in the Dunes (465) 

 

I. The Wounded Knee Massacre 

 

In the history of imperialism and nationalism, cultural exchange had been 

conducted in forms of massacres and colonization.  Since the development of 

seamanship and technology, the course of marine navigations had undergone a new 

phase.  The colonizers have had a record of dispossessing, dominating, and 

exploiting cultures of other parts of the world, thus bringing about disasters to the 

indigenous cultures and peoples.  The European explorations of North America were 
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so massive and devastating that the survival of indigenous cultures is at stake.  

Willard H. Rollings in the essay, “Indians and Christianity” provides an appropriate 

metaphor for Indian-European relations.  He says, “Native Americans were the grass 

while Europeans constituted the ‘rude force’ moving across North America, bringing 

enormous and incomprehensible changes for the native inhabitants” (2004: 121). 

The Wounded Knee massacre is an important event in the history of the 

Indian-European relations.  In succession to the Ghost Dance Movement in the late 

nineteenth century, the Wounded Knee massacre in 1890 has been symbolically taken 

as the final point of “termination” of tribal peoples in North America.  It had frozen 

the Native American hope for self autonomy, a way of living with the spirit of 

ancestors and regenerating the damaged land.  As the Ghost Dance was widely 

performed by Native Americans, it led to the ultimate confrontation between the 

whites and the Indians. 

Ever since European colonizers arrived in the New World, the interaction 

between them and the aboriginals did not make up a pleasant history.  Native 

Americans had been repressed, suffering from both hunger and poverty.  Conditions 

were terrible in the 1860s because a decade earlier the federal government had signed 

a series of treaties with Indians to confine them in certain areas, “primarily in places 

not wanted by the whites” (Deloria 5).  Because of the lack of food on reservations 

and the failure to bring in food supplies in the late 1890s, the level of dissatisfaction 

and hatred among the Indians toward the whites was intensified.  As a result, the 

Ghost Dance Movement prevailed quickly among the Sioux, who were greatly 
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troubled by the insufficiency of food.  Indians at Pine Ridge were among the first to 

articulate their dissatisfaction.  They believed that if they kept dancing the Ghost 

Dance, they would not suffer anymore and when the grass turned green next year, 

there would be neither hunger nor poverty.  The Ghost Dance gave them the hope for 

both spiritual and physical regeneration. 

According to Scott Peterson, the “Ghost Dance became the spark that ignited the 

Last Indian War, the Wounded Knee massacre” (1999: 91).  Raised in Arizona, 

Peterson has had a life-long interest in native cultures.  He has been a staff writer 

and freelancer for numerous corporate, governmental, non-profit, and entertainment 

organizations.  He records clearly in Native American Prophecies (1999), how the 

general public and the government authorities reacted to the Ghost Dance Movement 

at that time.  In the late 1890s, the War Department first received a letter warning 

them that the Sioux were “planning for breakout from the reservation” (Peterson 116).  

Although it was never proved, the government nevertheless became alarmed.  While 

at the same time the Ghost Dance, “which at first [was] staged only periodically, soon 

became the sole focus for thousand” (Peterson 116).  Observing the potential power 

brought about by the Ghost Dance Movement, Agent Gallagher at Pine Ridge wanted 

to stop the Sioux from more public gathering and dancing for fear that the dancers 

might form a considerable force against the government.  Gallagher was however 

unable to put an end to it. 

Gallagher resigned as an agent in October 1890 and was succeeded by Daniel F. 

Royer, who was known as the “Young-man-afraid-of-Indians” (Peterson 118).  
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Royer was a physician, banker, and two-term Republican of the territorial legislature 

from Alpena, South Dakota.  He telegraphed for military support, claiming that 

“Indians [were] dancing in the snow and were wild and crazy . . . . We need protection 

and we need it now” (qtd. in Peterson 118).  Royer felt afraid that the Indians might 

have conspired against the government and called for immediate protection from the 

army, which led to the outbreak of the Wounded Knee massacre.  Most whites, 

Royer included, were unable or unwilling to reconcile with the fact that the Ghost 

Dance was in fact a peaceful dance. 

What happened next was the use of military force to put the Sioux under control.  

Peterson notes, “on November 13, [1890,] President Harrison ordered the secretary of 

war to assume military responsibility to prevent an outbreak from the Sioux 

reservations” (1999: 120).  Troops arrived and put the reservation under control.  

On November 15, some Indian policemen and volunteers surrounded the compound 

of Sitting Bull, the great Sioux medicine man.  Soon there was a bloody fight “in 

which six policemen and eight ‘hostiles,’ including Sitting Bull’s seventeen-year-old 

son, lost their lives” (Peterson 121).  Because of this incident the Indian leaders 

decided to turn themselves in and agreed to camp at the Wounded Knee Creek, which 

they did on December 28. 

The next morning, the Indians warriors were ordered to hand over their guns; 

however, only two old guns were located.  Some soldiers were ordered to search in 

the tipis for more guns.  Peterson observes, “In order to do so, they overturned beds, 

roughed up the families of the warriors and angered everyone” (1999: 121).  Yellow 
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Bird, a medicine man, gave the signal for attack.  The first shot was fired by a young 

Indian.  The government soldiers responded with a barrage of gunshot.  Believing 

that the Ghost Shirts would protect them from the bullets, the Indians used revolvers, 

knives, and war clubs to fight back.  As a result, a bloody battle started. 

In spite of the pacific intent of the Indian leaders, the bloody battle took the lives 

of 120 Indian men and 250 Indian women and children.  According to James 

Mooney, the author of The Ghost-Dance Religion and the Sioux Outbreak of 1890, 

“almost all the dead warriors were found lying near where the fight began, about Big 

Foot’s tipi, but the bodies of the women and children were found scattered along for 2 

miles from the scene of the encounter, showing that they had been killed while trying 

to escape” (1896: 127).  It is hard to believe that soldiers even killed the completely 

unarmed women and children, who meant no threat to them.  Those who survived 

had to endure the bitterness and misery of a Dakota blizzard without food and shelter.  

It was reported that babies were found buried alive under the snow lying beside their 

dead mothers (Mooney 128). 

The Wounded Knee massacre successfully deterred the Indians from further 

public Ghost Dance gatherings.  To be sure, the military suppression had some effect 

on the Indians’ passion for the Ghost Dance movement.  The fervor waned, 

especially among the Sioux.  Mooney suggests, however, that the Ghost Dance 

continued secretly, basing his argument on observations made during his visit to the 

Wind River Reservation in Wyoming in 1892, two-and-a-half years after the Wounded 

Knee massacre:   
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We started and had gone but a short distance when we heard from a 

neighboring hill the familiar measured cadence of the ghost songs.  On 

turning with a questioning look to my interpreter－who was himself a 

half-blood－he quietly said: ‘Yes, they are dancing the Ghost Dance. 

That’s something I have never reported, and I never will.  It is their 

religion and they have a right to do it.  (qtd. in Peterson 124) 

Peterson further suggests that the Ghost Dance continued to be enacted privately by 

the “Shoshone of the Wind River Reservation in Wyoming well into the 1950s’” as 

conducted by medicine man Tudy Roberts (125). 

 

II. Mooney on the Ghost Dance Movement 

 

Some time before the massacre took place the Bureau of American Ethnology 

dispatched James Mooney to investigate the ongoing and allegedly threatening new 

religion among the Sioux, the government and mass media being worried about an 

“Indian Outbreak.”  As an ethnologist and anthropologist in the Smithsonian 

Institute, Mooney contributed a substantial and irreplaceable study of the Ghost 

Dance Movement of Native Americans in the late nineteenth century.  His works laid 

a foundation for later academic studies on Native American culture and development.  

His book, The Ghost-dance Religion and Sioux Outbreak of 1890, was first published 

in 1896. Mooney set out to acquaint himself and characterize the Indian nativistic 

movement in response to the rapid spread of the Ghost Dance in the early 1890s.  
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Having the background as an anthropologist, Mooney gave empirical reports on 

its founder, Wovoka, the lyrics of the songs, and the beliefs and the rituals from each 

tribe.  Although there were some minor mistakes, he recorded a sizable amount of 

data which helped his later research on this subject matter.  However, it is not only 

his vivid and detailed account of the nativistic movement that makes his studies 

illustrious and worth reading, but also his ability to “recognize [. . .] the pan-human 

characteristics of the type of the event [the Ghost Dance]; later scholars have used his 

insights and his empirical description to develop more detailed theories” (Wallace, v).  

In the following I will give a brief recount of Mooney’s reports on the Ghost Dance 

Movement. 

 

A. Wovoka the Prophet 

 

In the winter of 1892, Mooney visited Wovoka, also known as Jack Wilson.  

The latter was described by him as:  

a young man, a dark full-blood, compactly built, and taller than the Paiute 

generally, being nearly 6 feet in height.  He was well dressed in white 

man’s clothes, with the broad-brimmed white felt hat common in the West, 

secured on his head by means of a beaded ribbon under the chin.  This, 

with a blanket or a robe of rabbit skins, is now the ordinary Paiute dress.  

He wore a good pair of boots.  His hair was cut off square on a line below 

the base of the ears, after the manner of his tribe.  (1896: 11) 
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This appearance was not of a typical Paiute, but someone who was influenced by the 

white culture.  Wovoka was attached to the family of a ranchman in Mason Valley, 

named David Wilson.  Wovoka was then bestowed the name of Jack Wilson.  That 

was how he learned English, white manners and ideas of the white men’s religion.  

Although not a mixed-blood, Wovoka was affected by both cultures.  

According to Mooney, Wovoka appeared to be more a hearty and warm man with 

a family and children than a saint or a Messiah.  At the age of 35, Wovoka had been 

teaching his people to dance the Ghost Dance for nearly four years but had received 

his “great revelation” (Mooney 13) about two years ago.  On the day when the sun 

was eclipsed, he fainted and entered another world, where he saw God along with all 

the dead ancestors.  Wovoka claimed that God asked him to deliver a message back 

to his people: they must be good and love one another, have no quarreling, and live in 

peace with the whites; that they must work, and not lie or steal; and that they must put 

away all the old practices that savored of war” (Mooney 14).  Basically speaking, the 

religion he preached was “one of universal peace” (Mooney 14), not mythical or 

threatening.  Wovoka also believed that that it would be better for the Indians to 

learn and adopt the white man’s habits of civilization.  However, this was not what 

the whites had conceived of Wovoka and the Ghost Dance. 

The U.S. government and most whites at that time had a difficulty to differentiate 

between a war dance from a religious one, believing that Wovoka was gathering 

forces in order to start a war against the whites.  

[. . .] the Nebraska State Journal ran stories with such headlines as ‘Dark 
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is the Outlook,’ ‘Spies Bring in Startling Reports,’ and ‘Bound to Be 

Trouble.’  The Omaha World Herald and Chicago Inter-Ocean demanded 

immediate military action to justify their predictions of imminent warfare.  

[In the East, there were] headlines as ‘Indians Are Dancing,’ ‘Indians Buy 

Guns and Ammunition,’ ‘Redskins Prepare for War.’  […] New York 

Times was caught up in the hype.       (Peterson 119) 

As a matter of fact, what Wovoka intended was a peaceful and promising future for 

the Indians, not a hostile war against the whites.  He did not claim to be the Christ 

although it was rumored that he was the Son of God.  Wovoka said he was a prophet 

whose task was to deliver messages for God and taught people to dance so that the 

Messiah might come and help them out of extremity. (Mooney 18) 

 

B. Doctrine of the Ghost Dance 

 

The basic principle of the Ghost Dance doctrine is based on the prediction of an 

Indian millennium or ‘the return of the ghosts’” (Mooney 29) when living Indians 

would reunite with the dead ones to live a life “of aboriginal happiness, forever free 

from death, disease, and misery” (Mooney 20).  Indians believed that after dancing 

for four successive nights and in the last night kept up the dance until the morning of 

the fifth day, Jesus the Messiah would come back to the earth and save the Indians 
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from the unbearable life that they had experienced since the arrival of Europeans.  

Indians who used to wander around the land were confined to the barren reservation, 

deprived of freedom and food (30).  

Along with the promise for a return of the Messiah, Wovoka also gave specific 

instructions to his people, such as “do right always.  […] Do not refuse to work for 

the whites and do not make any trouble with them until you leave them.  […] Do not 

tell lies” (1896: 23).  Above all, his teachings and instructions forbade people to 

follow the warpath and prepared them for “final Christianization” (qtd. in Mooney 25).  

Although there were different rumors about Wovoka and the Messiah differentiated in 

different tribes, basically the Ghost Dance represented dissatisfaction toward their life 

and resistance against the authorities in ways of peace.  For example, Mooney 

documented the words of George Sword talking about the Messiah, an Ogalala Sioux 

Indian: “There was a man of about forty, which was the Son of God.  The man said:  

[…] In the spring when the green grass comes, your people who have gone before you 

will come back, and you shall see your friends then, for you have come to my call” 

(Moony 41).  This man believed Wovoka to be the Messiah, and he also believed 

that the prophecy although it was a little different from what Mooney had documented 

about Wovoka and his prophecy (41). 

 

C. Pan-human Characteristics of the Ghost Dance 

 

According to Anthony F. C Wallace, who wrote the introduction for Mooney’s 
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The Ghost-Dance Religion, the most significant contribution made by Mooney was 

his recognition of the pan-human characteristics of the Ghost Dance.  Born in a 

small country town in Indiana of Irish immigrant parents, Mooney had the same 

nativistic sentiment that the Indians had.  He understood the problem and treated the 

Ghost Dance Movement with a serious attitude, placing himself in their boat.  When 

recounting many different versions of the doctrines and rituals, Mooney saw in them a 

common expectation: the longing for “the return of the Indian ancestors and their 

customs” (Wallace viii).  However, what they longed for was “the return of a 

plurality of cultures” (Wallace viii), not a specific and absolute culture that aimed to 

dominate others.  Wallace states,  

He [Mooney] regarded as similar the prophetic roles of Joan of Arc, 

Mohammed, and Wovoka.  Thus Mooney anticipated those later 

formulations which posit an essential processual similarity in revolutionary 

religious movements diverse in forms and philosophical basis.  

Furthermore, Mooney regarded such movements as adaptive responses of 

peoples to intolerable stresses laid upon them by poverty and oppression. 

(ix) 

The emergence of the prophet and the performance of a particular ceremony/ritual are 

the manifestation of resistance, deriving naturally from being suppressed and deprived 

of their living rights.  

From a specific perspective, both Wallace and Mooney adopt parts of Wovoka’s 

teachings about the Messiah and the return of the dead in accordance with their own 
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personal background and experiences.  There were many versions of Wovoka’s 

doctrines, varying from person to person, and from tribe to tribe.  It was of no 

importance to indicate the similarities and differences among them, but to recognize 

the essential need for all to have a belief that they would be saved someday.  It was 

necessary for people of the lost tribes to believe in the Second Coming of the Messiah.  

Echoing such a need, Wovoka’s vision gave the Indians hope and consequently the 

word was quickly spread among the tribes.  In the following I will turn to Black Elk 

and his memoirs of the Ghost Dance Movement. 

 

III. Black Elk and the Ghost Dance 

 

I know it was the story of a mighty vision given to a man too weak to use 

it; of a holy tree that should have flourished in a people’s heart with 

flowers and singing birds, and now is withered; and of a people’s dream 

that died in bloody snow.  

Black Elk Speaks (1) 

 

A. Black Elk’s Vision and the Ghost Dance 

 

In Black Elk Speaks, Black Elk’s life and his visions are recorded with great 

details.  As a hunter, warrior, holy man, and a seer, Black Elk appears as a “spiritual 

guidance, for sociological identity, for political insight, and for affirmation of the 
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continuing substance of Indian tribal life” (xv).  Black Elk Speaks is a book about the 

story of a vision and the duty that comes with it.  His book is widely regarded as the 

pan-Indian Bible and his visions not only influence the Pan-Indian tribes, but also 

millions of people in the United States.  

Black Elk had his first vision at the age of five when he heard strange voices.  

Four years later, he fell ill and had the Great Vision in a twelve-day coma.  He saw 

the six Grandfathers and they bestowed upon him the great power to save his nation.  

However, both the vision and the power burdened him, but he also felt that the power 

was growing in him as the nation declined.  

By the time Black Elk returned from Europe in 1889, the natives were suffering 

greatly from hunger and poverty.  He wrote, “my people looked pitiful.  There was 

a big drouth, and the rivers and creeks seemed to be drying.  […] The Wasichus1 

had slaughtered all the bison and shut us up in pens.  It looked as though we might 

all stave to death.  We could not eat lies, and there was nothing we could do” (Black 

Elk Speaks 177).  Black Elk felt that he could do something to save his people out of 

the plight, but he saw the same Great Vision, which appeared in Wovoka’s dream,  

I was surprised, and could hardly believe what I saw; because so much of 

my vision seemed to be it.  The dancers, both women and men, were 

holding hands in a big circle, and in the center of the circle they had a tree 

painted red with most its branches cut off and some dead leaves on it.  

This was exactly like the part of my vision where the holy tree was dying, 

                                                 
1 Wasichu is the Lakota word for white people. 
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and the circle of the men and women holding hands was like the sacred 

hoop that should have power to make the tree to bloom again.  […] It all 

seemed to be from my great vision somehow and I had done nothing yet to 

make the tree to bloom.  (182, emphasis mine) 

After realizing this, Black Elk started to act enthusiastically in the Ghost Dance and 

“use[d] his power that had been given me.  […] I would dance with them” (BES 183).  

Black Elk was caught up in the Ghost Dance Movement, and became an active 

participant.  In a word, Black Elk identified with the Ghost Dance as well as 

Wovoka’s vision. 

 

B. Black Elk and the Wounded Knee Massacre 

 

Black Elk witnessed the Wounded Knee massacre in 1890 when he was 27 years 

old.  In the chapter titled “The Butchering at Wounded Knee,” he recalled that 

women and children were hunted down by the white soldiers while trying to escape. 

Dead women, children and babies were scattered simply because they were trying to 

run away.  He recalled, “I saw a little baby trying to suck its mother, but she was 

bloody and dead” (BES 199).  After experiencing the tragedy, all that Black Elk 

wanted to do was revenge and killing: “We wanted a much bigger war-party so that 

we could meet the soldiers and get revenge” (BES 206).  However, because the 

winter of 1890 was terribly cold, women and children were starving and freezing. 

Thinking for them, Black Elk and other Indians agreed on making peace with the 
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whites.  All the dreams of the Indians about the return of the dead and the coming of 

a peaceful and happy world were shattered.  Black Elk wrote, “I did not know then 

how much was ended.  […] And I can see that something else died there in the 

bloody mud [along with the dead men, women and children], and was buried in the 

blizzard.  A people’s dream died there.  It was a beautiful dream.” (207: emphasis 

added) 

Although the incident marked the end of the Indians, in Black Elk’s last remark 

in the Author’s Postscript as recorded by John G. Neihardt, he found his vision again.  

It did not die in the year of 1890. 

Again, and maybe the last time on this earth, I recall the great vision you 

sent me.  It may be that some little root of the sacred tree still lives.  

Nourish it then, that it may leaf and bloom and fill with singing birds.  

Hear me, not for myself, but for my people; I am old.  […] Hear me in 

my sorrow, for I may never call again.  O make my people live.  (BES 

210) 

Then right after his prayer, it began to rain as if the land had been answering him with 

its most amazing healing power.  Despite of the temporary decline in the Ghost 

Dance, Black Elk chose to believe in his vision and prayed for his people’s well- 

being.  

Eventually, Wovoka’s and Black Elk’s visions have shown the Indians “a 

universal expression of the larger, more cosmic truths which industrialism and 

progress had ignored and overwhelmed” (Wallace xiv).  As an individual in an 
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unstable time and situation, Black Elk’s personal and spiritual encounter with the 

Greater Being and his continuing faith in the possibility of a complete sacred hoop not 

only echoed that of Wovoka, but also functioned as a spiritual guide for the 

pan-Indian tribal peoples. 

 

IV. Silko on the Ghost Dance  

 

Though there is no clear indication if the Ghost Dance is still in practice, yet the 

spirit lives on in Native literary texts, and this thesis attempts to read The Gardens in 

the Dunes in light of the Ghost Dance Movement.  Published in 1999, Gardens in the 

Dunes presents a world intermingled with realities and visions.  With the story 

opening in a hidden garden near the Colorado-Arizona border, two young Sand Lizard 

girls, Indigo and Sister Salt, lead a traditional life with Mama and Grandmother Fleet.  

The Sand Lizard is a fictional tribe, symbolic of the many small and extinct tribes in 

the deserts outside the reservations in the late 19th century.  By weaving the 

fabricated characters with the well-known Ghost Dance Movement into the novel, 

Silko aims to retell the event of the Ghost Dance Movement with an analogue of 

Wounded Knee massacre from the perspective of a Sand Lizard girl, Indigo.  Her 

mission is to remind Native Americans of the historical trauma and the possibility of 

regeneration. 

By depicting the story of the protagonists and their spiritual visions, Silko not 

only presents the variability of tribal religions and the mutual influences that 
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Christianity and tribal religions may have on each other, but also portrays a universal 

vision of them.  In spite of the continuing integration of Christianity and tribal 

beliefs, Gardens in the Dunes is a clear manifestation of the union of the two.  Silko 

extends the beliefs of Native Americans beyond Christianity to the pre-Christianity 

European past.  As a matter of fact, examining Europe of the pre-Christianity period, 

when Christianity was not yet an established religion,2 Silko finds many astonishing 

correlations between tribal beliefs and the so-called heresies or paganism, such as the 

worshiping of a goddess and the dancing rituals.  Many similar symbols and images 

exist in the artifacts, legends and stories of Native American tribes and old European 

paganism.  Most of these ideas center around the lead female character in the novel, 

Hattie Abbott.  Immersed in Indigo’s tribal beliefs with a touch of Christianity and 

some old European paganism, Hattie has undergone a vision quest in which she 

herself is “the arena, the good and the evil, the temporal and the spiritual, part of the 

world soul, making and remaking the universe in all its relations” (Blaeser 13).  

The supernatural elements, as well as the religious representations, are keys to 

the understanding of Gardens in the Dunes.  This thesis aims to demonstrate how 

Silko uses issues of religion to retell the silenced colonial history of the Ghost Dance 

Movement in the nineteenth century and reclaims the spiritual integrity of Native 

Americans through the stories of Hattie Abbott and Sand Lizard girls.  I argue that 

they have found for themselves an “alternative Messiah” that not only fulfills the 

prophecy of the Second Coming, but also brings them salvation and spiritual 

                                                 
2 Emperor Constantine I included the force of Christianity in politics and as a result settled the 
cornerstone of Christianity to last for nearly two thousand years. 
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regeneration.  In the following, I will situate my reading of the novel in the context 

of Native American religions by summarizing the thoughts of key figures in the field 

and outlining the chapters of the thesis. 

 

V. Native Religions and Christianity 

 

Before Columbus discovered the New World, millions3 of Native Americans had 

lived in the Americas for thousands of years.  Among them, they had developed a 

way of life by blending into the land, the climate and the living creatures.  It is 

definitely not suitable to denominate the land with the conception of the “New 

World,” for a large number of Native Americans had already inhabited here for 

centuries.  It could be traced back to hundreds of years ago before Europeans 

“discovered” and set foot on the land of North America.  Before the arrival of the 

colonizers, Native Americans had formed their own ways of worshiping the heaven 

and the earth, shaped their beliefs toward life and death, and developed religious 

rituals that were closely connected to Mother Nature.  Deriving from some hunting 

taboos, horticultural traditions and human interaction with the natural world, tribal 

beliefs have embodied a variety of forms and ceremonies (Doak para. 8). 

However, circumstances changed as time passed and the succeeding encounter 

with the explorers and missionaries from Europe dramatically altered the destiny of 

                                                 
3 According to Huang in her research, the population of Native American in 1492 was first estimated at 
about 8 million by historians of the early twentieth century. However, more researches in the field of 
archeology and demographic projects are carried out and the possible population has been raised to the 
range of 57-112 million. 
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the land and beliefs of her peoples.  European invaders came to the New World with 

a divine task to “civilize” (Vernon 76) the Indians by undermining the tribal ways of 

paying tribute to the spirituality of the world.  European colonizers defied tribal 

religious leaders and prohibited traditional religious gatherings of Native Americans 

in the hope of converting them to Christianity and these actions resulted in the 

devastating damage to the traditional beliefs and practices.  Tracing this 

phenomenon back to the time of Columbus, we could find some clues if we read his 

accounts.  He declared that the Native people might “easily be made Christians” 

because they “belonged to no religion.” (Columbus 34). 

 Since the time of Columbus, European Christians and indigenous people of the 

Americas began to weave a long, complicated, and interconnected history regarding 

religious experience.  As many scholars have pointed out, there are many 

fundamental differences between Christianity and tribal religions.  Moreover, among 

different tribal religions, there are great diversities that serve to preclude a 

comprehensive examination of the tribal religion and belief systems.  I argue that 

“hybridization” is one of the key characteristics of tribal religions.  Although Native 

Americans have undergone processes of oppression and resistance, they have also 

learned to incorporate and assimilate Christianity into their systems of beliefs in 

various degrees.  Such a vision is exemplified in many contemporary Native 

American literary works, in which dogmas and any attempt to be orthodox are 

detested.  Native Americas are creative enough to bring in different world views and 

religious beliefs and blend them into theirs.  I will give a summary of various 
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viewpoints on Indian religions in the following section. 

 

A. Vine Deloria Jr.’s View on Indian Religions 

 

As a leading scholar in Native American studies, Vine Deloria Jr. is the author of 

many books on issues concerning law, political science, history and most of all, 

religion.  In his book God is Red (1972), he not only gives a systematic and coherent 

examination of general Indian thought toward Western culture and theology, but also a 

critical reflection on them.  He proposes that “each land projects a particular 

religious spirit, which largely determines what types of religious beliefs will arise on 

it” (GIR 288).  In other words, Deloria believes that land and religion are closely 

connected, and that it is unreasonable to transplant Christianity to North America 

without any modification since Christianity and tribal religions are incompatible.  

Deloria argues that tribal religion and Christianity are fundamentally different in 

their worldviews.  Native Americans base their religions on place, while Christianity 

is based on time.  Deloria states, “the very essence of Western European identity 

involves the assumption that time proceeds in a linear fashion; further it assumes that 

at a particular point in the unraveling of this sequence, the peoples of Western Europe 

became the guardians of the world” (63; emphasis added).  They focus on history to 

prove the validity of Jesus’ message.  They attempt to prove that Jesus does exist.  

On the contrary, for Native Americans, “at the deepest philosophical level our [Native 

Americans’] universe must have as a structure a set of relationships in which all 
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entities participate.  Within the physical world this universal structure can best be 

understood as a recognition of the sacredness of places” (1-2; emphasis added).  The 

Indians do not take pains to prove Jesus’ existence in historical time; instead, they pay 

attention to the messages themselves. 

In addition, the Indians have different renditions of the creation myth and the 

world of the afterlife.  Most of tribal religions agree that there is a “creator,” but they 

refuse to  

represent deity anthropomorphically.  To be sure, many tribes used the 

term grandfather when praying to God.  […] While there was an 

acknowledgement that the Great Spirit has some resemblance to the role of 

a grandfather in the tribal society, there was no great demand to have a 

‘personal relationship’ with the Great Spirit in the same manner as popular 

Christianity has emphasized personal relationships with God.  (79; 

emphasis added) 

Christians refuse to accept tribal religion because they believe in the account of 

Genesis.  Furthermore, Christians believe that after they die they will enter a 

heavenly world if they behave properly according to God’s messages.  According to 

Deloria, when too much emphasis is laid upon heaven and hell, people become 

separated from participation in the life cycles of the natural world, thinking nothing 

but trying to plan in advance for the afterlife.  Besides, death itself becomes 

something to be feared.  For Native Americans, life after death is a simply 

continuation of the life experienced in this world.  Human beings are an integral part 
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of the natural world.  After they die, their spirit still stays on the same land. 

Deloria argues that “peoples and lands can relate to teach other in a very 

powerful manner to develop a spiritual unity” (1972: 288).  It is not important to 

trace the origin of a religion or to claim its validity to only a certain people, but it is 

important for these Euro-Americans to acknowledge the fact that they need to find 

harmony with the “New World” of the Americas.  If they try to impose their 

worldview and religion entirely on this land and its people without making any 

modification, they will eventually lose track of their path and the values of their 

culture. 

Religion is a complicated manifestation of the living.  When natives are trying 

to revive their religious traditions and rediscover the integrity by reinstituting the 

Ghost Dance, the rest of the American society “has torn itself and its religious 

traditions apart, substituting patriotism and hedonism for old values and behaviors” 

(Deloria 57).  These old values and behaviors which originated from the European 

traditions and followed the linage of time and history are incompatible with the tribal 

peoples.  Deloria states at the end of the book: 

Religion cannot be kept within the bounds of sermons and scriptures.  It 

is a force in and of itself and it calls for the integration of lands and 

peoples in a harmonious unity.  The lands wait for those who can discern 

their rhythms.  […] The future of humankind lies waiting for those who 

will come to understand their lives and take up their responsibilities to all 

living things.  (292) 
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He reclaims the importance to strengthen the relationship among lands, spirits, and 

people.  As long as people can find the meanings of the lands, they will discover that 

“God is red” (292). 

 

B. Blaeser on Indian Religions  

 

In 1994, Kimberly M. Blaeser wrote in her essay “Pagans Rewriting the Bible: 

Heterodoxy and the Representation of Spirituality in Native American Literature” 

about the inseparable relationship between literature and religion and elaborated her 

ideas about the relationships between literature and religion.  She probed into the 

complex and long history of Native American belief systems and religious practices 

intertwined with Christian teachings as represented in literary works.  She aims to 

“explore the way the religious debate has informed contemporary Native American 

literature and examine[d] the spiritual vision embedded in those literary texts” (12).  

Beginning with Columbus’ remarks claiming that Indians “belong to no religion,” (qtd. 

in Blaeser 12), Blaeser asserted that there was a tendency for Native authors to write 

about the distance between Christianity and tribal religions and to attack “orthodox 

Christianity” (15). 

According to Blaeser, some of the works characterize and encourage the 

re-visions of the spiritual as an alternative reality of the world.  In order to heal the 

wounded earth and restore themselves to spiritual integrity, Native writers like Paula 

Gunn Allen, Gerald Vizenor, Linda Hogan, as well as Leslie Marmon Silko, offer 
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alternative explanations of the world and its deities.  Blaeser argues that Native texts 

are a form of “literary resistance” with the protagonists searching in their spirituality 

for the meaning of existence.  Take Carter Revard for example, he overthrows the 

colonial attempts to classify Native Americans as pagan savages by exposing the 

double standards of European colonizers.  Through the character June, Erdrich 

creates a complicated vision of spirituality of Native Americans by presenting the life 

of June with the metaphors of Christianity.  Erdrich therefore challenges the dogmas 

of religious institution.  In addition, Tayo in Silko’s Ceremony is someone who 

learns that “spiritual ‘responsibility’ is not merely personal.  On the contrary, the 

Indian “discover the reverberations of all actions in the health of the earth itself” 

(Blaeser 13).  To them, these interpretations are personal and private as well as 

collective, “since they derive from internalization of tribal oral tradition” (Blaeser 18).  

As the conclusion in Ceremony goes, “it seems like I already heard these stories 

before [. . .] only things is, the names sound different” (1977: 260).  

Moreover, Blaeser points out that literary writings of Native Americans 

challenge the limits of orthodox religion.  Writers like Diane Glancy, Louise Erdrich 

and Leslie Marmon Silko emphasize in their works that “life cannot be prepackaged 

for easy consumption in any religious formula” (Blaeser 30).  The alternative vision 

of spirituality in these writers’ works demonstrates that no man could fit easily into 

any categorization.  Blaeser concludes that “Native American literature, by rejecting 

orthodoxy and requiring vital engagement in the questions of life, becomes itself a 

spiritual force” (1994: 30). 
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C. Vernon on Indian Religions  

 

Irene S. Vernon begins her essay “The Claiming of Christ: Native American 

Postcolonial Discourses” with the Bishops’ Apology in 1987.  It was a public 

declaration by local churches in Seattle.  Vernon states that,  

the document apologized to Indian people for the signatory churches’ long 

standing participation in the destruction of traditional Indian ceremonies 

and for not coming to the aid of Native Americans when they were 

victimized by unfair federal policies and practices.  (75) 

The Bishops’ Apology was made by the Church Council of Greater Seattle to affirm 

Native American contributions to the American society as well as to their own 

communities.  This action symbolizes that Christian churches have finally begun to 

“support and acknowledge the importance of Native lives and cultures” (Vernon 76) 

after they had nearly destroyed them. 

Because of the Bishops Apology, Vernon began to take interest in Native 

Christian writings.  According to her, Christianity served as a means of survival and 

“a vehicle of adaptation” (76).  In the colonizers’ attempt to civilize Native 

Americans by converting them, they destroyed traditional ways of worship.  William 

Apess (1798-1839) was one of the first Christian Native writers who had written 

about his life.  Vernon states, “In Apess’s writings we see a Christian man who 

continues to bring forward Native histories, issues, and concerns” (1999: 78).  Rev. 
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Peter Jones (1802-1856), a Chippewa, is an author who not only writes about how he 

converted to Christianity but also how he was incorporated into “[white] cultural 

superiority” (1999: 78).  As he refused to accept the history and tradition of his 

people, he was rejected by his own tribe.  Jones was no exception.  He represented 

many other Indians who also “denied all that is Native to be a Christian” (1999: 80).  

Edward Goodbird (1869-1938) spoke of the values of Native cultures in his writings 

and moaned for the memory and struggled with “the difficulty of maintaining the old 

ways in the face of a changing society” (1999: 80).  He later converted to 

Christianity and began to preach in the tribal language on the reservation.  For these 

people, the best way to adjust to the change brought by Christianity is to “incorporate, 

in various degrees, the way and religion of the dominant” (1999: 81). 

However, 20th-century writers felt uncomfortable about having to negate their 

own Native traditions in order to convert to Christianity.  Thomas Wildcat Alford (b. 

1860) and Charles Eastman (1858-1939) wrote about stories of “confusion, 

determination, and enlightenment” (1999: 81).  For Alford, Christianity provided 

him with stability, yet he believed that every Indian should choose his or her own 

religious path. For Eastman, he kept discussing the contradictions of Christianity.  It 

was like a dilemma for him: “along with many other Native Christians, he found it 

difficult to maintain his faith in God as he was exposed to the discrepancies between 

the articulation of Christian ideals and their actual practices” (1999: 84).  

When it comes to the mid and late 20th century, Native writers continued to 

“exhibit hybridization” (84).  They no longer imitated the writings of Euro- 
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Americans; instead, they told stories of their own spirituality and their relationships 

with Christianity.  According to Vernon, Vine Deloria, Jr. is the most sophisticated 

Native Christian writer in the 20th century.  Vernon sees in Deloria “a Native view of 

Christ and his teachings, and a break from the bondage of the gospel as interpreted by 

Eurocentric values and ideas” (85).  Natives today are reinterpreting Christian 

theology and reading the Bible in a different way in order that they will have a chance 

to feel free by an alternative understanding of the Word.  They have empowered 

themselves with the ability to decide “what it means to be Native and Christian” (87). 

 

D. Rollings on Indian Religions  

 

 In his essay “Indians and Christianity,” Willard Hughes Rollings traces the 

complex interactions between Indians and Christianity from the time when Europeans 

“constituted the ‘rude force’ moving across North America, bringing enormous, 

incomprehensible changes for the native inhabitants” (2004: 121).  They brought 

their culture, values, philosophical traditions, and their religion with them.  For some 

colonizers, they believed that preaching Christian beliefs and rituals to the pagans was 

their first goal, while for others the primary concern was to dispossess, dominate, and 

exploit the Indians.  However, conversion was not easy since there were great 

differences between these two belief systems, especially in their relations to nature.  

To Native Americans, “humans maintained their place within the universe through 

acts of reciprocity toward one another” (122; emphasis added).  In contrast, 
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Europeans thought that men were superior to nature and that they could “seize, 

control and consume” (2004: 122) nature. 

 Despite differences, Europeans tried to enforce the Natives to the control of 

Christianity.  The religious and cultural exchange between them was complex.  

There were “conversion with aggressive proselytizing, partial conversion, pretended 

conversion, [and] the creation of Native-Christian hybrid faiths” (2004: 123).  

Further case studies are brought up by Rollings since such categorization was rough 

and could not represent all cases.  Take a Puritan missionary John Eliot for example,  

[he] set out to complete the process of converting the residents to 

Christianity, whereby they could transcend their ‘savage’ state and become 

‘civilized’ humans.  Colony law forbid the praying Indians to practice 

their own religion, and compelled them to observe the Christian Sabbath 

and attend Puritan church services.  […] By 1674, Eliot had created 14 

praying towns, forerunners of modern reservations, whose inhabitants 

would be kept separate from both hostile settlers and non-Christian Indians.  

(2004: 125) 

Compared with other cases, the case of John Eliot was extreme.  Most of the time, 

both religious beliefs and rituals were mixed.  Rollings notes that “[s]ome Indians 

created new faiths that incorporated familiar symbols and ritual with new ideologies 

[Christianity].  Sometimes these were combined in a syncretic faith; in other cases 

Natives followed two religions simultaneously” (2004: 127).  Black Elk was one 

who simultaneously practiced two “cross-cultural religions” (2004: 130).  Converted 
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to Catholicism in 1917, Black Elk still played a key role in traditional Lakota 

ceremony. 

Rollings claimed the impact of colonization was so strong that at times neither 

tribal religion nor Christianity could heal the trauma of Native Americans.  Natives 

would create new religion to refresh their traumatic lives and cultures and an 

“alternative Messiah” was expected: “a common feature of most of the revitalization 

movements was the presence of a messianic figure who, divinely inspired, directed 

the transformation of Native people’s lives and culture” (2004: 131).  The Paiute 

prophet Wovoka, for example, gave people hope for the regeneration of the earth.  

Indian people from everywhere traveled to visit Wovoka at his home at Walker Lake 

in Nevada.  Rollings writes, “Visitors from Indian territory took the message of 

Wovoka’s prophecy [about the return of the dead ancestors and animals] home and 

practiced it according to his dictums, but without disrupting familiar cultural patterns.  

Others adapted it to their own circumstances and cultural contexts” (2004: 131).  For 

example, after Short Bull and Kicking Bear visited Wovoka, they brought to their 

tribe at Pine Ridge the Ghost Dance and resulted in the conflict between the tribal 

people and the white soldiers. 

According to Rollings, although the Wounded Knee massacre diminished the 

Ghost Dance Movement, there was a “cultural resurgence” (2004: 133) in the 1960s.  

He observes that “some Native Americans now direct Christian churches while others 

have abandoned Christianity and revived older religious practices with traditional 

songs, rites, practices, and belief” (2004: 133). 
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 Deloria’s controversial book God is Red also attracted a lot of attention because 

it insisted that “Native American religions and Christianity are inherently 

incompatible” (Rollings 133).  This book launched a debate among Native 

Americans.  Some shared the same opinions with Deloria, while some insisted that a 

meaningful compromise could be made.  Whatever the argument is, Rollings 

concludes that “the debate is significant.  The real value of the issues raised is the 

simple fact that they are being argued about by Native Americans” (2004: 133).  

 

E. Irwin on Native American Religions 

 

In Lee Irwin’s essay, “Native American Spirituality”, he briefly reviews the 

history of scholarly productions on native religions, claiming that any descriptive 

works concerning Native spirituality by non-Native Americans cannot represent the 

complexity of native life because “context is more crucial than text for native 

religions” (104).  Native American spirituality is rich in performative, social, and 

religious context, as communicated through “spoken, sung and enacted words” (104).  

Therefore, the writing about Native Americans have often been romanticized, 

problematized, or misunderstood. 

By examining the writings about Native American spirituality, Irwin traces the 

historical development of the academic studies.  Divided into four periods, these 

scholarly productions can be categorized as:  

early descriptive ethnography by literate non-native observers; folklore 
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collections and anthropological monographs concerning specific native 

religions; thematic and comparative religious studies; contemporary native 

(and co-authored) productions of the late twentieth century.  (104-105) 

Writers in each period have produced works that reflected the characteristics of the 

common understanding toward Native American subjectivity.  As pointed out by 

Irwin, there are still active writers in each area.  However, generally speaking, the 

anthropological studies decrease while the parallel studies of different religions have 

increased. 

 In the area of early descriptive ethnography by non-native observers, they tend to 

project the familiar Christian mythic world onto native peoples and their religious 

world, resulting in general imagination of the demonization of tribal religions.  There 

are writers such as Sahagún (ca. 1560), Robert Beverley (ca. 1705), and John Lawson 

(ca. 1712) and others.  In the area of anthropology and native religions, studies of 

native culture, religion, and mythology were promoted by the Bureau of American 

Ethnology (BAE).  “Many of [the] volumes contain a wealth of details on native 

religious practices that underpinned ceremonial actions” (107).  However, many of 

the works in this area often view Native American religion as “in decline” (107) and 

refuse to see the changes and adaptations happening to them.  There are writers such 

as James Mooney, Alice Fletcher, John Hewitt and others.  

 In the area of writing comparative history native religions, beginning in the 

mid-1920s, “built on ethnology already collected and moved toward works that 

attempted to compare local traditions and to identify shared religious practices” (110).  
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There are writers such as Edward Curtis (1907-30), Ruth Benedict (1923), John Grim 

(1983), Ǻke Hultkrantz (1992) and others. In the area of the studies of contemporary 

native spirituality, volumes are produced to “illustrate a new concern for more 

historically grounded approaches to the study of native religion, approaches that 

emphasize the dynamics of historical confrontation between native religions and 

Euro-American culture” (115). There are writers such as David Carrasco (1982), 

William McLoughlin (1984), Raymond DeMallie, Douglas Park (1987) and others. 

 Now the discourses have contributed to a more “dialogical approach, one that 

views native peoples as engaged in creative processes of spiritual transformation that 

value the past while also seeking indigenous self-definition in the present” (qtd. in 

Irwin 117).  Irwin points out that it is clear that the studies on Native American 

spirituality will continue to interpret native religions with more dynamic approaches 

and wider concerns. 

 

F. Juan on Indian Religion 

 

Reading Thomas King’s Green Grass, Running Water as a case study, Juan 

Hsiu-li asserts the clash between native spirituality and Christianity.  She argues that 

Native Americans used to have their own spiritual tradition; however, Christianity has 

begun to play an important role in their lives and cultures since the “Discovery.”  In 

the religious writings of Native Americans, they adapted, borrowed from, and revised 

the Christian Bible.  Juan aims to find an alternative interpretation of the Bible from 
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the Native American point of view. 

According to Juan, Native American spirituality lies in the principle of 

reciprocity, the belief that men and nature are intimately connected and human beings 

are part of nature, not superior to or external from it.  Basically, nature and men are 

on the same level and must respect each other and help each other in order to survive.  

By retrieving the force of spirituality, they are able to find harmony from the land. 

Unlike Euro-Americans, Native Americans think space is the most important and 

time is less important.  This importance lies in the fact that their rituals and 

ceremonies are held according to the relational position of the sun, moon and earth, 

not time. In the eyes of Euro-Americans, this kind of worldview is incomprehensible 

because they always think that time is the most important.  Such incompatibility 

makes them enforce their worldview on the Native Americans.  As people who have 

their own traditions and worldviews, Native Americans must respond to it, telling the 

stories of their own survival and escape the frames enforced on them by 

Euro-Americans. 

In Juan’s opinion, Green Grass, Running Water challenges the ideology of the 

Bible and furthermore asserts that Native Americans have their own version of the 

Old Testament.  Even before Jesus was born, Natives had already had their own 

interpretations of the world.  Passed on for centuries on this land, these 

interpretations have become living memories and traditions, recording interactions 

between them and God.  On the contrary, Euro-Americans have always failed to 

recognize the symbiosis between colonialism and proselyzation.  During the period 
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of colonization, the Bible was used to justify and rationalize their exploitation.  At 

the present time, Native peoples want to articulate the untold stories by subverting and 

retelling those in the Bible. 

Therefore, a new way of reading the Bible ensues.  Traditional biblical studies 

focus primarily on history while modern native biblical studies focus on individuals 

and places.  Juan argues that Christianity should concentrate on the universality of its 

doctrines and transcend cultural boundaries instead of focusing on the validity of the 

Bible.  As to emphasizing the importance of the concept of place, Juan proposed an 

alternative approach to the Bible: making myths and legends of every culture the Old 

Testament while exploring the subtexts of the New Testament.  In this way, the Bible 

would become meaningful to the tribal peoples.  Otherwise, Juan suggests, the 

prevalence of Christianity would only be the continuation and duplication of old- time 

imperialistic persecution of tribal others (177).  In the following I will turn to a 

review of Silko’s life and works. 

 

VI. An Overview of Silko and Her Works 

 

A. Silko’s Life and Works 

 

Leslie Marmon Silko was born in 1948 in Albuquerque, New Mexico.  She is a 

mixedblood of Laguna, Pueblo, Mexican, and white decedent.  Growing up on the 

Laguna Pueblo Reservation where her family had lived for generations, she learned 
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the traditional culture and life on the reservation. She believes that human beings and 

nature are interconnected as she has noted in an interview: “So we are natural, we are 

part of the natural world, we are not separate. There is some yearning, some longing, 

we know that we are part of the trees, and the earth, and the water. Although 

Christianity and other sorts of things have tried to come in and to separate us. That old, 

old longing is there” (Irmer para. 13). 

 In 1977, Silko published her first novel, Ceremony.  The protagonist, Tayo, is of 

mixed ancestry and has just returned from World War II.  This novel is innovative 

insofar as it combines dreams, myth, memories and tribal ceremonies with reality but 

also mixes different genres.  Ceremony captures the feature of oral traditions to 

reflect its non-linear and fragmented style of native storytelling.  It deals with the 

past of Tayo, his memory, and the healing ceremony of storytelling.  Only by 

remembering the traumatic past and retelling it can “the grass and plants started 

growing again” (Silko, 1977: 256). 

Her family memoir Storyteller, drawing upon Native American myths, and 

combining poetry, family history, fiction, and photographs, was published in 1981.  

The importance of the title implies that the function and art of storytelling makes it 

indispensable concerning indigenous traditions.  The Almanac of the Dead, 

published in 1991 encouraged wide discussion among scholars.  In this novel, Silko 

explores the possibility of attaining spiritual salvation and social justice at the same 

time. With around 70 characters and an elapse time of 500 years, the plot of the novel 

is a web of numerous events.  The characters are full of alcoholics, corrupt public 
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servants, greedy land speculator, and many other obscene characters who have 

occupied the U.S.-Mexico borders.  There is a growing resistance to the 

Euro-American oppression, and Native Americans are also trying to take back the 

land while hoping eventually that they can heal the land.  According to Muthyala, 

Silko writes about the hope to “see on the distant horizon the regathering of native 

peoples of the Americas readying themselves for a final uprising and the birthing of 

the fifth world in the borderlands” (381).  

All of these works draw on her personal experiences as a Laguna Pueblo.  

James Mayo points out that Pueblo’s narrative tradition “resembles something like a 

spider’s web--with many little threads radiating from a center, crisis-crossing each 

other.  As with the web, the structure will emerge as it is made and you must simply 

listen and trust…that meaning will be made.”  In fact, Pueblo’s past and traditions 

are passed on from generations to generations by telling stories orally.  Gradually, 

these mixed stories begin to contain the same characters or the same plots 

interconnected with one another and finally turn into a web-like narrative discourse.  

Her latest novel, Gardens in the Dunes, could be read in this manner. 

 

B. Gardens in the Dunes  

 

Published in 1999, Gardens in the Dunes weaves the epic-like story of the 

encounter of the fictional Sand Lizard people, a nearly extinct Native American tribe, 

with American upper class culture.  Beginning with a Ghost Dance gathering held by 
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different tribal peoples who wish to see their dead ancestors and relatives, Wovoka, 

the Paiute prophet, comes along with the Messiah and his family to talk to the tribal 

peoples in “the language of love” (GD 32).  Such a religious ceremony fails on the 

last day.  Almost everyone is arrested by the police but the Messiah and his family, 

who successfully escape into the East.  Indigo and Sister Salt flee back to the old 

garden and wait there until Grandmother Fleet returns.  Mama never shows up again, 

but the three of them continue to live their traditional life following the instructions of 

Grandmother Fleet.  After Grandmother Fleet passes away, the two girls take on a 

journey to search for Mama.  However, they are caught in Needles.  Indigo is sent 

to the Sherman Institute in Riverside, California, a boarding school for Native 

American children, where she escapes later and meets Hattie and Edward.  Sister 

Salt remains in the custody of the Indian agency at Parker. 

 Hattie Abbott, a well-educated American woman from a privileged Victorian 

family, has just started her marital life with Edward Palmer.  Her main argument in 

the dissertation when she tries to pursue a degree in Harvard is that “Jesus has women 

disciples and Mary Magdalene writes a Gospel suppressed by the church” (GD 77).  

In other words, Hattie is concerned with the female spiritual principle in the early 

church.  Hattie is a scholar of the early history of church but her real interest lies in 

heresy.  Feeling frustrated by the rejection of her dissertation proposal, Edward’s 

betrayal, and the encounter with the mysterious glow in Aunt Bronwyn’s garden, she 

decides to separate from Edward and give up her thesis and even some of her 

Christian beliefs.  Hattie’s epiphany in Aunt Bronwyn’s stone garden in Bath makes 
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a great difference to Hattie’s life.  For Hattie, this trip to the East marks the change 

in attitude and belief while at the same time solving the perplexities that keeps 

haunting in her mind.  However, although it seems that she “no longer had a life to 

return to” (GD 439), she decides it is Europe where she will settle after experiencing 

the Ghost Dance and having her traumas healed.  

 Edward, a botanist, hurts his leg terribly during a disastrous expedition to the 

Pará River in Brazil to collect rare orchids.  However, he has to cover the loss in 

expenses caused by the expedition.  He intends to gain profits by replanting the 

citrus cutting that he plans to cut in Corsica.  This action brings about the separation 

with Hattie because Hattie finally realizes his fraud against her.  Afterwards, Edward 

mistakenly believes in the quack, Dr. Gates, and spends a fortune buying a profitless 

meteor crate and some junk-like machines in Arizona.  Dr. Gates even does some 

experimental treatments on Edward when he is infected with pneumonia.  An excess 

of morphine and other unknown drugs is injected into Edward and accelerates his 

death. 

 Found in Edward’s citrus garden when trying to escape from the intolerable life 

at the boarding school in Riverside, Indigo becomes acquainted with Hattie.  On the 

surface, Hattie grants Indigo the modern and civilized life which Indigo can never 

dream of.  She provides Indigo with shelter, food, nice clothing, books and the 

chance to travel to New York and Europe, even England and Italy.  However, Hattie 

grows reliant on Indigo both mentally and psychologically, as she gets intimate with 

the child.  Finally, Indigo becomes an indispensable part of Hattie’s life.  On the 
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other hand, Indigo makes a pilgrimage to “the place the Messiah and his family and 

followers traveled when they left the mountains beyond Paiute country” (GD 

318-319).  Indigo interprets this trip as one following the Messiah around the earth 

since he travels everywhere and Hattie’s mysterious experience is no shock to her, for 

Messiah must have been there himself.  This luxurious life and eye-opening trip does 

not erase Indigo’s longing for her home—especially the old garden.  She rejoins her 

sister soon in Road’s End after returning from Europe and later moves back to the old 

garden.  

 Another storyline represents Sister Salt’s womanhood and motherhood.  Her 

encounter with Big Candy, a hardworking and career-minded African American cook, 

results in their love affair and Sister Salt’s pregnancy.  She later gives birth to a little 

boy, named Little Grandfather, who is a figure endowed with supernatural abilities.  

(He can speak the tribal language, for example.)  Nevertheless, Big Candy does not 

appreciate his son very much because he cannot bear the pain and sorrow to lose such 

a small and weak child that, in Candy’s opinion, is bound to pass away.  Therefore, 

he chooses to be inattentive to the baby.  Later, being robbed of all the money by 

Sister Salt’s friend, Delena, Big Candy leaves Sister Salt and the baby behind to hunt 

for Delena, only to end up with a spoiled stomach and appetite and this incident 

makes him unable to resume his normal job as a cook.  

 The story ends with the rebirth of the apricot trees and the big old rattlesnake 

symbolizing the new lives for Earth, Hattie, and the two Sand Lizard girls, Sister Salt 

and Indigo.  Gardens in the Dunes, a long epic-like novel, includes a variety of 
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themes and characters, such as women’s rights, female sexuality, the environmental 

rape of the Amazon, early quack medicine, Gnostic mysteries, Celtic magic, flower 

husbandry, religions, etc.  It is not only Native Americans, but also about the Western 

civilization and nature as a whole and that’s how Silko annotates the novel with one 

line in the last part of the novel, “a little of everything” (Silko, 474).  In the 

following, I will turn to the section of literature review on Gardens in the Dunes. 

 

VII. Literature Review 

 

A. Huang on Gardens in the Dunes 

 

In her essay, “Writing Fever, Writing Trauma: Tropical Disease and Tribal 

Medicine,” Huang focuses on fever as the basis of her argument.  She claims that 

fever is not “a sign of disease, but of the resistance of the disease” (2004: 2) brought 

about by the colonizers onto the Native Americans.  Huang claims, “fevers are the 

‘working through’ as well as the ‘acting out’ of Native American psychological, 

spiritual, and historical trauma, the externalization of the interior ‘inflammations’ 

(2004: 2).  She traces the history of “fever” in the Western medical practice, pointing 

out that fever and diseases are not only encoded into symptoms in scientific categories, 

but also used in the understanding of socio-cultural dimension.  

Ever since Columbus “discovered” the New World, “the Columbian exchange 

[had] resulted in the collapse of the Indian Empire as well as the death of millions of 
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Indians” (2004: 4).  Along with the genocide is the exploitation of the land, followed 

by a series of natural disasters, such as droughts, famine, etc.  The Americas have 

become the sick land, on which heat of the weather has become the fever in each 

Native American physically and psychologically.  She states, “as fever becomes an 

appropriate metaphor for Silko to disclose the bitterness and poignancy of Native 

American traumatic history, the spiritual and historical trauma of Native America 

holocaust and genocide is to be represented in various forms of bodily fevers and land 

drought” (2004: 4). 

In Gardens in the Dunes, however, Silko proposes a possible way of healing the 

traumatic history of the land and its people.  Through the interconnectedness 

between men and land, people gather together to perform the Ghost Dance in hope 

that the traumatic body and land would both be healed.  Although “historically the 

Ghost Dance led to the massacre of hundred of Sioux at Wounded Knee in 1890, [. . .] 

Silko reassures, by inscribing her tribal memory, the Ghost Dance has never ended, it 

has continued…” (2004: 27).  Native Americans have developed a specific way to 

retrieve the balance and harmony between body and land. 

In Huang’s other essay, “Representing the Unspeakable,” she bases her reading 

on trauma theory (2005: 70), exploring how Native American writers like Silko and 

Hogan retell the traumatic history of their peoples in the novels.  Tracing the 

academic studies of traumatic experiences resulting from the Holocaust and the 

Middle Passage, Huang finds that the “major historical event” (2005: 71) in the 

history of Holocaust becomes the truth of the traumatic studies on which scholars 
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base their arguments and supplement the insufficiency of theories of psychoanalysis, 

which has been the mainstream of contemporary trauma studies.  Huang attempts to 

locate the colonial history of Native Americans in the context of trauma studies, and 

aims to separate it from other traumatic studies.  To re-write the grand narrative of 

the colonizers, Huang broadens the studies of trauma by extending the archetype from 

individual to land and from land to tribal memories.  

Huang begins by retelling the Wounded Knee Massacre and tries to demonstrate 

the relationship between traumas and historical writings.  To Native Americans, the 

traumas of men and tribes are closely connected to “land/ place/earth” (2005: 71).  It 

is impossible to ignore the importance of land when recording and retelling the 

traumatic history of Native Americans.  Land is the core of rituals and ceremonies 

passed from generation to generation among tribes and the collective memories of 

Native Americans come from land.  As Huang proposes, the theory of “Gaia” (2005: 

83) regards human beings, animate and inanimate objects and nature as 

interconnected.  If one things changes, everything changes.  European colonizers 

regard everything other than human beings as “spiritless machines” and thus bring 

about the disease of people and land.  

Huang argues that Silko rewrites the close relationship between land and human 

beings and examines how Native Americans walk through traumas by responding to 

and exchanging with the land their knowledge and nostalgic sense of place.  She 

claims that by “eyewitness as testimony” (2005: 72), Native Americans reconstruct 

history and walk out of the history instead of being repressed and excluded from it.  
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As clearly manifested in Gardens in the Dunes and Power, Huang points out that 

Silko’s and Hogan’s recounting of histories breaks the silence, thus representing the 

unspeakable and letting the repressed past and memories emerge. 

 

B. Lin on Gardens in the Dunes 

 

Jing-lin Lin’s study of the novel, A Journey of Awakening: Reclaiming the 

Feminine Spirituality in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes, is based on the 

theory of ecofeminism.  Examining the wounds caused by the separation of human 

from nature, Lin tries to “demonstrate how Silko retells the silenced history of 

holocaust and reclaims the degraded feminine spirituality through two Sand Lizard 

girls” (2003: 1).  Moreover, Lin points out the similarities and differences between 

ecofeminist theory and Native American theory concerning environmental issues, 

arguing that Native American culture is “an alternative value system ecofeminism 

asks for” (2003: 5). 

According to Lin, ecofeminism is a critique against the Euro-centric patriarchal 

system, “which constructs a master story to interiorize both women and nature and to 

(ab)use them by relegating them to the background of its master position” (2003: 11).  

What ecofeminists endeavor to re-conceptualize is a mutual interdependent 

relationship with the non-human world, not hierarchical relationship.  Native 

American spirituality provides ecofeminists with a worldview for them to carry out 

their ideas.  They all agree that “[d]ifferent from Western philosophy, in which the 
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self contrasts with nature, the self in Native American cultures is defined by its 

inter-relationship with the land” (2003: 19).  Echoing her interpretation, Lin claims 

that Silko embodies ecofeminist ideas with Native American stories to “reveal 

environmental racism, to resist the colonial discourse, and to sustain her culture’s 

survival” (2003: 25). 

Lin explores Silko’s retelling of the “colonial history of the late-nineteenth 

century in terms of cultural resistance” (2003: 7).  By depicting Edward as an 

accomplice of Euro-American imperialist’ authorities, Silko shows how the land and 

the indigenous people are exploited.  Lin writes, “What Silko details [through 

Edward’s expeditions] is ecocide, the injustice that human beings impose on the land, 

the whole ecosystem” (2003: 33).  Euro-Americans take away the land and forcing 

tribal people on the reservations; however, “the allotment of the reservations is 

another tactic of control and assimilation” (2003: 42).  They loot Native Americans’ 

graves and “the loss of ancestral remains and ceremonial objects harms Native 

American culture greatly” (2003: 45).  The attitude of indifference toward nature and 

tribal people results in the devastation of ecological web as manifested in Silko’s 

novel.  

However, the journey of the two Sand Lizard girls becomes “a healing ritual to 

reclaim the harmonious and balanced interrelationship between the animate and the 

inanimate” (2003: 8), as Lin proposes.  Beginning and ending their journey in the old 

garden, they reaffirm the female spiritual and “re-vitalize the old gardens, the land” 

(2003: 81).  The old gardens in the dunes are the symbols of survival, protected by 
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Grandmother Fleet, who is “the embodiment of Grandmother Spider” (2003: 57).   

However, as she passes away, the duty is handed down to Sister Salt and Indigo 

whose task is “to return the balance from death to life, from war to peace, from 

conquest and destruction to reconciliation and healing” (qtd. in Lin 72).  For Sister 

Salt, her sexual liaison symbolizes her power to transgress. Indigo travels outward and 

brings back from other old gardens in Arizona, New York, England and Italy “the 

force of renewal” (2003: 72).   

By depicting them, Lin argues that Silko shows us that the strength of tribal 

traditions lies in their ability to “adapt traditions to ever-changing circumstances by 

incorporating new elements” (qtd in Lin 73).  Demonstrating that the Sand Lizard 

girls are capable of doing so, Silko has given an answer to the issue concerning the 

relationship between men and nature in Gardens in the Dunes, an answer that is 

different from the patriarchal point of view.  

 

C. Regier on Gardens in the Dunes 

 

A. M. Regier tries to explore Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes by using Arturo J.  

Aldama’s conception of “claiming and reclaiming ‘enunciatory spaces’” (136) to 

examine the novel’s three forms of discourse.  According to Regier, Aldama suggests 

that Silko’s earlier works “hybridize and subvert diverse ‘writing practices’ and 

(re)claim enunciatory spaces” (qtd. in Regier 136).  By adopting his theory, Regier 

argues that structure of Gardens in the Dunes works as a hybrid with three forms.  



 Wang 47 

The three forms of discourse in the novel are “the embedded rewriting of James 

Mooney’s nineteenth-century anthropological account of the prophet-figure Wovoka 

[, . . .] a discursive space producing transformative rather than nativistic forms of 

Native American literature [, and . . .] women’s traveling cultures” (2005: 137). 

Regier begins by briefly reviewing Mooney’s book, focusing on Mooney’s 

binary logic in his anthropological writing of the Ghost Dance prophet Wovoka.  

Mooney states, “only those who have known the deadly hatred that once animated the 

Ute, Cheyenne, and Pawnee, once toward another, and are able to contrast it with their 

present spirit of mutual brotherly love, can know what the Ghost-dance religion has 

accomplished in bringing the savage into civilization” (qtd. in Regier 138).  

However, Regier argues that Silko emphasizes “syncretism” (2005: 140) of different 

tribes and their integration with the Anglos.  Silko creates “both transformative and 

intertribal characters” (2005: 142) and visionary experiences in the novel, aiming to 

“revis[e] ethnographic fictions of intellectual capture and pure binary logic” (2005: 

143).  

Moreover, Regier suggests that the larger structure of Gardens in the Dunes 

places a lot of importance on “movement and noncapture” (2005: 143).  By engaging 

several women in traveling, the novel presents a kind of recovery of syncretism and 

hybridity.  He argues, “the novel does not purely define its sisters through their 

heritage and their original sitting, but rather studies both their roots and their travels.  

Rather than doing a ‘nativistic’ narrative archeology, Silko’s project digs up various 

kinds of original mestizaje” (2005: 147).  The old garden in the dunes, the encounter 
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with the “prepatriarchal Old Europe” (2005: 146) for both Native Americans and 

Anglo-Europeans all resist on the “binary polarization of culture” (2005: 152).  

On one hand, the old gardens, originally “a matrilineal version of Eden” (2005: 

145), gradually begin to lose women, such as Mama and Grandmother Fleet.  The 

two sisters’ relationship with the garden changes when they slowly come to 

“consciousness and fertility” (2005: 145).  The garden/place/land becomes “an 

organic space of topography” (2005: 145) as it echoes the existing of female being.  

On the other hand, the travel to old European gardens causes Hattie toward 

transcultural hybridity when she hears “a relationship between Old European notions 

of animated stones and stories from Navajo storyteller from Needles” (2005: 148).  

However, as suggested by Regier, this “voyage out of a known ‘home’ into 

cross-cultural spaces is a journey into a moving, fluid female subjectivity” (2005: 

151).  

Regier contends that by following these two main plots of the twin sisters and 

Hattie, Silko offers “a kind of doubled recovery of syncretism and hybridity at the 

heart of the home, for both the Native American and Anglo-European topographies” 

(2005: 152).  Placing herself among writers such as Henry Adam, Robinson Jeffer, 

and Kathleen Norris, Silko “extends and strengthens [. . .] the call for religious 

revolution” (2005: 153).  Suggested by Regier, what Silko creates is a transnational 

and transatlantic syncretistism, which is “a sort of slowburning, unstoppable change, 

affecting and affected by the literary languages of history” (2005: 153).  This 

revolution is taking place in literature all the time as writers keep working on subjects 
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concerning religious diversity and hybridity and Silko plays a significant and 

substantial part in the revolution.  The reading of Huang, Lin, and Regier will 

prepare us for the following section on chapter outline of the thesis. 

 

VIII. Chapter Outlines 

 

This thesis contains four chapters.  Chapter One is the current chapter of 

introduction, which starts with the history of the Wounded Knee Massacre and the 

Ghost Dance Movement to explore the relationships between Christianity and Native 

American religions.  It also includes an introduction to Leslie Marmon Silko, the 

plot summary of Gardens in the Dunes, and a section of literature review on the 

novel.  

In Chapter Two, textual examinations of the white characters will be the focus.  

After introducing the Manichean Allegory, I will focus on Edward and Susan, who 

belong to materialist extreme in the polarization.  The second half of this chapter 

will focus on Hattie.  I will examine how she crosses the boundary and attains 

spiritual salvation at the end.  In Chapter Three, I will explore the traditions of 

Native spirituality and focus on Grandmother Fleet as an example.  Later on I will 

examine the history of the difficult and complicated situation of tribal religions after 

the encounter with Christianity by centering on Sister Salt and Indigo.  Even though 

survival becomes more difficult, they still find their own “alternative Messiah.”  The 

old gardens symbolize the spiritual wholeness as they have finally come home in the 
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end of the novel.  Finding the balance, they have determined for themselves what life 

means to them.  Chapter Four will serve as the conclusion. 
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