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INTRODUCTION

Narrating Precarious Lives

In August 2016, the Government of Canada launched a long-awaited national
inquiry into the high rate of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls
whose number has been officially reported as 1,200 persons (as quoted by the
2014 Royal Canadian Mounted Police report on the missing women between 1980
and 2012) but is estimated as much higher by, for example, the Native Women’s
Association of Canada (Monchalin 184-185). The new Trudeau administration
has repeatedly expressed its commitment to addressing the ongoing violence to-
ward Indigenous women, promising to raise the budget for proper investigations
and to review the legislation; meanwhile non-profit and Aboriginal organizations
have increased the pressure to make the issue more visible.

Though the situation of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls
is similar in scale in the USA, there seems to have been less pressure from the
public (or more resistance from the authorities) to take action. As the recent in-
vestigations of cases of missing and murdered women in Minnesota in 2015 have
shown, for example, Native American women are no less vulnerable to assaults
than their counterparts in Canada, as they become twice as more likely victims
of human trafficking, commercial sex work or family violence. As if this wasn’t
enough, those Indigenous women who do find the courage to report the assaults
and disappearances face the challenge of being believed by the law enforcement
authorities (Sullivan n. pag.), which results in a new kind of their voicelessness.

In Australia, Indigenous women’s lives are similarly vulnerable to all kinds of
risks, particularly to domestic and family violence and sexual assault, evident in
the recurrent statistics of how many times more likely Aboriginal women are to
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Introduction

become victims of domestic violence, more often than not failing to get adequate
support and investigation, as has been, for example, reported in the 2015 ABC
program (Boserio n. pag.). These parallels point to the fact that there always seems
to be a strong impetus to sexualize and victimize Indigenous women’s bodies; the
“Indigenous woman’s body,” as Australian Indigenous scholar Aileen Moreton-
Robinson claims, “has been positioned within white society as being accessible,
available, deviant, and expendable” (7alkin’ Up 168). This myth of the sexually
promiscuous and always available Indigenous female body has become a trope in
authorities’ reports, media coverage, cultural representations as well as popular
imagination over the last hundreds of years of European settlement in Australia
and North America.

In spite of the grim reality, most sources we have about the status and position
of Indigenous women before the arrival of European settlers to North America
and Australia inform us that Indigenous women once held positions marked by
gender equality, human dignity, respected knowledge, and power to make deci-
sions about their lives and the lives of their extended families. What has happened
that displaced all of this power so profoundly, leaving many Indigenous women in
a state of extreme vulnerability and despair? What has changed that Indigenous
women’s voices are no longer listened to and their stories are no longer taken
seriously? What has turned their once valuable and valued lives into this very
precarious existence in the midst of the 21*-century wealth and privilege amassed
by some of the most powerful countries in the world the representative elites of
which do not seem to care?

While scholarly research and intellectual discourse can hardly pretend to make
amends for global injustices, one of the ways of expressing our interest and care
is by paying attention to and making visible again the stories Indigenous wom-
en tell about their own lives and the lives of their children, relatives, ancestors,
community leaders, and even mythological figures. Listening to or reading these
stories can be instrumental for understanding various intersections and webs of
causes and consequences of the complex process of marginalization of Indig-
enous women over a period of several hundred years. While numerous studies
and reports have repeatedly pointed to the vulnerability of their lives, Indigenous
women also seem to manifest an extraordinary level of resilience, resourcefulness,
and flexibility that help ensure their physical and cultural survival and continu-
ance. Against all odds, they keep telling their stories—old and new, traditional and
modern, mythological and fictional, written and oral, individual and communal.
They continue narrating both the strength and precariousness of their lives and
the ways in which they carry on and shape this tradition has become the central
focus of this study.

Today no one disputes the fact that the political, economic, and social status of
Indigenous women has undergone major changes since the arrival of European
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Narrating Precarious Lives

settlers to North America and Australia (Kilcup 2; Hamilton 169; Mihesuah, “Com-
monality of Difference” 20), and the legacy of settler colonialism has also been
identified as one of the factors of continuous violence toward Indigenous women in
Australia, Canada and the USA. Intertwined with patriarchy and emerging capital-
ism, colonialism brought disenfranchisement into most Indigenous women’s lives
across the globe and impacted not only individual lives, but also the social fabric
of extended families and communities based on kinship structures. Colonization
in settler colonies, on the most general level, “has involved [Indigenous women’s]
removal from positions of power, the replacement of traditional gender roles with
Western patriarchal practices, the exertion of colonial control over Indigenous
communities through the management of women’s bodies, and sexual violence”
(Huhndorf and Suzack 1). In addition, it affected more than one generation of
Indigenous women and the fact remains that this transgenerational aspect has com-
plicated the healing and recovery of younger generations of Indigenous women and
their perceptions of how they can define and control spaces of their womanhood
and motherhood, and function well within their families and relationships. Under-
standing their stories can therefore shed light on the mechanisms of the process
that rendered them almost invisible in the dominant settler societies. Having also
lost their voices within their own communities and having been disempowered in
both public and private spheres, Indigenous women have begun to write down their
stories and critical reflections in order to seize some of that visibility, voice and
power back. The fact that they have been successful in this endeavor is confirmed
by the Métis scholar and writer Emma LaRocque who explains how contemporary
Indigenous women, against all odds, managed to persevere in continuing their
traditional culture by adapting to new circumstances and, among other things,
shaping their stories to fit the writing-oriented culture of today:

In the tradition of our grandmothers and mothers, Aboriginal women have continued
to work for the preservation of our families, communities, and cultures, and, in so
doing, are keeping our peoples and cultures alive and current. Writing is one such ex-
pression of both creativity and continuity. Since the late 1960s, Aboriginal women have
been creating a significant body of writing, which serves in many respects as a vehicle of
cultural teaching and reinvention as well as cultural and political resistance to colonial-
ism with its Western-defined impositions, requirements, and biases. (“Reflections on
Cultural Continuity” 155)

Indigenous women’s stories reflect the specificities of their lives, their cultures,
and their tribal histories; yet, they also reveal some commonalities that unite,
rather than divide, Indigenous women across the world. The dangers of homog-
enizing Indigeneity within so called pan-Indigenous discourse have been the sub-
ject of many scholarly debates and Indigenous scholars have, legitimately, warned
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Introduction

against erasing local differences and specific contexts. At the same time, however,
they also acknowledge that “although Indigenous women do not share a single
culture, they do have a common colonial history” (Huhndorf and Suzack 3). Re-
cent studies by Allen Chadwick, for example, propose adopting trans-Indigenous
perspectives in order to recognize that discourse on Indigeneity indeed cannot be
limited to national borders and that long before the term “transnational” became
popular in academia, “Indigenous signs and sign systems travel[ed]” (Chadwick,
“A Transnational Native American Studies?” 1). The point of trans-Indigenous
inquiry, according to Chadwick, is “to invite specific studies into different kinds
of conversations, and to acknowledge the mobility and multiple interactions of In-
digenous peoples, cultures, histories, and texts” (Trans-Indigenous xiv), cautiously
proposing something like “global Indigenous literary studies in English” (xv). In
this context, the present study attempts to make connections among the textual
production of Indigenous women’s writers from three settler colonies and note
how certain images, styles, and narrative strategies can be paralleled.

Even though the critical analysis in this study is based on texts written and
published in the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s, it is impossible to ignore
the rich storytelling tradition of the orality-based cultures that all of the selected
Indigenous women writers come from and interweave in their texts. The char
acter and functions of Indigenous storytelling have been subject to a number
of detailed studies but for my purposes two aspects that project themselves into
contemporary Indigenous writing should be emphasized: first, writers adopt the
storytelling tradition to express new realities and, second, they use it to articulate
resistance to the long-term dispossession and displacement initiated by European
invasion and settlement in North American and Australia. In their article on the
nature of resistance in Indigenous storytelling, Aman Sium and Eric Ritskes revise
the role of storytellers in keeping the cultural traditions alive: “Storytellers have
never been silent in the face of colonial violence that subverted and neutralized
various other forms of resistance; the storytellers and griots have never been idle,
working through participatory mediums to maintain and sustain Indigenous ways
of being and living. Here, the role of the storyteller is central to the exercise of
agency and renewal” (v). Indigenous storytelling, in this perspective, is vital to
decolonization, as it “works to both deconstruct colonial ways of coming to know,
as well as construct alternatives” (Sium and Ritskes viii). Thus the selected texts
confirm the survival and continuance of traditional forms of Indigenous orality
and storytelling while at the same time creatively reworking these forms.

While much of modern critical scholarship has focused on Indigenous fiction,
particularly the novel, non-fiction has attracted less attention, with the notable ex-
ception of autobiographical narratives, the long tradition of which can be traced
back to anthropological recording and editing various accounts of Indigenous
lives, visible, for example, in the so called “as-told-to” autobiographies. Yet, as Rob-
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ert Warrior has shown in People and the Word: Reading Native Nonfiction, Indigenous
non-fiction has always been central in constituting Native intellectual tradition
and, in fact, precedes the flourishing of Indigenous fiction (xviii). Warrior also
reminds us that it is the study of Indigenous non-fiction that reveals a “remark-
able overlap between writers who seemingly share little in the way of geographi-
cal, chronological, and circumstantial realities” (xx), an affinity that Warrior calls
“synchronicity” (xx). While I acknowledge the cultural and historical differences
among the writers and texts selected for analysis, my primary aim is to put them
into conversation and point to commonalities in certain tropes, strategies, style
and political and theoretical aims, showing, in general, how these texts contribute
to a stronger sense of Native intellectual tradition that Warrior talks about.

My own exploration of Indigenous women’s writing in this study is informed
by a specific genre of personalized and subjective non-fictional writing, which
I divide, in the two main sections, into personal non-fiction and life writing. The
first section includes generically hybrid texts meandering between academic and
critical commentary, biographical and autobiographical fragments, and sometimes
fictional, sometimes mythological elements. The second section centers on texts
which are life writing narratives in its broadest sense, narratives that tell an auto/
biographical account, individual as well as communal. Both personal non-fiction
and life writing present key notions reflected in the title of this book—inscribing
difference and resistance—which Indigenous women’s writing emphasizes: writing
informed by personal experience (which does not mean being anti-theoretical); us-
ing this experience as a legitimate source of knowledge production; writing theory
through a personal story; recording one’s life as a way of resisting the imposition of
the dominant order’s values. Reading these texts relates, on the one hand, to the
development of feminist readings of women’s personal narratives which validated
personal, subjective, everyday experience as a valid source of knowledge; and, on the
other hand, to the politicized character of minority literatures which foregrounds
personal experience as a testimony to the history of settler colonization, cultural
genocide, institutionalized racism, and state-sanctioned policies of assimilation.

L S

The present study explores representative examples of Indigenous women’s
personal non-fiction and life writing in settler colonies published in the late 1980s
and throughout 1990s. In the first section, personal non-fiction by Paula Gunn
Allen (1939-2008) from the USA, Lee Maracle (1950-) from Canada and Jackie
Huggins (1956-) from Australia is compared in order to demonstrate how these
authors inscribe difference through their articulation of Indigenous feminism,
their positions as Indigenous women in academia, and through their specific styles
of writing. All three writers, I argue, use highly hybridized style of writing that
draws on traditional orality-based Indigenous cultures and storytelling techniques
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while at the same time engaging with Western discourse and strategies of non-
fiction. As a result, the analyzed texts transgress genre conventions by writing criti-
cal analyses and academic scholarship (including sociology, history, and literary
theory) alongside very personal autobiographical and biographical fragments—in
other words inscribing their own lives and the lives of their family relatives, elders,
community leaders, and ancestors, developing a method that I would describe as
writing theory through a life story and personal experience. In addition, the non-
fictional writing at times alternates with fictional and/or mythological fragments:
semi-fictional stories of their female friends, re-telling of old Indigenous myths
and legends, stylized family stories. Thus Allen’s The Sacred Hoop (1986), Maracle’s
I Am Woman (1996), and Huggins’ Sister Girl (1998) illustrate a direction in Indig-
enous women’s writing which may be characterized as articulating premises of In-
digenous feminism while presenting them through a life story. This personalized
writing reflects on the specific roles of educated and activist intellectuals in the
modern world, showing how they constantly negotiate their positions as public
speakers and educators on the one hand, and their cultural difference as Indig-
enous women on the other. Thus the intersection of gender and race informs all
of the selected texts, both on the theoretical and personal levels.

The first chapter of the first section, titled “Talking Back, Talkin’ Up: Voicing
Indigenous Feminism,” discusses how Indigenous women, alongside other mar-
ginalized women, intervene in the feminist movement that has until recently been
dominated almost exclusively by white middle-class women’s political and personal
interests. I use theories of Patricia Hill Collins, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Aileen
Moreton-Robinson, and Andrea Smith to show the ways in which the so called
“women of color” have consistently challenged and intervened in the mainstream
feminist agenda by deconstructing the universal category of “Woman” which eras-
es differences in race, ethnicity, class, religion, sexuality, etc. Indigenous women’s
personal non-fiction presents a very different point of view which is informed by
the histories of colonization and cultural genocide, by social structures and sys-
tems of knowledge that are very different from those of settler white women. In
addition, Indigenous women have also pointed to the settler women’s complicity
in the colonization and racial oppression. So Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle and
Jackie Huggins all articulate alternative feminist discourses: Allen’s main purpose
in The Sacred Hoop is to recover the gynocratic nature of some Indigenous com-
munities in pre-contact North America, which was forcibly erased by the imposed
Western patriarchal system. Maracle’s I Am Woman focuses on condemning any
form of sexism and violence towards women within Indigenous communities,
calling for a “re-feminization” while employing a rather radical feminist Marxist
perspective. In Sister Girl, Jackie Huggins’ critique of white feminism in Australia
is primarily based on her analysis of the historical development of racial tensions
between white and Aboriginal women.
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The second chapter in this section, titled “Recreating the Circle: Reconstruct-
ing Indigenous Womanhood,” examines how the three Indigenous writers expose
the mechanisms of (mis)representing female Indigeneity by the dominant Ameri-
can, Canadian, and Australian settler cultures. I argue in this chapter that the texts
by Allen, Maracle, and Huggins contribute to problematizing the dichotomy by
showing the spaces “in between” the two extreme positions—strong, independent
and powerful womanhood in pre-colonial period on the one hand, and weak, de-
pendent and disempowered womanhood in the post-contact period on the other.
Their realistic portraits of Indigenous womanhood reveal both strength and vul-
nerability in the face of racial oppression in North America and Australia through
self-representation, critical interrogation, de-masking of common stereotypes, and
re-creating genealogies of and re-connecting with female ancestors—real women in
their lives (mothers, grandmothers and more distant female ancestors) as well as
mythological figures and female deity.

The Sacred Hoop, I Am Woman, and Sister Girl are instrumental in interweaving
various narrative strategies and revealing a high level of hybridization. In the third
chapter “Threshold Writing: Interweaving Indigenous Theory and Life,” I exam-
ine how Allen’s, Maracle’s, and Huggins’ other texts, Off the Reservation (1998),
“Oratory: Coming to Theory” (1990) and Auntie Rita (1994) respectively, also
contribute to inscribing their author’s difference by presenting a liminal, cross-
generic style, a “threshold writing” which echoes Anna Louise Keating’s concept
of minority women’s threshold identities. It is a style that mediates ancestors’
traditional knowledge and combines theoretical discourse with identity politics,
where various, both complementary and conflicting strategies, tactics and trans-
gressions form creative tensions. Critical reflection alternates with autobiographi-
cal episodes from the authors’ childhood and everyday life as well as personal
memories of their relatives and ancestors. These may be in turn broken up by po-
ems, short stories, legends and/or myths. What Elvira Pulitano says about Paula
Gunn Allen’s non-fiction may be extended to Maracle and Huggins, as they “cel-
ebrate [their] multicultural experience both on a thematic and on a formal level,
producing a multigeneric, hybrid text that blends myth, history, literary studies,
philosophy and personal narrative” (Pulitano 43). I argue that these generic trans-
gressions do justice to and legitimize the oral tradition and storytelling techniques
that survive as reminders of traditional Indigenous cultures. Even though Allen,
Maracle and Huggins develop different concepts and strategies that suit their
particular purposes, namely mestizaje écriture (Allen), oratory (Maracle), and dual
voice (Huggins), they all, through these hybrid writing styles, these textual “bor-
derlands,” to evoke Gloria Anzaldda’s terminology, become mediators between
academia and Indigenous communities, writing theory through writing a story,
writing a personal experience, writing a life.

kok ok
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The second section centers on the genre of life writing which has a long his-
tory in Indigenous writing. In the selected texts by Doris Pilkington Garimara
(1937-2014) from Australia, Shirley Sterling (1948-2005) from Canada, and Anna
Lee Walters (1946- ) from the USA, telling history and telling peoples’ lives is, like
in many other Indigenous women’s life writings, intrinsically related. These two
activities originate in the tradition of storytelling which has been a primary mode
of “passing knowledge, maintaining community, resisting government control,
and sharing the burden of hardship” for Indigenous people (Schaffer and Smith
101). The confusion of the boundaries between historiography and life writing re-
sults in a subgenre which has become an important vehicle for both remembering
the past and maintaining the storytelling tradition. Since this type of life stories
is frequently based on oral accounts, it has sometimes struggled for recognition
by the modern historiography based, typically, on the knowledge recorded in
written documents. Yet, the recorded, transcribed and published life stories of
Indigenous people have gained a momentum in the 1990s, becoming what Hodge
and Mishra call “a particular grand narrative” (102) which influenced the public
discourse and allowed the previously dismissed stories to be recognized as valid
sources of knowledge and historical evidence. Therefore these accounts, even if
they focus on individual life stories, also reveal a collective portrait of a particular
group and a particular historical moment, in this case the Stolen Generations in
Australia and residential and boarding school victims in North America. These
stories are empowering because they communicate experiences of those Indig-
enous people who in spite of having been separated from their families, having
gone through the institutional systems of education, and having been constantly
forced to accept the dominant society’s values, kept resisting the pressure and
rather than fully assimilating often developed strategies of coping and/or main-
taining even stronger links, no matter how fragmented, to their Indigeneity. In-
deed, the analyzed narratives represent those cases in which the elaborate system
of state intervention and assimilation failed. Pilkington’s Follow the Rabbit-Proof
Fence (1996), Sterling’s My Name Is Seepeetza (1992) and Walters’ Talking Indian: Re-
Slections on Survival and Writing (1992) inscribe resistance to the forced removal of
Indigenous children; to the state-sanctioned policies of assimilation in the native
settlements, mission schools, residential and boarding schools; and to the trauma
stemming from the experience of having been separated from their families. They
do this by rigorously depicting the impact of these colonial policies, by textualiz-
ing the memories of times spent with the family in the community, and, generally,
by recording alternative or counter-histories. This process becomes an effective,
though double-edged, way of coming to terms with the trauma from separation
and forced assimilation and signaling towards healing and reconciliation.

The three chapters in this section examine the most distinctive thematic and
formal characteristics of each of the three narratives. The fourth chapter “Alterna-
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tive (Hi)stories: Indigenous Resistance and Subjugated Knowledges” explores how
the selected texts employ various ways of re-writing history from an Indigenous
point of view, while re-working the official, nationally accepted histories of settle-
ment in Australia and North America. Thus Pilkington records what I call the
counter-(hi)story by juxtaposing the nationally celebrated history of settlement as
the narrative of endeavor and hard work against the silenced Aboriginal version
of settlement as cultural genocide, including events leading to the 1930s state-
sanctioned policy of removing the “half-caste” children from their families. The
discrepancy between the language of the state apparatus and the reality of the
children in native settlements and mission schools is illustrated in Pilkington’s
choice of specific vocabulary register which unmasks the brutality of the state
intervention into Indigenous lives. In turn, Sterling’s residential school narrative
resists the policy of assimilation by showing the functional, non-stereotypical Na-
tive family, its everyday activities, and little details that, like a mosaic, make up
a relatively positive picture of a Native community of the 1950s. Sterling inscribes
what I term alterNative (hi)story through a series of contrasts between the images
of home and residential school, fully manifesting the uselessness and absurdity of
the system in which the children were supposed to gradually forget about their
Native background and assimilate into the dominant society but instead some of
them developed an even stronger connection to their Indigenous heritage repre-
sented by the family, Native languages and community-oriented life-style. Finally,
Walters writes a tribal (hi)story of her two ancestral cultures as a way of questioning
mainstream American historiography. She is instrumental in blurring the sharp
edges of her own self and the tribal universe, of the past and the present, of his-
tory and fiction. Thus her narrative displaces the chronological, linear and indi-
vidual-oriented life narrative model with a discontinuous and polyvocal chorus.

Titled “Bearing Witness: Trauma, Testimony, Scriptotherapy,” the fifth chapter
relates the selected narratives to the contemporary emphasis on issues pertain-
ing to human rights violations and the way these issues are inscribed into literary
texts such as life stories. It employs the notions of collective trauma, memory,
remembering, forgetting, and healing, which have become crucial in exploring
the testimonies of marginalized voices, in order to examine more closely the testi-
monial nature of Pilkington’s, Sterling’s, and Walters’ texts. Finally, I demonstrate
the ways in which the traumatic experience of separation and assimilation in the
Stolen Generation, residential, and boarding school narratives, can be healed
through writing in what I term scriptotherapy.

The last, sixth chapter titled “Collective Subjects, Dialogic Selves” focuses on
the collective subjectivities, dialogism, and polyphony embedded in the selected
texts and the relevance of the often-discussed dichotomy between conventional
Western auto/biographies and Indigenous life writing that is often characterized
as promoting collective and relational, rather than individual-centered, selves.
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I use the theories of Arnold Krupat, particularly his concept of the synecdochic self,
to argue that the three narratives by Pilkington, Sterling and Walters employ dia-
logic models of the self which is collective and based on the orality-oriented tribal
cultures. They explicitly write back to the formal and thematic conventions of
not only traditional Western auto/biographies but also of the structuralist mod-
els of cultural (auto)ethnographies and as-told-to auto/biographies. The result is
a polyphony of voices, not only of the alternating narrators and various ances-
tors, relatives, friends, but visible also in the often collaborative nature of the
authorship through working, more or less closely, with family members and/or
community elders. The dialogic character also manifests in the ways the narratives
maneuver between autobiographical and political-cultural texts, as well as between
their individual “I”’s and various forms of “we” in the presentation of their life
stories. Finally, the testimonial nature of Pilkington’s, Sterling’s and Walters’ texts
indicates another form of dialogism, that of the embedded relationship between
a teller-writer and listener-reader. In the words of Michele Grossman, these texts
“self-consciously ground [themselves] in ‘talk’ and dialogue while demonstrating
an assertive commitment to and control over the written word at the levels of both
text-as-social-relations and text-as-cultural-artefact” (“Xen(ography)” 286).
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From the perspective of a literary critic trained in mainstream Anglo-American
literature and theory, the strength of the texts analyzed in this study consists in
their potential to challenge and problematize conventional literary categories: as
they re-define the construction of the self in auto/biographies; as they displace
traditional genres and consciously hybridize them by blurring the boundaries
between auto/biography, history writing, personal narrative, poetry and fiction;
as they employ innovative narrative strategies through incorporating techniques
of traditional Indigenous storytelling into Western narrative forms, Indigenous
women’s personal non-fiction and life writing is a border-crossing venture. The
formal and thematic innovations in these narratives contradict earlier critical anal-
yses that have seen the personal accounts and auto/biographies of Indigenous
storytellers and writers primarily as realistic documentaries and testimonies. Bar-
bara Godard describes Indigenous women’s life narratives as “hav[ing] adopted
entirely different formal strategies, discontinuous tales rather than coherently
plotted quests, symbolic events rather than psychologized reactions. Moreover,
they [Indigenous women] write miscellanies—hybrid genres—mixtures of sermons,
narratives, poetry, ethnographical treatises” (190). Indeed, the word “miscella-

nies,” in the most positive sense, points to the precise character of Indigenous
women’s personal non-fiction and life writing in Australia and North America
published since the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s. A comparative analysis

and close readings of these narratives reveal their complex structure and multi-
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layered character, demanding literary recognition not only for their contributions
to political and resistance writing but also for their formal literary qualities. They
do inscribe difference and resistance, after all, difference and resistance which
do not threaten but rather enhance and creatively respond to the Anglo-American
literary canon.
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Indigenous Feminism in Personal Non-fiction
by Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle and Jackie Huggins

Writing in the feminine. And in a colored sky. How do you inscribe difference
without bursting into a series of euphoric narcissistic accounts of yourself and
your own kind? Without indulging in a marketable romanticism or in a naive
whining about your condition? In other words, how do you forget without

annihilating?

Trinh T. Minh-ha, Woman Native Other:
Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism (28)

The opening quote by Trinh T. Minh-ha indicates some of the key concepts in
this section which is informed by the intersections of gender, race, and writing
difference in Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction—a cross-generic writing
that combines elements of life writing, memoir, creative non-fiction and scholarly
criticism, writing that is also cross-methodological in the sense that it combines
theoretical and critical thinking with personal and communal experience. The
chapters that follow demonstrate how these various genre elements and modes
of writing in selected Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction from the late
1980s and throughout the 1990s have helped to articulate theoretical premises
for contemporary Indigenous feminism as well as to rewrite and complement
textual representations of Indigenous women and their knowledges. The argu-
ment underlying these chapters maintains that it is the personalized, communal
and cross-generic mode of inscribing difference in representations of Indigenous
womanhood, rather than conventional academic criticism and theory writing, that
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has become both popular and effective among Indigenous women writers and
scholars as a vehicle for giving voice to their subjectivities.

Indigenous women’s writing, both fiction and non-fiction, has rarely been as-
sociated with the premises of the global women’s movement or feminist criticism,
for reasons that are explored in more detail in the first chapter of this section. Un-
til now, only a handful of book-length studies have been published on Indigenous
feminism. Despite the emerging generation of scholars and writers who employ
feminist analysis in relation to Indigenous women as a legitimate analytical tool
while also paying attention to particularities of Indigenous women’s situations, it
still remains a precarious field of study. As the authors of a major publication in
this area, Indigenous Women and Feminism, confirm, “Indigenous women and femi-
nist issues remain underexamined in contemporary feminist theory” (Huhndorf
and Suzack 1), and there is still “little published scholarship” in the area of Indig-
enous feminism (2). When feminist forms of analysis are applied to the realities
of Indigenous women, it is usually in areas of political activism and social issues,
such as women’s education and health care, domestic violence, or the role of
women in their communities, tribal decision-making and securing sovereignty—
where the aim is to achieve some material social and political change. Few critics,
however, relate feminist criticism with Indigenous cultural production. Yet, both
fiction and non-fiction literature can significantly transform the ways of how we
perceive the stories of Indigenous women—stories that would otherwise remain
invisible or susceptible to misrepresentation and stereotyping. In this way, Indig-
enous women’s writing contributes to making Indigenous feminism more visible
and worth further analysis. This notion informs the logic employed in this book:
the stories Indigenous women tell about themselves and other Indigenous women
in personal non-fiction and life writing reveal their self-representations, which
leads to their empowerment and this in turn leads to gaining more sovereignty
and authority to decide about their own destinies. Huhndorf and Suzack claim
that cultural production by Indigenous artists “fosters critical consciousness by at-
tending to the meaning of history and social relationships and imagining political
possibilities” (9).

The focus of this section is on personal non-fiction by three Indigenous wom-
en writers: Paula Gunn Allen (1939-2008) from the USA, Lee Maracle (1950-)
from Canada and Jackie Huggins (1956-) from Australia. Their life paths share
a number of aspects, which justifies a comparative examination of their work. All
three are professional writers and, having received university educations from
prestigious institutions in their respective countries, they are also scholars with
established academic careers. At the same time, they remain connected to their
identities as Indigenous women, to their families and ancestry, as well as to Indig-
enous history and largely oral cultures. They are all politically engaged and active
in their service, either directly through helping address ongoing social injustices
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and racism facing contemporary Indigenous communities or indirectly through
their writing. Although their work is intended for both Indigenous and interna-
tional audiences, it is never detached from who they are in time and space. All
three are empowered by the writing process, and they often reflect on the motives
of their writing, encouraging other Indigenous women to write. Ultimately, Allen,
Maracle, and Huggins share what Trinh T. Minh-ha highlights in the complex pro-
cess of representing minority women’s existence: they inscribe their differences,
be it on the textual level, where they turn to a particular style which builds on
Indigenous aesthetics; within the feminist discourse, where they respond to, cri-
tique, and engage with the global women’s movement; in their ways of theorizing,
where they employ a different set of knowledges and methodologies that draw
on their Indigenous heritage and oral traditions; or in their self-representation,
where they challenge and re-write the images of female Indigeneity imposed on
them by the dominant settler cultures.

Interestingly enough, all three write extensively across genres—a feature shared
by many Indigenous authors: in regards to fiction, both Allen and Maracle have
been prolific, while Huggins has not yet published any fiction. Allen was an estab-
lished poet and fiction writer, publishing six collections of poetry and a critically
acclaimed novel, The Woman Who Owned the Shadows (1983). Maracle, on the other
hand, has published several novels and one poetry collection, Bent Box (1990).
While their non-fiction and academic studies have included a number of standard
edited anthologies introducing many Indigenous (women) writers and a great
deal of academic articles and/or monographs, it is, I believe, the more experi-
mental mode of writing that has become their trademark and a source for con-
tinuing scholarly interest in their work. These texts will also enrich and enhance
the arguments in this section. In particular, apart from The Sacred Hoop, Allen’s ex-
perimental collection of essays Off the Reservation: Reflections on Boundary-Busting,
Border-Crossing, Loose Cannons (1998) informs my commentary on Allen’s use of
hybrid narrative strategies to articulate her theories through stories. It is, meta-
phorically speaking and in reference to Allen’s emphasis on her hybrid origins,
a “mixed-blood” collection of essays which “resemble the oral tradition of the
Laguna world and the essayist tradition of the orthographic academy by turns”
(Allen, Off the Reservation 7). Similarly, Maracle’s Ravensong (1993) and “Oratory:
Coming to Theory” (1990)! complement her writing in / Am Woman in the sense
that Ravensong, among other things, previews Maracle’s focus on the position of
Indigenous as well as white women, while “Oratory: Coming to Theory” offers
a theoretical background to her long-term interest in Indigenous methods of cul-
tural production and passing on knowledge. Finally, Jackie Huggins published,

1 Maracle’s short text Oratory: Coming to Theory was originally published separately by Gallerie Pub-
lications in 1990 as part of the Women Artists’ Monographs series. It was later re-printed as an article
in Essays on Canadian Writing in 1994. I refer to this later, journal publication throughout this book.
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together with her mother Rita Huggins, a critically-acclaimed collaborative auto/
biography Auntie Rita (1994), in which the dialogic nature of the narrative dual
voice allows the two women to provide two equally important, both complemen-
tary and contesting, perspectives. Read together, all these texts present a mode
of writing and genre diversity that continue to resonate strongly in contemporary
Indigenous women’s writing.

I have selected work by Allen, Maracle and Huggins as my case studies because it
is my understanding that these texts represent voices of Indigenous feminist urban
intellectuals and activists whose work in the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s
has significantly contributed to establishing a powerful alternative to mainstream
expectations of what contemporary Indigenous women’s writing should look like,
to conventional academic criticism, and also to Western feminist approaches to
literature. In addition, Allen’s, Maracle’s, and Huggins’ narratives reveal similar
structures, choices of themes, and impacts on Indigenous feminist discourse. In
particular, they share the authors’ ambivalent relationship to mainstream feminism:
although the three writers are involved in feminist, anti-racist, and anti-colonial
debates, they also openly distance themselves from and engage in critiquing main-
stream feminism. Thus their work helps shed light on the role that Indigenous
women’s life writing plays in the contested space of Indigenous representations,
subjectivities, and cultural differences. It also points out a new direction in which
Indigenous personal and critical writing is currently heading. As the three texts go
beyond the limitations of audience-commodified Indigenous life stories, they also
transcend the conventional genres of autobiography and personal non-fiction by
integrating poetry, storytelling, collective auto/biography, and critical writing. This
hybrid and at times experimental character of The Sacred Hoop, I Am Woman, and
Sister Girl leads me to argue that these are examples of a generation of Indigenous
women’s personal narratives that, on the one hand, broke with the previous writ-
ing style by deliberate hybridizing and, on the other hand, significantly shaped the
coming generations of Indigenous women'’s writing.

In this section, Paula Gunn Allen’s The Sacred Hoop (1986), Lee Maracle’s I Am
Woman (1996), and Jackie Huggins’ Sister Girl (1998) are examined and compared,
although other works of non-fiction by these writers also inform my investigation
of Indigenous feminist modes of writing. The selected texts are relatively well-
known and widely commented-on texts in their respective cultural spaces, but
what this section attempts to foreground are the overlaps that underscore the
claim that trans-indigenous comparative analysis may prove illuminating for cur-
rent discussions of Indigenous feminism. Although the selected texts reflect par-
ticular locations, histories, and cultural differences, they share the following struc-
tural and thematic characteristics: they inhabit the space between critical writing,
life writing, personal non-fiction, and fiction. They are academic and intellectual,
yet very personal, drawing on lived experience and integrating strong autobio-
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graphical elements as well as tribal, communal, and/or extended family histories.
Although separated by geographical distance and cultural differences, reading
them in succession invokes the sense of a conversation among three unique voices
addressing similar topics and issues across time and space.

I analyze and compare the narratives of Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle, and
Jackie Huggins on three basic levels: firstly as scholarly critiques that inscribe
the authors’ differences within the mainstream feminist discourse; secondly as
self-representations of Indigenous womanhood, motherhood, and sisterhood; and
thirdly as personal narratives that incorporate the “writing life” techniques and
at the same time are political acts that allow the writers to empower themselves
and their people by writing down both their lived experience and theory. In the
three chapters that follow, I argue that a comparative analysis of these texts of-
fers a more effective means of deconstructing the universalist and homogenizing
category of “woman” constructed by mainstream feminism. Moreover, my analy-
sis also problematizes the conventional and stereotypical notions of the genre
of Indigenous women’s life writing because it draws attention to multi-generic,
experiential, and self-reflective writing, as well as to alternative perspectives on
Indigenous women’s identities, representations, and their common struggles in
the late twentieth century. Interestingly enough, the nature of these texts makes it
possible to analyze them both as primary (on the level of a personal and creative
narrative) and secondary sources (in terms of the academic research input), which
strengthens their potential to re-define the binary between personal writing based
on lived experience and theoretical writing based on “objective” critical research.
These aspects are precisely the kinds of categories that the writings of Paula Gunn
Allen, Lee Maracle, and Jackie Huggins defy.
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CHAPTER 1
TALKING BACK, TALKIN" UP:
VOICING INDIGENOUS FEMINISM

Moving from silence into speech is for the oppressed, the colonized and the
exploited, and those who stand and struggle side by side a gesture of defian-
ce that heals, that makes new life and new growth possible. It is that act of
speech, of “talking back,” that is no mere gesture of empty words, that is the
expression of our movement from object to subject—the liberated voice.

bell hooks, Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black (9)

In her early, ground-breaking writing on Black feminist thought in the United
States, bell hooks explains the importance of the concept of “talking back” and
the impact it had on her when she was growing up in a family where “woman talk”
was rich, poetic and intense but relegated to the kitchens of Black women and
directed inwards, to the community of female friends and family, rather than out-
wards into the public sphere, as the voices of Black male preachers were (5). “Talk-
ing back,” characterized by hooks as “speaking as an equal to an authority figure,”
as “daring to disagree” and “having an opinion” (5), is a strategy that many women
of ethnic minorities had to learn to use in order to be heard and recognized as
subjects capable of expressing their difference in an environment where the em-
phasis was more on assimilating difference in the name of the common struggle
against patriarchy. A decade later, Indigenous scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson
used a very similar term to describe the act of Australian Aboriginal women’s
talking back. The concept of “talkin’ up” gives title to her influential study of Aus-
tralian white feminism through Indigenous women’s perspective. In a way remi-
niscent of hooks’ recollections of her growing up, Moreton-Robinson explains in
her introduction to Talkin’ Up to the White Woman: Indigenous Women and Feminism
(2000) that she was encouraged by her grandparents who raised her, as well as by
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female elders of her community, to “speak [her] truth to white people,” to “talk
up to white people” (xv). It is precisely this concept of “talking back” and “talkin’
up” that permeates my discussion of Indigenous feminism as it was voiced and
articulated theoretically in Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction. For many
Indigenous women, writing from their experience and talking back to mainstream
feminism and, in some cases, to their own communities remains a “courageous
act—an act of risk and daring” (hooks 5). The following discussion provides an
exploration of how Indigenous women, alongside other marginalized women, in-
tervened in the domain that had until then been dominated almost exclusively by
white middle-class women’s political and personal interests.

Debates concerning the politics of difference and the intersections between
gender and race have formed an indispensable part of feminist discourse. The
period since the late 1970s has witnessed an important shift in the focus on this
intricate relationship as diverse voices of women with different life experiences
and cultural histories have challenged what has often been called “white” or main-
stream feminism. This term has been increasingly employed to refer to the second
wave of first-world, Western, or Euro-American feminist discourse. Julia Ember-
ley’s characterization of Anglo-American feminism can be extended to generally
describe the mainstream feminism which women with different life experiences
questioned: it is “an institutional configuration, the practices and activities of
which engage women in the project of furthering their access to ‘higher’ educa-
tion, their empowerment through knowledge, and their entry into a professional
managerial class” (81). As such, mainstream feminism, as a political and social
activist movement, has primarily served white middle-class women’s interests. This
conception has been challenged by the so called “third-world” women or “women
of color™
nocentric practices of mainstream feminism that tend to universalize women’s
experience as that of an oppressed gender under the patriarchal system. In this
way, mainstream feminism has, for a long time, downplayed or even ignored in-
tersections such as gender and race, gender and class, or gender and sexuality.
The notion of white feminism has also emerged in accord with developing critical
race theory and whiteness studies which maintain that whiteness, as a structurally
privileged and discursively invisible category, has become a norm against which
other “non-white” experience and epistemology are judged in the construction of

who have responded with a critique that points to the racist and eth-

2 The terms “third-world” women and “women of color” are used interchangeably in this study to
refer to all those women who have been excluded from participating in discourses of power, be it in
a patriarchal context or in mainstream feminism. The terms are also employed in agreement with Mo-
hanty’s claim that “women of color” are bound by “a common context of struggle” rather than by their
skin color (“Cartographies of Struggle” 7). I am aware that this category is complex, problematic, and,
as many critics have pointed out, homogenizing as it may erase cultural differences, local histories, and
the diversity of life experiences. Therefore, I use the terms in quotation marks in my original text and
without quotation marks where the secondary sources employ them in that manner.
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identity, representation, subjectivity, nationalism, law, and culture (Moreton-Rob-
inson, Whitening Race vii).” In this perspective, whiteness remains unnamed and
uninterrogated as a difference or “the other.” This theoretical framework gives
rise to what Moreton-Robinson, in her discussion of white feminism, calls “subject
position white middle-class woman” (7alkin’ Up xxii), a category constructed in
order to make whiteness visible so that it can be theorized.

The responses of “women of color” to mainstream feminism have been numer-
ous and diverse. The theoretical works of bell hooks, Audre Lorde, and Patricia
Hill Collins sprung from African American studies; Gloria Anzaldda’s appeared
within Latin American studies; and the works of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and
Chandra Talpade Mohanty have proved useful for postcolonial feminist criticism.
Indigenous women have also contributed to the body of knowledge within this
area by becoming involved in debates exploring the politics of difference and
identity, intersections of gender and race, and the role Indigenous women play
in what they often perceive as neo-colonial settler societies. In the United States,
Canada, and Australia, they have participated in dialogues with other “women of
color” as academics, public speakers, and intellectuals, challenging the race and
class blindness within the feminist movement. An example of such alliances may
be found among Native American women, especially from the South and South-
west, who sometimes collaborate with Chicanas or South American women. Ab-
original women in Australia, including Jackie Huggins, have occasionally referred
to work by African American writers and theorists, such as bell hooks and Alice
Walker. Increasingly, collaborative projects or edited collections which integrate
the standpoints of “women of color” from various geographical regions are being
published.

In her introduction to the influential study Third World Women and the Politics
of Feminism (1991), Chandra Talpade Mohanty offers an analysis of the challenges
that “third-world” women* pose to mainstream feminism. These challenges in-
clude a reconceptualization of the ideas of resistance, community, and agency in
daily life, and an integration of the categories of race and postcolonial discourse
(“Cartographies of Struggle” 3). Mohanty demonstrates in detail how mainstream
feminism has historically focused on gender as the only basis of struggle, ignoring

3 It is in this sense that I use the term “white feminism” throughout this work, although I am
aware that it is reductive and very much constructed for the purposes of theoretical discourse. By no
means do I intend to imply an excessive homogeneity of the Western feminist discourse. I use the
term explicitly where my sources use it too (e.g. Moreton-Robinson, Jackie Huggins); elsewhere I use
it interchangeably with “mainstream”, “Western”, or “first-world” feminism.

4  Mohanty uses the term “third-world” to include women of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the
Middle East, as well as minority women, or women of color, in Europe and in settler colonies (“Car-
tographies of Struggle” 2). Although she does not mention Indigenous women explicitly as being
“third-world” women, it is implied that they may be included in this group as they often face similar
marginalization and political and cultural struggles within settler societies.
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the racial, class, and sexual axis of oppression. Therefore, she calls for Western
feminists to examine the construction of whiteness and its relation to power, and
to engage more effectively in anti-racism and anti-colonialism. Mohanty’s often
quoted essay “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discours-
es,” which is included in the same publication, describes the ways in which a co-
herent and homogeneous category of “Woman” was constructed on the premise
that women, because they share the same gender, also share the same oppression
under patriarchy. Subsequently the movement has appropriated and colonized
the pluralities and differences of “third-world” women’s experience, thereby rel-
egating them to the position of an object rather than a subject with agency. This
latent ethnocentrism that Mohanty uncovers in her analyses of several white femi-
nists’ texts on the issues of “third-world” women is also responsible for projecting
the stereotypes of the Other onto the category of the “third-world” Woman. Thus
in Mohanty’s view the “third-world” women tend to be represented as poor, un-
educated, dependent, traditional, domestic, sexually restrained, family-oriented,
victimized, and, importantly, as politically ignorant women who need training
and education in Western feminism (“Under Western Eyes” 56-57). This process
of “othering,” not dissimilar from Edward Said’s seminal analysis of the ways in
which the West has constructed the Orient, may result in what Moreton-Robinson
calls white feminists’ maternalism, by which she refers to “the superordinate posi-
tion of the white woman who has the right to judge and make recommendations”
about Indigenous women, knowing that the “state will support her request” to,
for example, remove children of mixed parentage to institutional care (Talkin’ Up
25). Moreton-Robinson further argues that such forms of maternalism, allowing
white women to maintain a position of superiority which is “informed by white
masculine values of separateness and independence” is responsible for precluding
positive relationships with Indigenous women (7alkin’ Up 180).

Mohanty is aware of the danger of operating with the category of “third-world”
women and insists that any focus on particular struggles must take into account
complex, sometimes even conflicting historical and cultural contexts. In fact, she
claims that “third-world” feminists have engaged in the “rewriting of history based
on the specific locations and histories of struggle of people of colour and postcolo-
nial peoples, and on the day-to-day strategies of survival utilized by such peoples”
(“Cartographies of Struggle” 10, original emphasis). However, despite paying
close attention to such differences, Mohanty is also aware of the need to use the
category of “third-world” woman strategically as an analytical and political entity
in order to theorize certain issues. To be able to do this, Mohanty draws on Bene-
dict Anderson’s concept of “imagined communities” to talk about an imagined
community of “third-world” women where the oppositional struggles invite “po-
tential alliances and collaborations across divisive boundaries” (“Cartographies
of Struggle” 4). This allows Mohanty to make useful connections between diverse
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contexts of “third-world” feminist struggles—such as the history of colonization,
economic exploitation, and race/gender oppression—and the construction of
consciousness and identity in writing. In her words, “writing often becomes the
context through which new political identities are forged. It becomes a space for
struggle and contestation about reality itself” (“Cartographies of Struggle” 34).
This is a useful notion which will inform my own analysis of the feminist texts
by Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle, and Jackie Huggins and of the ways in which
these three Indigenous women writers negotiate the ambivalences between their
specific cultural backgrounds, their involvement in feminist movement, and the
construction of their selves during the writing process.

The basic premise of Indigenous women’s critique of white feminism is ex-
pressed in Moreton-Robinson’s analysis in Talkin’ Up to the White Woman. More-
ton-Robinson argues that “an Indigenous woman’s point of view is informed by
social worlds imbued with meaning grounded in knowledges of different reali-
ties from those of white women” (xvi). She further explains that her own person-
al experience as an Indigenous feminist scholar has led her to challenge white
feminism’s subject position of dominance and to seek alternative discourses
among African American, Latin American and lesbian feminists. It is precisely
these discourses, in Moreton-Robinson’s view, that contest the representation of
the universal “Woman” as a white liberal middle-class woman, and propose in-
stead models of diversity and heterogeneity, stressing cultural differences and
specific particularities (xvii). In other words, Moreton-Robinson’s statement con-
cerning the inherent difference of Indigenous women’s experience explicitly un-
dermines the assumption made by the white feminists that regardless of their
cultural background, women can be characterized as a singular group oppressed
by the patriarchal system of values, which is also where Moreton-Robinson’s view
comes close to that of Mohanty. Moreton-Robinson’s study, anchored in Aus-
tralian historical and cultural context, is most useful in her argument that In-
digenous women’s life writing, which foregrounds Indigenous women’s self-pre-
sentation, actually reveals the extent to which their realities and life experiences
are grounded in different histories from those experienced by white women
(Talkin’ Up xxiii). These experiences include, for example, government-imposed
and sometimes unpaid work as domestic servants, which more often than not
went hand in hand with sexual molestation or abuse by the white masters and
work exploitation by the white mistresses. Other suppressed experiences con-
cern state-sanctioned family policies, such as separating children from their Ab-
original families and forced sterilizations. In this way, Moreton-Robinson argues,
Indigenous women’s life writing “unmasks the complicity of white women in
gendered racial oppression” (Talkin’ Up xxiii). Like Mohanty, Moreton-Robinson
points out that the history of white feminists’ relations with Indigenous women
in Australia actually demonstrates the way Western feminists normalized and po-
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sitioned themselves as knowing subjects, while constructing Indigenous women
as the Other (Talkin’ Up xxiv).

Mohanty’s and Moreton-Robinson’s works are only two examples of compre-
hensive theoretical studies by “women of color” which articulate issues impor-
tant for Indigenous feminist debates, particularly the politics of difference. It has
been noted by many Indigenous and non-Indigenous critics alike that Indigenous
women have frequently resisted, challenged, or altogether ignored the Western
women’s movement and mainstream feminist discourse. This has been the case
not because their identities are not anchored in a strong sense of womanhood
and sisterhood or in a belief in women’s alliances and solidarity, but because these
women have found much of the Western feminist theory irrelevant to their every-
day existence and life experience. From Indigenous women’s perspective, the core
of their lives is frequently in the everyday survival of their families and communi-
ties as well as in grassroots political work rather than in abstract theorizing (Little
n. pag.; Felton and Flanagan 53; Tsolidis 37; A. Smith, “Native American Femi-
nism” 121; Jaimes and Halsey 330-331). The reasons for this cautious response to
mainstream feminism by Indigenous women include what they perceive as latent
racism within the mainstream feminist movement, its negligence in addressing the
complicity of white colonial women in the colonization process, and the overly ab-
stract theoretical debates that fail to address everyday social injustices. Thus until
recently, mainstream feminism was viewed by some Indigenous women activists
and writers as a continuing imperialist project (e.g. Jaimes and Halsey 331-332).
Therefore, in order to support Indigenous issues such as sovereignty and self-
determination, Indigenous women tend to reject mainstream feminist politics.
Consequently, they might be facing a considerable dilemma about what is often
perceived as an either/or choice: their potential alliance with feminism can be
viewed as colliding with their anti-racist struggles and politics of sovereignty, while
their involvement in Indigenous rights movement sometimes involves suppressing
their feminist agenda (Tsolidis 33; Jaimes and DeCora Means qtd. in A. Smith,
“Native American Feminism” 117).

In the context of the Indigenous women’s situation in North America, Devon
A. Mihesuah warns that even though the agendas of feminist discourse and Indig-
enous research have recently grown and the integration of Indigenous women’s
studies and feminist theory would seem a logical step, it is not desirable unless
mainstream feminist scholars become involved in “reciprocal, practical dialogue”
with Indigenous women (“A Few Cautions” 1250). The obstacles preventing
a deeper integration of Indigenous women’s thought into mainstream feminism
concern, according to Native feminist scholars, the speaking position of non-In-
digenous scholars and researchers who in some cases tend to speak for Indig-
enous women. The implication is that there is an authoritative voice among Native
North American women (frequently identified with traditionalist positions), while
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this is obviously not so. Such assumptions have a rather damaging effect on Indig-
enous women’s activism as it creates a superficial dichotomy between the so-called
“traditionalist” women and the “assimilated” or “progressive” women (Mihesuah,
“A Few Cautions” 1248), where the “traditionalist” Indigenous women are posi-
tioned as rejecting mainstream feminism as something alien to traditional Indi-
geneity, while the “assimilated/progressive” strand, on the contrary, allies with
feminism. Thus the caution that Mihesuah calls for applies to both mainstream
feminists who sometimes tend to disregard the diversity of Indigenous women’s
experience, and to Indigenous women themselves. As Mihesuah contends, “there
isn’t a single one [voice] among Native women, and no one feminist theory total-
izes Native women’s thought. Rather, there is a spectrum of multiheritage women,
in between ‘traditional’ and ‘progressive,” who possess a multitude of opinions on
what it means to be a Native female” (“A Few Cautions” 1249). The complexity of
Indigenous women’s involvement with mainstream feminism therefore stems not
only from the history of colonization and the imposition of the European patri-
archal system onto Native communities, but also from the inevitable diversity of
voices among Indigenous women themselves; as such, it is not possible to present
Indigenous feminism as a monolithic position.

Although the critique of mainstream feminism by Indigenous women has cer-
tainly presented valid arguments, it is also important to stress that there are many
Indigenous women who, if not embracing mainstream feminism, at least support
some of its ideas. It is therefore misleading to conclude that Indigenous women
can never endorse mainstream feminism and, at the same time, their particular
communities’ interests. In some cases, Indigenous women who want to engage
with feminist issues may respond to mainstream feminism by creating their own
feminist discourse and/or making allies with other marginalized feminist think-
ers, particularly African American or Latin American women (Jaimes and Halsey
335). On the other hand, many Indigenous feminists emphasize that struggles for
land and self-determination continue to carry the same weight as feminist issues,
even preceding them in importance when the situation demands it. The more
recent scholarship of Indigenous women, begun in the 1990s, especially promotes
a less reductive and more complex analysis of the engagement of Indigenous
women in the feminist agenda. One such re-defining discussion on this topic is of-
fered in the work of the Native American activist and scholar Andrea Smith, who
regularly addresses the interventions Indigenous feminism makes in other fields,
such as American studies, ethnic studies, and gender studies, and examines their
intersections. In her articles “Indigenous Feminism Without Apology” and “Na-
tive American Feminism, Sovereignty, and Social Change,” as well as in the later
work towards her project on Native Feminisms, Andrea Smith argues that “Native
women’s activists’ theories about feminism, about the struggle against sexism both
within Native communities and the society at large, and about the importance
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of working in coalition with non-Native women are complex and varied. These
theories are not monolithic and cannot simply be reduced to the dichotomy of
feminist versus nonfeminist” (“Native American Feminism” 118). The forums that
Smith organized in 2006 at the American Studies Association conference and in
the ensuing special issue of American Quarterly in 2008 aimed at establishing a dis-
cussion group which would help articulate a theory of Native Feminisms. Native
Feminisms “transform how we understand the project of sovereignty and nation-
building in the first place. They challenge how we conceptualize the relationship
between indigenous nations and nation-states, how we organize sovereignty, and
how we tie sovereignty to a global struggle for liberation” (Smith and Kauanui
241). In other words, for Smith, Indigenous women can be both feminists and
advocates of Native sovereignty.

In Australia, analyses of the ways in which Aboriginal women engage with
feminism and examine the intersections of gender and race were available from
the 1970s in the texts by, for example, Roberta Sykes and Pat O’Shane, but gained
significant momentum in the 1990s. Scholars, activists and writers, such as Marcia
Langton, Melissa Lucashenko, Catrina Felton, Liz Flanagan, Larissa Behrendt,
Jackie Huggins, and, in particular, Aileen Moreton-Robinson, have all contributed
to making visible the complexities of Indigenous women’s relationship to main-
stream feminism, in particular they focused on “whiteness as a hegemonic ideol-
ogy centered in feminism” (Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up 174). Their critique of
the white women’s movement in Australia is based on the premise that “incom-
mensurabilities and irreducible differences exist between us [Indigenous women]
and white feminists” (Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up 151). Moreton-Robinson
stresses that Indigenous women in Australia reject the accommodation of differ-
ence that is required by the feminist movement, and on the contrary demand that
they be allowed to “maintain [their] cultural integrity in [their] struggle for self-
determination” (151). White women’s history in Australia is perceived as history
“of invasion, dispossession, destruction of culture, abduction, rape, exploitation
of labour and murder” (Behrendt 29). This antagonistic discourse—established by
Indigenous women’s political activists in the 1960s and 1970s, a time of significant
political change for all Indigenous people in Australia—has been enhanced by
another arena which was, at least in the Australian context, dominated by Indig-
enous women since the 1980s—the genre of life writing. This genre, materialized
in dozens of Indigenous women’s autobiographies, testimonies, and transcribed
oral life stories, influenced how Aboriginal women’s lives were perceived and
represented. These images then contributed to challenging the discourse of main-
stream feminists by showing Indigenous women as playing very complex roles in
families, kinship structures, and communities; as occupying significant positions
in the educational, political, and economic spheres; and recently as being co-
responsible for passing on Aboriginal knowledge and practices (Brewster, Literary

38



Talking Back, Talkin" Up: Voicing Indigenous Feminism

Formations 42). By publishing their own and their families’ life stories, they have
taken up the task of recording Aboriginal family and community life, including
women’s accounts of gender-specific strategies of resistance through forms of
family-based traditional knowledge. As will be demonstrated in the second half
of this book through the analysis of North American and Australian Indigenous
women’s life writing narratives, in the face of excessive assimilationist policies
and government surveillance, the preservation of the extended Aboriginal family
became a site of resistance and survival.

An illustrative example of a specific project that promotes a complex theoretical
Indigenous feminist approach in Australia, one that complements the Aboriginal
women’s cultural production, is the concept of “tiddaism” developed by Catrina
Felton and Liz Flanagan in what they call “Tidda’s Manifesto” (53, 57). “Tidda”
refers informally to “sister” in Aboriginal English, and Aboriginal feminist activ-
ists use this term to invoke a sense of sisterhood and solidarity among themselves
and their common political and social struggles. Tiddaism has been designed to
redress the need for an Indigenous field of analysis working towards “articulat-
ing our [Koori women’s] experiences and analys[ing] the factors that shape our
[Koori women’s] reality” (53).° It addresses a variety of issues, such as eliminating
oppressive impositions of white feminist domination, establishing Koori women’s
own political and cultural agenda, and developing appropriate methodologies for
cultural analyses (53). Tiddaism also demands recognition of the fact that main-
stream feminists often speak from a position of power that excludes Aboriginal
women: “white feminists possess an inability to look outside their own cultural
perspective. Yet they constantly speak with some apparent legitimised authority
about our experiences” (Felton and Flanagan 54). According to Janine Little, tid-
daism is situated not as a counter-discourse, but as an informing discourse: “To
posit tiddaism as counter-discourse would leave the existing critical arena intact
as an intellectual field that acknowledges an alternative voice through approaches
that apparently work. As an informing discourse, tiddaism challenges the field to
go to the informants and ask for whom the approaches work” (Little n. pag.). Al-
though such work may still be perceived as marginal outside the Koori and Murri
women’s community that stimulated it in the 1990s, it nevertheless demonstrates
the need to engage critically with mainstream feminism. Initiatives like this one

5  In addition to Felton and Flanagan’s article, other influential writings in the 1990s addressed the
relationship between Aboriginal and mainstream feminisms in Australia: Jackie Huggins’ “A Contem-
porary View of Aboriginal Women’s Relationship to the White Feminist Movement” (1994), Melissa
Lucashenko’s “No Other Truth? Aboriginal Women and Australian Feminism” (1994), Georgina Tso-
lidis” “Theorizing Ethnicity in Australian Feminism” (1993), Eva Johnson’s “A Question of Difference”
(1994), and Larrisa Behrendt’s “Aboriginal Women and White Lies of the Feminist Movement: Impli-
cations for Aboriginal Women in Rights Discourse” (1993).

6  “Koori” refers to Aboriginal people of New South Wales, while the term “Murri” refers to Aborigi-
nal people in Queensland.
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were crucial in drawing attention to the hegemony of whiteness permeating the
feminist movement in Australia, and they called for a new kind of feminism in
which white women’s racism and Indigenous women’s experience of it would be
acknowledged (Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up 171).

Given the context of the development of Indigenous feminism outlined above,
the following analysis of texts by Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle, and Jackie Hug-
gins examines three different perspectives from which these Indigenous women
writers critically respond to mainstream feminism and, simultaneously, articulate
their own alternative versions of Indigenous feminism as they accentuate different
issues. So, for example, Paula Gunn Allen’s main purpose in The Sacred Hoop is to
advocate the gynocratic nature of some Indigenous communities in pre-contact
North America, which was forcibly erased by the imposed Western patriarchal
system. But she also writes from the position of an Indigenous lesbian—a position
that has often been repressed, if not ignored, in scholarly examinations of her
work. Lee Maracle’s I Am Woman focuses on condemning any form of sexism and
violence towards women within Indigenous communities, while employing a rath-
er radical feminist Marxist perspective. In Sister Girl, Jackie Huggins’ critique of
white feminism in Australia is primarily based on the historical development of
racial tensions between white and Aboriginal women. She thus argues for open-
ing a dialogue with Australian mainstream feminists which would be based on the
recognition of this historical imperative. Although it is possible to suggest that
Allen, Maracle, and Huggins generally reproach mainstream feminism for ethno-
centrism and lack of commitment to anti-racist and anti-colonialist struggles, at
times even advocating a separatist stance, it is obvious that their specific localities,
histories, and cultures account for variations in the intensity and focus of these
critiques. The following textual comparison, however, illuminates parallels and
common strategies which provide an insight into Indigenous women’s perspec-
tives on the women’s movement and feminist discourse. It is notable, for example,
that none of the authors chooses to simply ignore white feminist discourse. In-
stead, they all engage intellectually in constructive criticism and initiate dialogues,
if not alliances, with white women, hoping to bring an end to the injustices within
the movement that has based its existence primarily on fighting oppression. By
drawing attention to the clashes and contradictions between Indigenous women’s
experience and mainstream feminist theory, the three authors promote what Julia
Emberley calls the “feminism of decolonization” (80).
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Paula Gunn Allen | Gynocracies

In the beginning was thought, and her name was Woman. ... She is the Old
Woman who tends the fires of life. She is the Old Woman Spider who weaves
us together in a fabric of interconnection. She is the Eldest God, the one who
Remembers and Re-members.

Paula Gunn Allen, The Sacred Hoop (11)

The Native American author and scholar Paula Gunn Allen (1939-2008), who
identified her cultural heritage mainly as Laguna Pueblo,” was a well-known
scholar of Native American studies and a fiction writer, author of the acclaimed
autobiographical novel The Woman Who Owned the Shadows (1983) and of several
collections of poetry. She also edited, among other things, an influential anthol-
ogy, Spider Woman’s Granddaughters: Traditional Tales and Contemporary Writing by
Native American Women (1989), and published a textbook of course designs for
Native American studies programs, Studies in American Indian Literature: Critical
Essays and Course Designs (1983). But most of all she is recognized for her ground-
breaking collection of critical essays The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in
American Indian Traditions (1986), arguably the first book-length study exploring
gender issues from an Indigenous perspective. Off the Reservation (1998), a cross-
cultural collection of essays blending history, myths, autobiography, and biogra-
phy, has also drawn critical attention. Apart from these publications, Allen’s writ-
ing includes many anthologized short stories and poems, as well as articles, essays
and editing. Her academic career, which involved positions at several prestigious
U.S. universities, centered on Native American literature, mythology, oral aspects
of storytelling, and Native feminist approaches to literary texts. Generally, Allen’s
writing and academic careers exemplify the life journey of a public intellectual
with a Western university education who is at the same time strongly attached to
her Indigenous background and land, drawing in her work on the tribal culture
of Laguna Pueblo and her identity as an Indigenous woman.?

In my analysis of Allen’s response to mainstream feminism, I rely primarily on
The Sacred Hoop which has now become a classic of its own kind, judging from
numerous references to it in studies on Native American women and their writ-

7 The daughter of a part Laguna-Sioux mother and a Lebanese-American father, Allen grew up in
Cubero—a Chicano village in New Mexico, close to the Laguna and Acoma pueblos (Pulitano 22). She
identified strongly with the region of New Mexico and the pueblo culture of the Southwest, but also
voiced her truly multicultural identity in, among other things, her bilingual Spanish/English writing
(“Paula Gunn Allen”).

8  Allen received her Bachelor of Arts degree in English and Master of Fine Arts degree in creative
writing from the University of Oregon and her doctorate in Native American studies from the Uni-
versity of New Mexico. She held academic positions at the University of California at Berkeley, San
Francisco State University, University of New Mexico, and UCLA.
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ing, as well as on Indigenous feminism. In this pioneering work of Native Ameri-
can criticism, Allen introduced a new theoretical framework for reading Native
American literature. Several of her concepts, such as the “feminine principle” and
“gynocracy,” are still frequently referenced. Elvira Pulitano, despite her critique
of Allen’s theoretical position in The Sacred Hoop, acknowledges her undeniable
influence on shaping Native American critical theory and developing “discursive
strategies concerning Native American culture and literature, strategies that sug-
gest a theory of reading generated largely, although by no means exclusively, from
Native American cultural and intellectual traditions” (2). Alongside writers such
as Craig Womack, Robert Warrior, Greg Sarris, Louis Owens, and Gerald Vize-
nor, Allen, according to Pulitano, contributed to producing

a corpus of works that could represent the beginning of a Native American critical
theory, a complex hybridized project that, while deeply embedded within the narra-
tives of Native American oral tradition and Native epistemology, inevitably conducts
dialogues with the larger critical discourse of contemporary theory and significantly
disputes the scholarly assumptions of a resistance to theory within Native American
studies. (Pulitano 3)

Similarly, Kathleen M. Donovan hails The Sacred Hoop as a text which initiated
“valuable discussion of individual writers’ relationships to the oral tradition,” in
which oral traditions provide “new ways of knowing through a dialogic potency
that is accretive rather than linear” and “emphasis on continuance rather than
extinction” (Donovan 9). I would also suggest that Allen’s contribution to forming
Indigenous feminist thought from an Indigenous woman’s perspective is undeni-
able; this section will focus on a discussion of the major features of Allen’s femi-
nist thought and, most importantly, will relate her position to that of mainstream
feminism in order to identify certain overlaps as well as divergences. In addition
to shaping Native American criticism and feminism, The Sacred Hoop offers an
insight into Allen’s personal memories of her childhood spent at Laguna, the be-
ginning of her academic career, and her personal views on being a Native woman
in contemporary American society. It is this aspect of the text that allows me to
include The Sacred Hoop in the study of Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction
and life writing.

Allen’s engagement with feminism as a theoretical as well as activist stream of
critical thinking is expressed throughout The Sacred Hoop, both in her literary criti-
cism and personal recollections. As suggested above, Allen presents theoretical
concepts related to the female-centered worldview of some traditional Indigenous
communities, most notably the concept of gynocracy, which Allen describes as
“woman-centered tribal societies in which matrilocality, matrifocality, matrilinear-
ity, maternal control of household goods and resources, and female deities of
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the magnitude of the Christian God were and are present and active features
of traditional tribal life” (The Sacred Hoop 3-4). The notion of gynocracy is then
extended in Allen’s later collection of essays, Off the Reservation: Reflections on
Boundary-Busting Border-Crossing Loose Cannons (1998) in which Allen introduces
her idea of gynosophy, loosely defined as feminine wisdom focused on the “ecologi-
cal, spiritual, and political” knowledges characterizing gynarchy (Off the Reservation
8, 10). Apart from assigning importance to the status and power of women in
traditional social structures, The Sacred Hoop also foregrounds the role played
by Native female deities, female-oriented rituals and myths, and creation figures
such as Spider Woman and Thought Woman. In this perspective, woman is at the
center of all creation, life, and continuance. It is not surprising that this argument
has drawn much criticism from other Indigenous women, as well as from non-In-
digenous scholars, for its sweeping generalizations about the category of a “Native
Woman,” its insistence on the essentially gynocratic nature of Native American
cultures, and its overestimation of the role gays and lesbians play in “traditional”
Indigenous societies (e.g. Jaimes and Halsey 333; Pulitano 30-34; Donovan 9-10).

Another strong argument permeating The Sacred Hoop, perhaps as controver-
sial as the one stressing the typically gynocratic nature of Native American tribes,
is the imposition of European patriarchal values on Indigenous peoples in North
America, destabilizing the tribal cultures to such an extent that it led to their
physical and cultural genocide (The Sacred Hoop 3). On many occasions, Allen
reiterates the massive changes European colonization brought to Indigenous so-
cial structures. In the chapter “How the West Was Really Won,” she emphasizes
“a progressive shift from gynecentric, egalitarian, ritual-based social systems to
secularized structures closely imitative of the European patriarchal system” (195).
As a result of this shift, Allen continues, women, but also gay men and spiri-
tual and ritual leaders, lost their status and power in the traditional communities
(195). This argument has also been attacked for its essentialism and for reducing
the differences among the many Native American tribes’ social and kinship struc-
tures, even though this claim, in my view, is more substantial in terms of evidence
than Allen’s insistence on gynocracy as the foundational form of Native American
social structures. Nevertheless, in retrospect it seems that Allen’s generalizations
had a point—to account, in a simple and persuasive way, for the devastating ef-
fects of colonization resulting in the break-down of many Indigenous tribes and
villages. On the other hand, Allen does not highlight the disastrous consequences
of the European arrival in the Americas at any cost. She is also careful to point
out a strong sense of spirituality, continuance and survival, which she identifies,
among other things, as major issues in Native American existence (The Sacred
Hoop 2).

In The Sacred Hoop, Allen often reflects on both overlaps and clashes between
the mainstream feminist agenda and the Native American worldview. The chapter
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titled “Who Is Your Mother? Red Roots of White Feminism” gives voice to the
stream in Native American thought that maintains that feminist principles as such
have always formed an inseparable part of the Indigenous worldview and social
structures, and that feminism as a concept has actually been borrowed from In-
digenous women (A. Smith, “Native American Feminism” 119). Allen’s call for the
return of the repressed female power may be related to the later published Lee
Maracle’s I Am Woman, even though Maracle’s sense of what she calls “re-femini-
zation,” does not underscore the return to traditional spirituality, as will be shown
later. Allen’s insistence on returning to tribalism sometimes leads her to promote
romanticized and nostalgic visions of pre-contact Native American societies:

During the ages when tribal societies existed in the Americas largely untouched by
patriarchal oppression, they developed elaborate systems of thought that included sci-
ence, philosophy, and government based on a belief in the central importance of fe-
male energies, autonomy of individuals, cooperation, human dignity, human freedom,

and egalitarian distribution of status, goods, and services. (The Sacred Hoop 211)

However, such an idealized vision of pre-contact tribalism may run the risk of
not only excluding contemporary Indigenous urban dwellers, those who have
involuntarily lost touch with traditional cultural heritage, or those who have con-
sciously chosen to assimilate into the mainstream society, but also of inviting cri-
tiques accusing Allen of being complicit in perpetuating what Elvira Pulitano calls
“ethnographic discourse” (21). This kind of discourse, Pulitano argues, builds on
“constructing Indianness from the seemingly romantic, sentimentalized perspec-
tive of Eurocentric thinking, the same thinking that for more than five hundred
years has defined the Indian as the Other of Euramerican consciousness” (21).
In terms of relating her feminist thought to mainstream feminism in the US, Al-
len voices the most severe critique when she situates mainstream feminist practice
as complicit with the general American tendency to privilege the rejection of the
traditions and cultural ties of the incoming immigrants in favor of assimilation,
which, Allen claims, is at the heart of the American experience. In Allen’s view,
this tendency “to forget” is in stark contrast to the Native American imperative
“to remember” and it results in the loss of memory, which Allen sees as a major
factor contributing to the repression, if not the loss, of female power embedded
in Native tribal societies (The Sacred Hoop 210, 213). Allen provides historical cases
of the codification of women’s power in decision-making, political, and economic
spheres. For example, in the Iroquois Confederation of the 1600s, the “tribal
feminists” demanded concession of power from the Iroquois men in order to
take an active part in the tribal decision-making (Steiner qtd. in Allen, The Sacred
Hoop 213). Based on these instances, Allen believes that by demanding universal
empowerment of women, mainstream feminism turns a blind eye to the historical
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realities of many Indigenous tribes who did value women’s power in a variety of
spheres. Therefore, mainstream feminism, in Allen’s view, endorses the popular
images of Native North American women as “beasts of burden, squaws, traitors,
or, at best, vanished denizens of a long-lost wilderness” (214). This drives Allen to
conclude that “the price the [mainstream] feminist community must pay because
it is not aware of the recent presence of gynarchical societies on this continent
is unnecessary confusion, division, and much lost time” (213). Consequently, Al-
len demands that mainstream feminists be aware of the continent’s history and
cultivate memories of origins, specific cultures, and histories, as well as the line
of female ancestors.

Allen’s feminist position is best characterized by notions of hybridity and stra-
tegic ambivalence, as it oscillates between separatism and a call for cooperation
based on mutual respect. Like Maracle and Huggins, Allen is suspicious and skep-
tical of some aspects of mainstream feminist theory and practice, but more le-
nient in others. On the one hand, The Sacred Hoop presents statements that keep
recurring, in one way or another, in many Indigenous women’s accounts of their
relationship to mainstream feminism: “Many Indian women are uncomfortable
with feminism because they perceive it (correctly) as white-dominated. They (not
so correctly) believe that it is concerned with issues that have little bearing on their
own lives” (224). Allen certainly does not shy away from criticizing mainstream
feminism when she believes the movement has been complicit in oppressing or
ignoring Native American history and culture, expressing her concern that this
can lead to “serious misunderstandings ... and in the process become a new racism
based on what becomes the feminist canon” (283n6). It is in this context that she
most severely advocates her separatist views by promoting a traditionalist perspec-
tive and a return, often nostalgic, to pre-contact tribal social structures.

On the other hand, Allen does self-identify as a feminist (e.g. 187, 224) and sees
the benefits of finding common ground with some feminist agendas, especially
through her involvement with lesbian feminism (187). Occasionally she comments
on similar goals of the two feminist streams: “Modern American Indian women, like
their non-Indian sisters, are deeply engaged in the struggle to redefine themselves.
In their struggle they must reconcile traditional tribal definitions of women with
industrial and post-industrial non-Indian definitions” (43). Interestingly enough,
Allen addresses the mainstream feminists as “sisters,” a term which is in Maracle’s
and Huggins’ texts reserved exclusively for Indigenous women or at best for other
“women of color.” However, Allen, though on a much lesser scale, concurs with
Maracle’s scathing critique of sexism in Indigenous communities, accusing Native
American men of taking advantage of the imposed patriarchal rule and “white male-
centeredness” in the context of growing violence against women and children (224).

The feature that perhaps most strongly resonates in the three Indigenous wom-
en’s writing examined in this section, one that is more often than not present
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in other Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction, involves inscribing their own
lives and personal experiences into their critical writings. Interweaving the theo-
retical/critical and the personal, Allen draws heavily on her traditional Laguna
Pueblo upbringing, particularly in the passages in which she elaborates on the
oral aspects of Indigenous cultures, storytelling tradition, creation stories, and
the representations of Native womanhood. In such passages, she may incorpo-
rate, for example, a creation story told by her great-grandmother, or a memory of
her mother telling stories with seemingly simple but deeply educational content
about cooking, childbearing, or medicine, demonstrating how these stories have
informed her identity as an Indigenous woman. At the same time, Allen draws
attention to the stereotypes promoting negative images of Native Americans that
she encounters at mainstream educational institutions. In the interview with John
Purdy, Allen comments on the impossibility of separating one’s immediate social
background and everyday experience from general abstractions of the ways in
which Indigeneity is constructed:

It’s not that we sit around and think ‘Well, let’s see, the woman’s tradition is...’; you just
grow up being informed of these things, and nobody says that’s ‘the Indian way.” It’s
just part of what you learn from your folks. They seldom identify it in any way, so you
just think that’s how reality is—at least that is how your reality is. (Allen, “And Then,
Twenty Years Later ...”)

Thus inscribing their personal experiences with both positive role models of, in
particular, female family members and negative projections of modern female
Indigeneity serves all of the three authors examined in this section to support and
validate their analytical conclusions.

However, some critics may perceive the subjectivity shaping the narrating voice
in Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction as harmful to the validity of their
research and writing. Speaking of Paula Gunn Allen’s The Sacred Hoop, Pulitano
feels “uneasy with Allen’s declarations” (37), criticizing her for “assum[ing] the
pose of Native informant” (36), for “tokenization of the Native” (36), and for mak-
ing “puzzling” claims (37). She seems particularly irritated by Allen’s statements
such as: “Whatever I read about Indians I check with my inner self. ... But my
inner self, the self who knows what is true about American Indians because it is
one, always warns me when something deceptive is going on” (6-7, original em-
phasis). Pulitano makes ironic comments, asking “How does this inner self know
‘what is true about American Indians,” and, more important, how does this inner
self define Indianness?” (34, original emphasis). What Pulitano finds lacking in Al-
len’s analysis, it seems, is evidence and objectivity, although this is not explicitly
noted. It is true that The Sacred Hoop generalizes, at times, too much, and Allen
has been rightly accused of essentialism. Pulitano, however, seems to reiterate the
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implicit critiques of Indigenous authors who write personal non-fiction and in-
clude general comments about Indigenous people and communities which, in the
critics’ view, are not supported by anything other than the “inner selves,” which
apparently makes the critics “uneasy”. However, Allen, on careful reading of the
introductory remarks about her methodology and position as a subjective voice
in The Sacred Hoop, complements, and even contradicts, her own declarations, for
example when claiming that her reflections are “unfiltered through the minds of
western patriarchal colonizers” (The Sacred Hoop 6) and a few paragraphs later
that “[her] method is somewhat western and somewhat Indian” (The Sacred Hoop
7). In such moments, the text may come across as inconsistent. But at the same
time, Allen acknowledges her subjectivity, her personal bias, including the inevi-
table contradictions and ambivalence of her personal exploration of Indigenous
worldviews when she claims: “my method of choice is my own understanding of
American Indian life and thought. ... I write out of a Laguna Indian woman’s per-
spective ... my essays are subject to the same vicissitudes of interpretation as are
her [Kochinnenako’s] stories when they appear in a western context” (The Sacred
Hoop 6). In this, Allen precedes Lee Maracle, whose narrative is also driven by her
subjective voice and her own personal experience.

It may be difficult to decide whether Allen’s intention in The Sacred Hoop can
be interpreted as a call for a kind of reconciliation between Indigenous and main-
stream feminism under certain conditions—something that Jackie Huggins voices
in Sister Girl—or whether her insistence on taking a separatist stance prevails. It
is clear, however, that Allen’s most significant contribution to verbalizing Indig-
enous feminist thought consists of making a direct relation between European
colonialism in North America and the disempowerment of Indigenous women. In
this light, the many critiques of her approach in The Sacred Hoop should not over-
look the fact that Allen has opened up an important space for re-thinking the ways
in which patriarchal and colonialist discourses have silenced Indigenous women.

Lee Maracle | Re-feminization

There is nothing worse than being a woman who is dark, brilliant and déclasée.
Lee Maracle, I Am Woman (102)

The First Nations writer Lee Maracle (Métis/Salish),’ a member of the St6:16 Na-
tion, has been recognized for a number of critically acclaimed works that have
shaped the Canadian textual landscape. Crossing various genres, her writings in-

9  Maracle’s identities are multiple: sometimes she identifies herself, or is identified, as a Métis
writer according to her mother’s ancestry. Increasingly she stresses her father’s ancestry, which is
St6:16 or Coast Salish (Hoy 223).
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clude her fictionalized autobiography, Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel (1990); the collec-
tion of poetry Bent Box (2000); the novels Ravensong (1993), Daughters Are Forever
(2002), and Celia’s Song (2014); a collection of short stories First Wives Club: Coast
Salish Style (2010); and a collection of essays combining academic writing, per-
sonal essays, autobiographical sketches, and poetry, I Am Woman (1996)."° Maracle
has also edited several anthologies, written numerous articles, and given many
speeches. Unlike Paula Gunn Allen, she grew up in the urban environment of
North Vancouver, separated from her Indigenous culture (Bonikowsky n. pag.).
But like Allen and Huggins, Maracle is politically active and an activist in promot-
ing Indigenous voices, often speaking on issues related to the history of coloniza-
tion as well as institutionalized racism and sexism, both outside and within First
Nations communities in Canada. She has been directly involved in political groups
such as the Red Power Movement and the Liberation Support Movement, and in
important protests like the Oka Crisis in 1990. She gained university education
at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, later becoming a teacher and mentor at
the University of Toronto; in 2001, she was appointed the Distinguished Visiting
Professor of Canadian Culture at Western Washington University. She currently
teaches at the University of Toronto First Nations House (Bonikowsky n. pag.).
From Lee Maracle’s non-fiction, this chapter focuses on I Am Woman (1996).
As its subtitle suggests, it provides a “native perspective on sociology and femi-
nism,” interweaving personal voice and autobiographical elements with more ana-
lytical observations on the issues that Indigenous communities in Canada face at
present as well as with poetry and fictionalized stories. In the preface to the text,
Maracle reveals her personal and political motives that inform the contents of her
book: “I Am Woman represents my personal struggle with womanhood, culture,
traditional spiritual beliefs and political sovereignty, written during a time when
this struggle was not over” (vii). By combining various genres, Maracle creates
a generically multilayered text that presents a specific voice within Indigenous
women’s writing. In the self-referential passages, Maracle offers an insight into
the construction of her book’s particular textuality: for example, she admits that
the text is informed by events in her own life and at the same time by life stories
collected from people she knows. Instead of promoting the realistic mode of her
writing, Maracle is inclined to incorporate imaginative elements: “I, too, have
taken the stories of my life and others’ lives and added some pure fabrications
of my imagination, rewriting them as my own. Rather than distorting the facts,

10 Some of Maracle’s works were re-written and re-published. This is the case of Bobbi Lee, which
was written as early as the 1970s in collaboration with Donald Barnett, originally as an as-told-to au-
tobiography. It is not clearly stated in the prologue to the book how the writing process happened or
whether Maracle rewrote some of it for the 1990 publication. Similarly, I Am Woman was written and
published in a typewriter copy in 1988 by the Write-On Press owned by Maracle’s husband, and then
republished with a different publisher in 1996.
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I have altered their presentation” (I Am Woman 5). What remains the essential mo-
tivation for the text, however, is Maracle’s personal and political struggle against
racism and sexism in Canadian society.

1 Am Woman can be compared to Huggins’ Sister Girl in the call for a strong al-
liance among Native women'! in what Maracle calls CanAmerica in order to fight
sexism and racism. To a certain extent, Maracle insists on the separation of Native
women’s struggles from those of mainstream feminism. Her motivation stems,
however, from different anxieties than Huggins’ critique. Maracle is more ambiva-
lent in her priorities than Huggins, but generally in I Am Woman she puts racism
and sexism on the same level, seeing both as the greatest obstacles to liberation.
In contrast to both Allen and Huggins, Maracle is strongly political in the Western
sense of a commitment to a political ideology: she became acquainted with Marx-
ism when young and since then she has been involved in promoting Marxist ideas
of revolutionary struggle against oppression and poverty under capitalism.'? In
I Am Woman, however, Maracle’s major trigger for critical discussion is the main-
stream women’s movement: as the title appropriately suggests, issues of gender
and feminism are central to her analysis of racism.

In the chapter “The Woman’s Movement,” Maracle maintains that “women of
color” generally position themselves outside white feminism and that it should
not be surprising to find white women of North America racist, defining the femi-
nist movement through their own narrow-minded perspectives (I Am Woman 137).
She is not, however, specific about which “women of color” she means, and thus
cannot avoid the suspicion of homogenizing their view of mainstream feminism.
Rather than challenging mainstream feminism from the marginal position of the
Other, which is what Paula Gunn Allen does in The Sacred Hoop, Maracle points
out that women, who throughout the world are predominantly “non-white,”
should take on the task of defining and directing the feminist movement and its
struggle for emancipation, instead of preoccupying themselves too much with the
white women’s movement. Maracle comments on this in what may seem a rather
hostile tone: “The women of the world are re-writing history with their bodies.
White women of CanAmerica are a footnote to it all. I am not in the habit of con-
cerning myself with footnotes. ... White women figure too largely in our minds.
Let us stop chasing them and challenging their humanity at every turn. Let us
begin by talking to each other about ourselves” (I Am Woman 139). It is precisely

11 Irespect Maracle’s preference to use the term “Native women,” “Native feminism” etc. in the writ-
ings selected for this section, rather than Indigenous. As for the geographical limitations, Maracle, as
most Indigenous people in North America, refuses to acknowledge the Canadian-U.S. border as it was
superficially imposed on Indigenous communities of that area, dividing many in an absurd way. Her
term “Native,” therefore, includes Indigenous people of both Canada and the U.S.

12 Maracle’s commitment to Marxism is elaborated in some of her writings, most prominently in her
autobiographical text Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel.
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this emphasis on “talking in,” in the words of Patricia Monture-Angus, rather
than on “talking out” (Monture-Angus 41) that permeates Maracle’s writing in
I Am Woman and draws her near Jackie Huggins. Like her Australian counterpart,
Maracle is not opposed to establishing alliances with mainstream feminists but she
sets certain preconditions to the collaboration, suggesting that the white feminists
should initiate the process: “Until white women can come to us on our own terms,
we ought to leave the door closed. Do we really want to be a part of a movement
that sees the majority as the periphery and the minority as the center?” (I Am
Woman 137-138). In this statement, Maracle actually comes close to Huggins’ call
for keeping a distance from white feminism until respect for difference and an
effort to engage in anti-racism are visible on the part of the mainstream feminists.
In her interview with Janice Williamson, Maracle also comments on the extremely
difficult position of a “woman of color” within the wider feminist movement and
at events such as feminist conferences, where the critical discussions between
white and non-white feminists are falsely perceived as necessarily antagonistic and
confrontational, in other words as “pain and rage” (“An Infinite Number” 169).
This perception is, in Maracle’s view, rather simplistic, and she keeps promoting
the need to engage critically with mainstream feminism as a way to reach closer
cooperation and understanding, rather than adopt a separatist stance.

While Jackie Huggins reiterates that the priority of Aboriginal women in Aus-
tralia is to fight against racism alongside Aboriginal men, Maracle stresses the
need to eliminate both racism and sexism, regardless of skin color. Indeed, a de-
scription of the plight of sexism takes up most of her book and is highlighted
as the main evil of contemporary society in North America in general. Sexism,
in Maracle’s terms, does not refer only to power relations between women and
men, but primarily it denotes committing physical violence against women and
children, such as rape between partners and beatings. Maracle is very open and
straightforward about the issue of domestic violence in both Native communities
and North American society as a whole. Incorporated into her essayistic writing,
there are short stories and poems depicting domestic violence, for example the
story “Rusty” (43-61), and short sketches from her women friends’ lives (24). In
arguing that rape between partners and domestic violence are common prac-
tice in North America, Maracle does not exclude white women, even though she
notes, without further explanation, that it might be a more common experience
for “women of color” (25). Importantly, Maracle sees patriarchy as something
“imported” to Native communities (139), and her assertion that “racism is recent;
patriarchy is old” (20) situates her views rather on the mainstream feminist side.
But this statement also invokes Paula Gunn Allen’s call for the restoration of
the gynocratic arrangement in Indigenous communities. Indeed, Maracle’s re-
sponse to the publication of The Sacred Hoop ten years later may be her concept
of “re-feminization” of the original Native social existence as a possible solution
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to sexism and racism. At the same time, she warns that this process is not simply
a matter of gaining equality with men, as has been often voiced in the demands of
second-wave mainstream feminism, within the spheres of house-work, child-care,
jobs, and education (I Am Woman xi). Unlike Allen, however, Maracle does not
understand re-feminization as the return to “spiritual foremothers,” since she per-
ceives this kind of spirituality, embedded in “traditionalism” as false and fetishized
by the mainstream culture (39). Instead, Maracle calls for Indigenous women to
re-gain the lost power, to speak on their own behalf, and maintain that power.
Although Maracle does acknowledge the importance of Native women elders in
helping decolonize Native society and develop self-respect in the next genera-
tion, this is by no means to be achieved through insistence on traditionalism and
mysticism—values that Maracle ascribes to the dominant society’s “parasitic” taste
(Godard 208; Maracle, “An Infinite Number” 169). Maracle then suggests that in
order to gain liberation, Native women in North America must critically examine
the conditions of their lives and the internalization of racism and sexism. One of
the ways to initiate this process is, in Maracle’s view, to approach it from a deeply
personal point of view and lived experience, retreating to “memories of childhood
that are fogged in time” (I Am Woman xi). Thus the empowerment can be accom-
plished through a connection with one’s own (fore)mothers who are anchored in
reality, not a mystical spirituality.

Despite her reservations about some aspects of mainstream feminism, Ma-
racle generally supports and finds common ground with the mainstream feminist
movement in North America. She even evokes some of its main agenda, especially
when it comes to the “traditional” women’s roles and their invisibility. One ex-
ample of this is her general critique of the objectification of the female body and
sexuality created by patriarchal norms, to which she points out:

Sexuality is promoted as the end-all and be-all of womanhood, yet perversely it is often
a form of voluntary rape: self-deprecation and the transformation of women into ves-
sels of biological release for men. Our bodies become vessels for male gratification,

not the means by which we experience our own sexual wonderment. (I Am Woman 24)

Here Maracle clearly concurs with other feminists, regardless of their social status
or skin color, in their struggle to de-mystify and de-sexualize the female body.
Like Huggins in Sister Girl, she also draws attention to the binary opposition be-
tween the negative images of Indigenous women’s sexuality which is framed as
insufficient or lacking (in comparison to white women) and the overly charged
“imaginary” sexuality ascribed to Indigenous women, an image that is “driving us
[Indigenous women] to celibacy” (I Am Woman 20-21).

Other alliances with the women’s movement that Maracle acknowledges in-
clude her appreciation of its role in offering an alternative to the patriarchal
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discourse which demands and rewards absolute knowledge based on objective, sci-
entific, and verifiable facts (“An Infinite Number” 173). On this point Maracle con-
curs with Trinh T. Minh-ha who locates the reason for considering “third-world”
women’s writing as “inferior” in its incompatibility with the system of (mostly)
male-controlled Western discourse and its stress on veracity achieved through
scientism, professionalism, and scholarship (Trinh 49). This complaint of exclud-
ing women'’s voices from serious critical consideration resonates strongly with
second-wave mainstream feminism as it was formulated in the 1970s. Ultimately,
Maracle’s engagement affiliates with the women’s movement most strongly when
pointing to the plight of women under patriarchal rule from a global point of
view: “The systemic breakdown Indigenous women suffer from was predicated on
the same fundamental lies which plague all women in the world today. Women are
not deserving power because we are emotional beings, beings who are incapable
of ‘objective, rational’ thinking” (I Am Woman xi). Even though Maracle is clearly
being ironic and too generalizing, speaking with a sense of overstatement, it is
nevertheless important to see these claims in the context of her own life story: in
this light, the title of Maracle’s book is most telling, as I Am Woman stands for her
personal journey from a denial of her femininity (and feminism) to the recogni-
tion of it as a source of strength and empowerment.

Of the three texts which I compare in this section, Maracle’s style is perhaps
the most stern, disturbing, and haunting, particularly for non-Indigenous readers,
in its condemnation of North American dominant culture. Interestingly, one of
the reasons the first version of I Am Woman was self-published in 1988 was that
Maracle, after receiving negative responses from mainstream publishers, decided
to avoid them out of fear of having to compromise the text (Maracle, “An Infinite
Number” 170). On the other hand, Maracle, unlike Allen and Huggins, does not
hesitate to take a long hard look at Native communities themselves in her uncom-
promising analysis of sexism and violence against women, which is perhaps one
of the most honest and raw aspects of her text. It is particularly Native men who
are accused of “anti-woman” attitudes that are, however, only “reserved for Native
women” (I Am Woman 22). Native men are seen as complicit in denying Native
womanhood and perpetuating the system of patriarchy, doing nothing to make
their contributions to the community’s well-being visible. This is an argument that
is never voiced by Jackie Huggins, who in Sister Girl mostly excludes Aboriginal
men from her discussions of Aboriginal women’s positions in mainstream society,
highlighting instead the complicity of the white Australian women in the racial
oppression, but almost never bringing the gender oppression within Indigenous
communities to the forefront. Maracle also complains that women form the ma-
jority in the Native grassroots organizations, but are the least heard and never
the leaders (I Am Woman 21). Drawing attention to the invisible yet foundational
importance of Indigenous women’s political work within their own communi-
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ties may be juxtaposed against the feminist writings of other “women of color,”
particularly of Black feminist thought in the USA, which, as Patricia Hill Collins
argues, has been a product of the intersection of Black women’s oppression and
their political activism (Collins 5-6).

Apart from putting forward Maracle’s views on feminism, sexism, and racism
in contemporary North American society, I Am Woman resonates with Allen’s The
Sacred Hoop in its very subjective speaking voice. Recollections, autobiographical
sketches, and everyday experiences are intrinsically interwoven in the text and
complement the analytical passages. In fact, critics may find the self-admittedly
subjective undertone somewhat disturbing. Just as Pulitano feels uneasy about
Allen’s statements about her “inner self” (37), critics may view Maracle’s style as
lacking evidence and support, especially in her more sociological sections. But
I Am Woman reads more as a hybrid auto/biographical and documentary text,
one that relies on the “values and oratory of Maracle’s Grannies” as much as on
her interpretation of other thinkers and theorists that influenced her worldview,
most prominently Malcolm X and Franz Fanon (S. Armstrong 86). Allen writes
that “[her] method of choice is [her] own understanding of American Indian life
and thought” (The Sacred Hoop 6), explicitly acknowledging her bias which some-
times leads to ambivalence and contradiction, and Maracle is also ready to claim
her allegiance to subjectivity and personal interpretations. In fact, she adopts
a very similar position to Allen’s when defining her speaking voice in I Am Woman.
This voice is anchored in her own “personal struggle with womanhood, culture,
traditional spiritual beliefs and political sovereignty, written during a time when
this struggle was not over” and is “presented in poetry and stories” (I Am Woman
vii), rather than through objective analysis supported with data and research. Ma-
racle also admits that her text is “an emotional one” (viii), coming from a “deeply
personal place” (xi). Her declaration that she “root[s] [her] heart in the sense of
justice [her] mother struggled to impart” (xi) mirrors Allen’s proclamation of
turning to her “inner self” and may cause the same unease as Allen’s methodol-
ogy. Allen’s and Maracle’s authority in their writings stems from and is directly
related to their backgrounds and upbringing—this is their “evidence.” That this
may be a paradigmatic feature of Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and
life writing will be examined in the last chapter of this section.

In addition, both Allen and Maracle embody what Trinh T. Minh-ha calls the
“triple bind”—a position that results from the intersection of being a woman, be-
ing “of color,” and being a writer (Trinh 6), seeing writing as a tool of political em-
powerment and acquiring an authority to speak. Although Maracle’s writing style
is highly individual and subjective in its passion, anger, and force, she does speak
for Native women in North America to a certain extent, especially when strategi-
cally representing “voices of the unheard” and linking the everyday and private
with the political and public: “For us racism is not an ideology in the abstract, but
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a very real and practical part of our lives” (I Am Woman 4). The autobiographical
“I” thus allows Maracle to position her authority as a political representative both
for women and for Indigenous people. The biggest contribution of I Am Woman
to the debates on Indigenous feminism is, in my opinion, its strategy of decon-
structing previously held claims that sexism in Native communities is secondary
because it was alien to pre-contact social structures and that it will be erased once
the Indigenous society is successfully decolonized (Churchill qtd. in A. Smith,
“Native American Feminism” 121). But Maracle explains that in fact it can be the
other way round: because the European settlers colonized Indigenous peoples
through the imposition of European gender relations, it follows that unless the
patriarchal system is brought down and replaced, a successful decolonization and
full self-determination for Indigenous people, women in particular, will not be
possible.

Jackie Huggins | Sisterhoods

Welcome to my journey. For some time I have wanted to put my thoughts
down on what it is that spurs me on as a Murri, woman, activist, historian,
mother and, of course, “Sister Girl.”

Jackie Huggins, Sister Girl (ix)

An Aboriginal woman from Queensland, Jackie Huggins (Bidjara/Birri-Gubba
Juru) speaks with pride of her multiple identities. The identities she notes in the
quote above must be complemented by being an author whose writing career
includes a critically acclaimed collaboration on her mother’s life story, Auntie Rita
(1994); a multi-generic collection of essays, personal narratives, interviews and ar-
ticles, Sister Girl (1998); and a number of academic articles on topics that parallel
those discussed in the Native North American context: the history of Aboriginal
women in Australia; the Reconciliation process; the representation of Aboriginal
women in literature; Aboriginal education and healthcare; and the critique of
Australian mainstream feminism. Huggins is also a frequent public speaker on Ab-
original issues and has held several significant posts, such as Co-Commissioner for
Queensland for the Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Children from Their Families, the result of which was the influential
Bringing Them Home report released in 1997, and co-chair of Reconciliation Aus-
tralia. Huggins earned her degree in history, women’s studies, and education at
the University of Queensland where she is now the Deputy Director of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Unit (“Jackie Huggins—Biography”). In one of the per-
sonal essays in Sister Girl, Huggins recounts how, in reaction to offensive remarks
on her intelligence and learning abilities from her non-Aboriginal teachers, she
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set out on a journey to prove the opposite, listing her achievements and contribu-
tions to making Aboriginal communities in Australia visible:

I see myself as a multi-faceted and multi-talented person and an advocate for Aboriginal
people. ... They see that I have done much along the way: establishing community-
based organizations, organizing the first International Indigenous Women’s Confer-
ence, completing tertiary studies, achieving a high position in the public service, writ-
ing articles in journals and chapters in history books, and being a member of national

and state Aboriginal advisory boards. (Sister Girl 56)

Like Allen and Maracle, Jackie Huggins’ identity as an Aboriginal woman has
been rooted deeply in her in her people’s land, history, and culture, which is a po-
sition that informs most of her research and writing.

Sister Girl is a useful source for theorizing Indigenous women’s personal non-
fiction and life writing since it offers an analysis of some contemporary life stories,
particularly in relation to Huggins’ research on Aboriginal women’s exploitation
as domestic workers during the 1920s and 1930s. It is also illuminating in terms of
its critique of mainstream Australian feminism and historiography. As already sug-
gested, Sister Girl, like Allen’s The Sacred Hoop and Maracle’s I Am Woman, trans-
gresses genre boundaries in that it includes various subgenres: an academic article
on the history of Aboriginal domestic labor; a reflection on the writing of Hug-
gins’ mother’s biography; a newspaper article; autobiographical and biographical
essays; a transcription of a radio interview with the African American feminist
bell hooks; a piece of personal non-fiction about presenting a paper at a confer-
ence; a confessional account of her relationship with her mother; and a political
pamphlet. Throughout the book, even in the most academic and scholarly pieces,
Huggins never abandons her subjective voice, always relying on her own lived ex-
perience and personal memories, which is a feature that links her writing in Sister
Girl to Allen’s and Maracle’s personal non-fiction.

Of the three main texts examined in this section, Sister Girl is perhaps most
explicitly critical of white feminism."* Huggins dedicates an entire essay to exposing
the core of her critique. In a generically rich piece which encompasses a confes-
sional mini-preface, historical analysis, polemic essay, and political writing, Huggins
voices a powerful critique of white women’s complicity in Australia’s colonization
and racism. The title of this particular essay, “Wedmedi [white woman] - If Only
You Knew,” already sets the tone of her writing: Huggins directly addresses white
women, which may suggest a lack of, as well as a desire for, a dialogue between

13 In Australia, the term “white feminism” is commonly used among both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous feminists, and the two major texts I rely on in this analysis, Huggins’ and Moreton-Rob-
inson’s, work with the term explicitly. In Canada and the U.S., I am not aware of a parallel use of the
term, even though Maracle and Allen do refer to the white women’s movement.
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Indigenous and settler women. The title also alludes to the discrepancy between the
two systems of knowledge and the power, or the lack of it, assigned to each of them.
While the dominant white feminist discourse is capable of creating white women’s
subjectivities, from the point of view of Indigenous women it lacks legitimacy as
long as it denies Indigenous and other “women of color” equal access to construct-
ing their own agency based on experience different from that of white women
(Felton and Flanagan 54-55; Little n. pag.). Huggins understands white feminism
and women’s studies as Western cultural products that are complicit in silencing
and controlling Indigenous women, and this will be so until the white women’s
movement understands and recognizes the political and cultural differences of
Aboriginal women, one of which is the fact that, in Huggins’ view, racial discrimi-
nation remains a reality far more severe for Indigenous women in Australia than
gender oppression (Sister Girl 25-26). In her analysis of the relationships between
Indigenous women and white women in the 1950s and 1960s, Huggins comes to
the conclusion that the two groups have rather distinct, sometimes even opposing,
political agendas. As an example, she contrasts white women’s demands for equal
opportunities in education and jobs with Aboriginal women having generally better
education and, if employed, performing in higher status jobs than Aboriginal men.
A similar contrast permeates the issue of women’s ability to control their sexuality:
while white women demanded at that time to be sexually free and to control their
fertility via contraception and abortion, Aboriginal women, quite to the contrary,
fought against overly sexually charged stereotypes, demanding the right to say “no”
to the sexualization of their bodies, to be sexually restrained, but also to put an
end to forced sterilization and to have as many children as they wanted (27). This
is an important step in outlining the radical differences in Aboriginal and white
women’s perceptions of their bodies and sexuality, and Huggins goes on to provide
a very detailed and perceptive examination of these differences.

Her analysis of the history of Aboriginal women’s domestic work in Australia
in the 1920s and 1930s identifies factors that have significantly shaped relations
between Aboriginal and white women. The first factor concerns the women’s po-
sitions in the family and their ability to raise children. While white women called
for freedom from the confinement of the households and families in order to
participate in the public sphere, Aboriginal women had to struggle to keep their
children and families together, demanding the right to run their own households
without the constant threat of state intervention. The traumatic experience of
Aboriginal women in Australia of having been denied their motherhood due to
the state-sanctioned policy of forced removal of the “half-caste” children and the
complicity of white Australian women in the Stolen Generations remains a painful
memento in the contemporary relations between Aboriginal and white women in
Australia (Sister Girl 28; Moreton-Robinson 10). Young Aboriginal women who gave
birth to children fathered by white men were frequently forced to give up their first-
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born children so that they could continue their work as domestics in order to keep
“mothering” the children of their white mistresses (Sister Girl 7). With the question
“What happened to the first-born children of these women who were recruited to
domestic service?” (11), Jackie Huggins challenges the silence surrounding this issue,
demanding an answer not only on behalf of her own mother who went through
a similar experience, but on behalf of many Aboriginal women of the time.

Another factor that has negatively impacted the relationship between Aboriginal
and white women, especially during the first half of the twentieth century, is the
sexual liaisons between Aboriginal women and their white employers, which more
often than not involved the sexual exploitation or rape of Aboriginal women. The
consequences of this miscegenation were severe: it disrupted the fabric of Aborigi-
nal social structures as it brought shame on Indigenous men whose dignity suffered
and it violated Indigenous women’s rights to motherhood. White women are clearly
seen as complicit in this process as evidenced by a number of Indigenous life writ-
ing narratives, scholarly analyses, and activist reports. Moreton-Robinson claims
that “white middle-class feminists in the late 19" and early 20" centuries perceived
miscegenation as being the result of Indigenous women’s sexual promiscuity, lack
of dignity and lack of self-respect” (Talkin’ Up 166). Huggins demonstrates how
instead of attempting to establish cross-racial women’s alliances in order to defy
sexual exploitation and rape, white wives frequently refused to believe their Ab-
original “servants” or intervene in any way, sometimes even blaming Aboriginal
women for initiating such relations (Huggins, Sister Girl 15). Although certainly
not all Aboriginal women working as domestic servants were sexually abused and
some of them might have consented to sexual relationships with white men, the life
writings of Aboriginal women in Australia tend to confirm that the sexual advances
and abuse on the part of the white “masters” were quite common, often leading to
the Aboriginal mothers having to separate from their children. One of the most
well-known Aboriginal autobiographies, My Place by Sally Morgan (1987), attests to
sexual relationships, including incest, between a white station owner, famous and
wealthy pastoralist Drake-Brockman, and Aboriginal women, members of Morgan’s
family, who worked on his stations. Marnie Kennedy’s memoir Born a Half-Caste
(1985) mentions the story of her mother who gave birth to three children fathered
by a white man and implies the sexual relationship was without her mother’s con-
sent (2-3). Thus Aboriginal women’s life writing in Australia may be taken as an
important source and evidence of the complicated history of sexual exploitation
of Aboriginal women, including the fact that “Indigenous woman’s body has been
positioned within white society as being accessible, available, deviant and expend-
able” (Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up 168).

Huggins admits that the issue of the relationships between white mistresses
and their Aboriginal “servants” has been a taboo subject in Australian feminist
discourse. She reiterates the need to engage in a critical examination of white
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women’s complicity in colonization: “The focus has been on ‘women’ as an entity
as constituting the oppressed. Yet this [mainstream feminist] literature has never
raised the question of whether women themselves are oppressors” (Sister Girl
28).1 Again, a number of life writings by Aboriginal women in Australia expose
the inequalities in female relationships by depicting the harsh treatment of these
domestic workers by white women (e.g. memoirs by Glenyse Ward, Margaret Tuck-
er, Ella Simon, Marnie Kennedy, and Alice Nannup). According to Moreton-Rob-
inson, while white women and men assumed the roles of the “knowing subject,”
Aboriginal women were relegated into the “subject position servant” (Talkin’ Up
22). This is, however, not to suggest that there were no positive or close bonds
between Aboriginal and white women in the first half of the twentieth century.
Indeed, some life writings reveal more or less temporary alliances or even friend-
ships with white women, but most of these encounters are reduced to occasional
acts of kindness and generosity (e.g. memoirs by Ella Simon, Alice Nannup, Gle-
nyse Ward, and Della Walker). It seems, nevertheless, that even these relationships
were defined predominantly by white women and men; on the other hand, such
interpretations do not pretend that Indigenous women were only victims in these
relationships. On the contrary, they developed a number of subversive strategies,
as will be demonstrated in the analysis of Indigenous women’s resistance to as-
similation in the second section of this book.

At present, some changes have certainly occurred in the sphere of the relation-
ships between Aboriginal and white feminists in Australia, but many tensions re-
main. For example, Jackie Huggins, writing in the 1990s, points to the still prevail-
ing superior positioning of white women in educational institutions and welfare
programs: “White women were and are still a major force in the implementation
of government policies of assimilation and cultural genocide. As welfare work-
ers, institution staff, school teachers and adoptive/foster mothers, white women
continue to play major oppressive roles in the lives of Aboriginal women and chil-
dren” (Sister Girl 30). And so white feminists’ maternalism, evident in their desire
to “educate” Aboriginal women and “raise” their feminist consciousness, sustains
the colonial conditions of disempowering Indigenous women. Huggins’ critique
of this kind of maternalism resonates with Mohanty’s theoretical analysis of West-
ern feminism’s tendency, especially in the second half of the twentieth century,
to view “women of color” as disempowered victims in need of feminist liberation.

Despite her fierce critique of contemporary white feminism in Australia, Jackie
Huggins does remain vocal in a cross-racial and cross-cultural dialogue with the
mainstream feminist discourse, albeit under the condition that the politics of differ-

14 Since the publication of Sister Girl in 1998, a number of articles discussing this topic have ap-
peared, among them Victoria Haskins’ “Beyond Complicity: Questions and Issues for White Women
in Aboriginal History” (2006), and a book-length study Uncommon Ground: White Women in Aboriginal
History, edited by Anna Cole et al. (2005).
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ence and Indigenous women’s demands are acknowledged and respected. The sug-
gestions made by Huggins for transcending the cultural and racial barriers include
white feminists’ move towards racial equality within the movement, the construction
of a comprehensible and sustainable anti-racial and anti-colonial discourse that is
not torn away from reality, and meaningful representation of Aboriginal women
when collaborations between them and white women take place (Sister Girl 35-36).
Until these measures are visibly in operation, Huggins maintains resolutely, many
Aboriginal women will not be willing to initiate discussions with white women.
Although she admits at times that certain alliances are possible between Aborigi-
nal, immigrant, and Anglo-Australian women, Huggins nevertheless reiterates that
Indigenous women in Australia prefer “to be separate in [their] struggles” (116).
On the other hand, Huggins herself sets an example and proves that collaboration
between Aboriginal and white women in Australia is possible and can function as
a positive example. In a collaborative and dialogic article presented together with
Kay Saunders, a white female historian, at a conference in 1993, Huggins expresses
in the epilogue her belief in the possibilities of forming alliances between white and
Aboriginal feminist historians, “particularly if the historians happen to have some
grounding in race relations” (Huggins and Saunders 68). This common “ground-
ing,” frequently emphasized by Huggins throughout her writing, means that before
making any attempts to establish a meaningful dialogue, white people must educate
themselves in the history of racism in their respective countries. In the end, Hug-
gins does point out the importance of cross-cultural learning and reconciliation
when she claims: “It is imperative that we learn from each other; incorporating
our different skills and expertise in redressing the imbalance of what remains the
long-awaited beginning of Aboriginal documented history” (Huggins and Saunders
68-69). Interestingly, this piece of collaborative writing demonstrates the possibili-
ties of cross-racial collaboration in research and writing without jeopardizing one’s
own grounding in specific locations and histories. Jackie Huggins notes that “it is
clear that Kay’s [Saunders’] style and mine are quite distinct. ... [W]e represent the
two faces and products of colonization. ... The difference is that we have joined
forces as a white woman and a Black woman to refute claims by feminists that all
women are the same” (Huggins and Saunders 69). In other words, Saunders and
Huggins, each approaching the topic from her own perspective based on her par-
ticular background, show on a practical level that maintaining a distinctive voice
anchored in culturally incommensurate identities can actually successfully defy
the universalist notions of womanhood within mainstream feminist discourse in
Australia.” The result of this approach invites not only better collaboration and

15 The collaborative article mentioned here is not the only case of Huggins’ interest in this type of
writing; other collaborations include, for example, a chapter titled “Reconciling Our Mothers’ Lives:
Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Women Coming Together” (2001) written together with Kay Saun-
ders and Isabel Tarrago; and collaborative editorial work on Placebound: Australian Feminist Geographies
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consultation when researching Aboriginal women’s issues but also the formulation
of new feminist discourse, as the following quote from Sister Girl suggests: “A new
feminism must be constructed which is global and international—to embrace all
issues of oppression and not just one of its manifestations. It must have open and
egalitarian lines of communication and respect for the cultural diversity of oral
and written forms of expression” (119). So Jackie Huggins has demonstrated that
collaboration with white feminists in Australia does not have to occur at the ex-
pense of losing the critical edge of Indigenous women'’s relations to mainstream
feminism. In fact, such collaboration can actually become part of the mainstream
feminist discourse given its respect and recognition for the social, historical and
cultural differences among Australian women.

To conclude this chapter, the comparative analysis of Paula Gunn Allen’s, Lee
Maracle’s, and Jackie Huggins’ explorations of Indigenous feminist discourse
demonstrates how reading these texts together may prove useful for establishing
and maintaining conversations across Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction
and life writing from various locations and histories. It reveals that despite differ-
ences in socio-historical and cultural backgrounds as well as in personal idiosyn-
crasies, the texts express similar kinds of preoccupations and concerns relevant to
Indigenous women'’s lives and writings in the second half of the twentieth century.
Reading these texts as voicing an alternative to mainstream feminism may also be
vital for future feminist discourse based on respecting cultural, historical, social,
and personal differences while negotiating these differences in critical scholarship.
Inscribing difference is one of the recurring themes in contemporary feminist
theory, and certainly mainstream feminists must take into account the diversity of
women’s experiences around the world. In particular, the themes stemming from
the Indigenous feminist discourse that may enrich the future mainstream feminist
agenda are the following: opening up space for a meaningful dialogue with Indig-
enous women, a dialogue based on the recognition of Indigenous women’s cul-
tural differences and their “double disempowerment” and on a sensitive approach
to studying and writing about individuals outside one’s racial and cultural group;
critical examinations of local histories of relationships between Indigenous and
settler women, especially the latter’s complicity in the colonial disempowerment
of Indigenous women; incorporating Indigenous feminist goals, in particular the
anti-racist and anti-colonial struggles, within the mainstream feminist agenda.
Only this kind of collaboration, together with recognition of the heterogeneity
and diversity of minority women’s voices, can lead to mutual understanding and
alleviation of the tensions between the two groups.

(Johnson, Huggins, and Jacobs, 2000). These examples show that Jackie Huggins is a writer interested
in sharing knowledge and creating spaces open to dialogues, which is also confirmed by her position
in the Reconciliation Committee.
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CHAPTER 2

RECREATING THE CIRCLE:
RECONSTRUCTING INDIGENOUS
WOMANHOOD

We can talk about self-government, sovereignty, cultural recovery and the heal-
ing path, but we will never achieve any of these things until we take a serious
look at the disrespect that characterizes the lives of so many Native women.

Kim Anderson, A Recognition of Being: Reconstructing Native Womanhood (14)

Closely connected to the ways in which Indigenous feminism is presented in Paula
Gunn Allen’s The Sacred Hoop, Lee Maracle’s I Am Woman, and Jackie Huggins’
Sister Girl is the recurring theme of how Indigenous women themselves are de-
picted in these texts. This theme unfolds on two levels. There is the personal
level, where Allen, Maracle and Huggins present their individual experiences of
what it means to be an Indigenous woman in North America and Australia in the
second half of the twentieth century. Then, on a larger scale, all three writers also
examine the mechanisms of representing Indigenous womanhood, motherhood,
and sisterhood that were developed and maintained by the mainstream American,
Canadian and Australian settler cultures. In addition, they draw attention to the
roles that mothers, grandmothers, sisters, aunts and female ancestors in general
play in extended families, tribal communities and kinship structures as well as in
reconstructing a positive and functioning sense of femininity. As was suggested in
the previous chapter, womanhood and motherhood become an important site of
difference for Indigenous women. The governing principles of Indigenous wom-
en’s personal non-fiction and life writing in general include, on the one hand,
grief over the loss of tribal powers, forcibly separated children, and the denial of
motherhood, all resulting in the break-up of traditional family and tribal struc-
tures, and on the other hand, the affirmation of female nurturing, maternity and
sexuality, including the celebration of female ancestors. It may even be argued
that the genre of Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and life writing itself
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activates this dialectic of female grief, loss and sorrow, and simultaneously the
survival, recovery and continuance of strong, functioning womanhood.

This chapter examines the ways in which Indigenous womanhood, mother-
hood and sisterhood are re-defined and re-constructed in the writings of Paula
Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle and Jackie Huggins and how these three writers apply
key strategies that help them identify the maladies of contemporary Indigenous
womanhood, analyze their causes, and then restore the power and strong status
of Indigenous women by re-writing the stereotypical images of female Indigeneity
constructed by the dominant society and by bringing back the importance of fe-
male genealogies in the form of re-connecting with female ancestors. Kim Ander-
son outlines similar strategies in her introduction to A Recognition of Being: Recon-
structing Native Womanhood, in which she emphasizes the need to address “social
ills like family violence, incest, sexual abuse and child neglect” that are responsible
for the “loss of balance” that Indigenous women have encountered amidst their
families and communities (13-14). Only after this “sickness that is the legacy of
colonization” (14) is properly examined, Anderson explains, can Indigenous wom-
en “recreat[e] the circle in a way that suits [their] modern lives” (13). To initiate
and successfully complete this process, Anderson proposes a theory consisting of
four steps—resist, reclaim, construct and act—that will lead to the “decolonization
of our [Indigenous] womanhood” (17). These steps consist of “resisting negative
definitions of being; reclaiming Aboriginal tradition; constructing a positive iden-
tity by translating tradition into the contemporary context; and acting on that
identity in a way that nourishes the overall well-being of our communities” (15).
Anderson’s proposition is an apt introduction to my own analysis of how the texts
by Allen, Maracle, and Huggins each work to implement some of these strategies.

The Sacred Hoop, I Am Woman and Sister Girl all engage, in one way or an-
other, in the historical development of Indigenous women’s social status in the
pre- and post-contact periods, pointing out what Anne Brewster, drawing on Jane
M. Jacobs, calls “historicity of gender,” described as the “way gender relations
have been transformed through colonization” (Brewster, Literary Formations 42).
This transformation, particularly in connection to changing power relations, has
been the subject of numerous discussions, for example by Rayna Green, Devon
A. Mihesuah, Lee Maracle, Beverly Hungry Wolf, Marie Annette Jaimes, Janice
Acoose, Kim Anderson, and Patricia Monture-Angus on the North American side
and by Annette Hamilton, Jackie Huggins, Marcia Langton and Aileen Moreton-
Robinson on the Australian side. Allen’s The Sacred Hoop itself provides a detailed
overview of the ways the centrality of Indigenous women’s powers in pre-contact
North America, based on the strong presence and high status of female deities,
women healers, and extended family matriarchs, shifted to marginalization under
the influence of the imposed patriarchal system (30-40). Some of these debates,
however, might also contribute to maintaining the dichotomy in which the Euro-
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pean settlement is the borderline in the transition from favorable power relations
for women and their stronger position in pre-contact Indigenous cultures to the
gradual loss of their influence in the public sphere after the arrival of European
settlers. This dichotomy may lead to overstating or even idealizing the pre-contact
social positions of Indigenous women (a position which Paula Gunn Allen has
been seen, by some critics, as complicit in), while blaming the colonization of
North America and Australia for relegating Indigenous women to hidden, invis-
ible and powerless positions. The risk of reducing this complex argument to the
suggested dichotomy is that it tends to depict contemporary Indigenous women
as inevitably dependent, weak, alienated, disempowered by both Indigenous men
and dominant culture, and in need of being educated on how to liberate them-
selves from the double burden of racial and gender discrimination (Grant 50).
The role of personal non-iction and life writing by contemporary Indigenous
women writers—Allen, Maracle and Huggins among them—is precisely in helping
problematize this dichotomy by showing the spaces “in between” these two ex-
treme positions—i.e. strong, independent and powerful womanhood in pre-colo-
nial period on the one hand, and weak, dependent and powerless womanhood in
the post-contact period on the other. Their portraits of Indigenous womanhood
reveal both strength and vulnerability in the face of racial oppression in North
America and Australia. In addition, these texts displace conventional representa-
tions of Indigenous women and expose the long history of stereotyping them.
For example, Janice Acoose describes the impact of the stereotypical binary of
“either a Pocahontas or a squaw” on Indigenous women in North America, ex-
plaining that “such representations create very powerful images that perpetuate
stereotypes and perhaps more importantly, foster dangerous cultural attitudes
that affect human relationships and inform institutional ideology” (Acoose, Isk-
wewak. Kah’ Ki Yaw Ni Wahkomakanak 39). In the Australian context, Jackie Hug-
gins similarly comments on the construction of consistent and pervasive imagery
related to Aboriginal women, especially their sexuality which was perceived by
settlers as both desirable and repulsive, which is visible in the history of using very
derogatory names for Aboriginal women, such as “lubra,” “
(Sister Girl 15).

Although it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to generalize about Indig-
enous women’s status and gender roles in the period before and after European
settlement in North America and Australia, it is clear that the profound trans-
formation that colonization brought to both continents is responsible for the
political, economic and cultural disempowerment of Indigenous women within
mainstream discourse and, gradually, within their own communities as well. The
repression of Indigenous women’s power and the construction of deep-rooted ste-
reotypical images of Indigenous women in both colonial and postcolonial cultural
production is paralleled in North America and Australia. Devon A. Mihesuah

gin,” or “black velvet”
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notices that most historical works have omitted the social roles and positions of
Indigenous women in North America as well as “the feelings and emotions of
Indian women, the relationships between them, and their observations about non-
Indians” (“Commonality of Difference” 21). Meanwhile, Moreton-Robinson has
documented how Aboriginal women in Australia were denied all kinds of agency
and subjectivity as they only became “known” through the gaze of others, usu-
ally of white men (explorers, philanthropists, state officials, drovers, adventurers,
and anthropologists) but also of white women who exploited Aboriginal girls and
women as domestic servants (Talkin’ Up 1).

Thus through self-representation, critical interrogation and de-masking of com-
mon stereotypes, Indigenous women writers use the genre of personal non-fiction
and life writing to problematize and chart the complexities of their existence and
subjectivity, as well as to show how they themselves see mainstream settler culture.
The narratives often depict Indigenous women as strong personalities, as battlers
through poverty and social injustices, as mother figures and caretakers located in
the center of their extended families and communities, always there for their own
children, taking in abandoned children and relatives, and struggling for control
over their lives and sovereignty in the face of assimilation and paternalistic state
policies. Sometimes they are successful in these endeavors; other times they fail.
Whatever the case, by recording and publishing their own memoirs and biogra-
phies of their female relatives and ancestors, Indigenous women manage to create
their own space, construct their self-identities and “establish their history and
their subjectivity through an exploration of their unique and often overlooked
cultural legacy” (Turner 109). Moreover, these narratives use life stories to draw at-
tention to a larger historical context in which dominant settler culture intervened
in Indigenous peoples’ social and family structures in unacceptable ways.

Although not restricted to presenting gender-based issues, most Indigenous
women’s personal non-fiction and life stories present experiences unique to their
lives. In the words of Moreton-Robinson, “Indigenous women’s life writings are
based on the collective memories of inter-generational relationships between pre-
dominantly Indigenous women, extended families and communities” (7Talkin’ Up
1). The range of themes covered by the genre is wide: in addition to issues con-
cerning the positions of Indigenous women within their families and communities,
the texts portray Indigenous women’s interactions with dominant society. Anne
Brewster specifies that many Aboriginal women’s narratives have been shaped
by “corporeal histories of the gendered and racialised body that has been placed
under surveillance, disciplined, silenced and condemned to poverty,” the histories
of “rape and abuse, childbearing and motherhood, extended family networks, the
absence of male partners, arduous physical labour and political activism” (Literary
Formations 5). These histories then function as an alternative version of the history
of making the modern Australian nation-state and as a testimony to the survival
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of Indigenous culture in the twenty-first century. Beverly Rasporich similarly sum-
marizes the key strategies of Indigenous women’s narratives in North America in
the following way:

In feminist fashion, Native female authors are writing woman-centered texts; they write
to and for other women in their acknowledgements, often aligning themselves with
other writers “of color”. They seek to re-establish matrilineal genealogy and maternal
order and have the power of creation and regeneration, both mythically and poetically.
(Rasporich 42)

In spite of the thematic diversity, it is possible to draw a more general conclusion
that most contemporary Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and life writing
in North America and Australia promotes a return to the centrality of woman-
hood and women’s roles in Indigenous cultures. This has also become a key issue
in the process of Indigenous women’s empowerment and decolonization.

Images of Indigenous Womanhood

... for Indigenous women, liberation is in the context of viable decolonized so-
cieties with their own cultural particularities, on their own lands and sustained
by their own formulas for economies and for healthy societies.

Joyce Green, “Taking Account of Aboriginal Feminism” (30)

Indigenous womanhood has been, as was already pointed out, significantly
shaped by colonization and the ensuing denial of functional mothering. In Aus-
tralia, young girls of mixed parentage were taken away from their Aboriginal
families, often under the guise of their “education,” and trained for domestic
service in which they were frequently tasked with taking care of white children.
From her conversations with elder Aboriginal women in the “yarning circle,” Boni
Robertson draws this conclusion: “Whereas Aboriginal women were seen as fit to
care for and rear the children of white women, ironically they were not seen as
fit to mother their own. Whereas all white women had the inherent capacity and
right to be(come) mothers, this privilege was denied to Aboriginal women” (Rob-
ertson et al. 41). Catriona Elder observes that the policy of forced separations
had a traumatizing impact not only on those involved directly but also on the
next generations of young women who, having been brought up in institutions or
foster care, had almost no experience of functional mothering, the result of which
“reproduced the cycle of removal as state governments could argue they [young
Indigenous women] were poor mothers and take their children away” (85). The ef-
fects of the denial of Indigenous mothering, both individual and transgenerational,
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are repeatedly pointed to in Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and life
writing, including in Jackie Huggins’ Sister Girl, in which Huggins, in her pioneer-
ing analysis of Indigenous women’s domestic service, shows how this issue caused
division among Indigenous women and Anglo-Australian feminists (14-15; 26-29).
Elder relates the site of motherhood to the story of the nation in Australia, argu-
ing that “in national policies about motherhood, the mother was represented
as a non-Indigenous woman” (85) and the pressure was rather on “respectable”
Anglo-Australian women to have as many children as possible in order to enhance
the process of nation-building and “national self-definition” (82). The sense of loss
in terms of Indigenous motherhood and familial bonds is also intensified by the
imposition of the Western patriarchal model of a nuclear family on Indigenous
communities, which led to the destruction of traditional extended family structures
(K. Anderson 83-84). The functionality of Indigenous families was disrupted mainly
by government institutions such as residential and boarding schools and missions,
which had the power to intervene in the private sphere of Indigenous relationships
and parenting; and also by white men, who destroyed virtually any possibility of
Indigenous familial ties by engaging in sexual relationships with Indigenous women,
exploiting their bodies, and leaving behind a high number of mostly fatherless,
part-Indigenous children who did not belong in either society.

The importance of functional womanhood and motherhood for the extended
Indigenous family is visible in the fact that in Indigenous narratives the term
“mother” may have different meanings from those in the mainstream Western dis-
course. Generally, it may be argued that rather than the notion of the “mother” in
the limiting sense of her biological reproduction, Indigenous discourse privileges
the concept of a “mother figure,” emphasizing the multiple roles and functions of
such women. In North American Indigenous cultures, as Kim Anderson observes,
power and high status was ascribed not only to mothers but to all women as “both
biological and non-biological mothers were honored for their work” (83). Aborigi-
nal women in Australia describe the mother figure in a similar way: “The mother
is not necessarily the biological mother, but grandmothers, aunties, sisters, cous-
ins, nieces, all women assume the role and responsibilities of mothering a child of
their community. All mothers are the carers of children, regardless of whether or
not they have been the bearers of children” (Robertson et al. 37). Jackie Huggins
also stresses the complexity of Aboriginal women in their communities:

Grandmothers, sisters and aunts are the most frequently used persons in Aboriginal
communities—the extended family plays a very important role in child care arrange-
ments. It is very common for a member of a child’s extended family, particularly the
grandmother, to look after a child or children for short periods of time because the par-
ents are unable to do so for one reason or another ... Sometimes these arrangements

will extend for longer periods of time, to the point where the child might be identified
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as belonging to the person looking after him or her and be regarded as having been
“fostered,” in a way. (Sister Girl 11)

Indigenous mothers have mostly occupied a significant position in the family
unit as holders of certain privileges, power, and knowledge that should be passed
on to the next generation. The “women’s business” encompassed a “cultural, so-
cial and spiritual haven for women, one that embraces and valorizes women as
mothers” (Robertson et al. 37). In Australia, the traditional knowledge that In-
digenous mothers used to pass down included teaching the younger generation
to read the landscape, survive in the bush, identify one’s kinship, and integrate
spiritual and belief systems. Importantly, Indigenous women have often articu-
lated such knowledges and skills from a position of strength: in terms of extended
family and the site of (grand)motherhood, many Indigenous women’s personal
non-fiction and life writing narratives reveal, for example, the prestige and high
status of women stemming from having many children, grandchildren and great-
grandchildren, ensuring the family’s survival and continuation. Kim Anderson
confirms that among Native North American communities “motherhood was an
affirmation of a woman’s power and defined her central role in traditional Ab-
original societies” (83). Not only motherhood itself, but also the roles of women
in the sphere of domestic and family life were a source of empowerment. This
provides an interesting contrast to the second-wave mainstream feminist agenda
which, for a time, perceived domesticity and family care as an oppressive and
limiting space for women in general, until scholarly interest in women’s autobiog-
raphies, memoirs, journals and diaries rendered the domestic and private space—
traditionally associated with femininity—visible, complex, and worth examining.
But Indigenous women’s commitment to domesticity and family life was seen,
due to long-term external intervention and pressure to assimilate, as unattainable
and, in fact, unavailable. This led to a situation in which Indigenous women were
denied, besides their motherhood, satisfactory and self-affirming participation in
the domains of their own households and private family life.

It has been suggested that the focus of Indigenous women writers on extended
family life, wider community relations and commitment to social justice has be-
come a distinctive feature in their personal non-fiction and life writing. This focus
indicates an important strategy of resistance to forced separations and pressure
to adopt the forms of social structures imposed on Indigenous people by the
dominant settler society. Anne Brewster argues that the extended family, a basic
unit and a woman-centered arena in traditional Aboriginal cultures in Australia,
is a place of women’s knowledges and practices, and therefore women writers
use it as a means of resistance against the dominant society’s assimilationist prac-
tices (Reading Aboriginal Women’s Autobiography 40-47). While this argument is
certainly valid for many Indigenous women’s texts, recently there have also been
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voices problematizing the position of Indigenous women within their families and
underlining its complex and shifting character. In her article “Out of the Salon,”
Michele Grossman claims that some recent Indigenous women’s narratives in
Australia show that the Aboriginal family, apart from being a “site of resistance”
in Brewster’s words, can also be a “site of ambivalence, conflict, confusion and
at times oppression for some Australian Indigenous women” (Grossman, “Out of
the Salon” 179, original emphasis). This ambivalence is at least partially exposed
in Allen’s, Maracle’s and Huggins’ texts. Although only Lee Maracle explicitly
addresses the problematic positions of Native North American women within
their families, a space that can sometimes be perceived as threatening, the issues
of conventional women’s arenas such as household, childbirth, or motherhood
are, in fact, overshadowed in all three texts in favor of other Indigenous women’s
activities—creative writing, storytelling, education, political activism, and leading.

Following what was said above, the image of strong motherhood by no means
predestines Indigenous women to be confined to the domestic sphere and family
well-being. The mother figures in Indigenous communities seem to have per-
formed multiple roles within their communities, some of which were public, per-
formed outside the domestic domain. The genre of Indigenous women’s personal
non-fiction and life writing both shows the emphasis on motherhood and mother
figures as bearers of certain values, and depicts the social, political and cultural
roles of Indigenous women. So while Anne Brewster argues that “because many of
the narrators of Aboriginal women’s autobiographical narratives construct them-
selves primarily as mothers, ... their narratives are gendered” (Literary Formations
35), it is also necessary to point out that other narratives, such as Wandering Girl
by Glenyse Ward or Mum Shirl by Shirley Coleen Smith (Mum Shirl, with assis-
tance by Bobbi Sykes) in Australia, and Enough Is Enough: Aboriginal Women Speak
Out, edited by Janet Silman in Canada, in turn marginalize events such as giving
birth, raising children, or getting married in favor of other themes, such as work-
ing life and political activism. This is also manifested in the personal non-fiction of
Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle, and Jackie Huggins, who in their autobiographi-
cal passages foreground experiences related to their careers as scholars, commu-
nity leaders, activists, and writers.

While the site of motherhood had to be “re-discovered” as an important part of
white women’s auto/biographical accounts, Indigenous women writers have had
a rather long tradition to follow of portraying familial and kinship relationships.
This tradition stems, among other things, from the widespread practice of speak-
ers/writers introducing themselves at the outset of telling/writing a story/text,
of positioning themselves within the extended family, and of placing themselves
in the kinship structures, which is a method of “contextualizing knowledge” and
better understanding the specific knowledge or general observation the speaker/
writer is about to share (K. Anderson 22). As for bringing back the mother, al-
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ready in 1980, Cathy N. Davidson and E. M. Broner claimed in The Lost Tradition:
Mothers and Daughters in Literature that it is precisely Indigenous women, together
with other “women of color,” who “have shown us the way back to our mothers”
(254). Commenting on the essays in their collection, which analyze primary texts
by African American women writers such as Alice Walker, Lucille Clifton and
Gayle Jones, as well as by Native American writers from the American South-
west, Davidson and Broner point to the reconnection of mother and daughter
within the framework that they call “new matrilineage:” “One important theme
running throughout all these writings is the sense that the daughter is no longer
alone. The lost mother is found. One consequence of the women’s movement is
a new emphasis on sisterhood and daughterhood” (254). This view is supported
by Marianne Hirsch who also asserts that it is precisely in the fiction of “women
of color” that she finds a discourse of “identity and subject-formation which goes
beyond oedipal patterns and the terms of psychoanalytic discourse” (The Mother/
Daughter Plot 16). In the new matrilineage, both mother and daughter speak for
themselves, as well as to one another, rather than allowing the daughter to take
authorial control over the mother’s voice (Hirsch, The Mother/Daughter Plot 16).
In Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and life writing the various forms of
dialogues between mothers and daughters are embedded in the maternal tradi-
tion of the past—a tradition where female bonds dominate. The complex dynamic
of a mother-daughter relationship, especially regarding the control over the nar-
rative voice, is handled superbly in Auntie Rita, where the dialogic form which
combines the voices of the mother and daughter goes so far as to inscribe a kind
of “dual voice” as will be shown in the third chapter of this section.

“The literature of matrilineage,” as Nan Bauer-Maglin called the new and grow-
ing subgenre in the 1970s and 1980s, presents texts written by women about their
relationships with other women and about various kinds of female heritage. Al-
though Bauer-Maglin reminds readers that this is not a new discovery but rather
a “new passion” for contemporary women writers growing out of the feminist
movement (257), she nevertheless makes it clear that the mother-daughter rela-
tionship and the notion of motherhood itself was somehow suppressed in main-
stream feminist writings, resulting in “the sudden new sense the daughter has of
the mother; the realization that she, her mother, is a strong woman; and that her
voice reverberates with her mother’s” (265). While this is true for mainstream fem-
inist writing of a particular era, it is clear that Indigenous women’s personal non-
fiction and life writing, rather than imitating this development, re-establish the
broken ties between (grand)mothers and (grand)daughters that were destroyed by
colonization and the subsequent imposition of the patriarchal concept of nuclear
family. As Kim Anderson argues, this new family structure “isolated women from
one another and broke down family and community systems that once empow-
ered women” (84). In their personal narratives, Indigenous women both in North
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America and Australia re-connect with and continue to cultivate principles of
strong, multifunctional womanhood of pre-colonial societies. The mother figure,
in particular, is then re-constructed not only in the published narratives but also
in oral and unpublished records, in stories, myths, songs, and legends, often hav-
ing a spiritual character. With respect to these potential overlaps between Indig-
enous and mainstream feminist discourses of re-discovering the lost mother figure
and exploring female ancestry, it is unfortunate that Indigenous women writers
and scholars are still marginalized in the mainstream feminist movement, as they
could enrich the debates from a different historical perspective.

In The Sacred Hoop, Paula Gunn Allen sets on a journey to rewrite the con-
structed images of Indigenous women as those of “slaves, drudges, drones who are
required to live only for others rather than for themselves” (27) by naming various
social functions and diverse powers that Native American women had held before
European colonizers imposed patriarchy on them. Since a Native American wom-
an is, in Allen’s view, defined first and foremost by her tribal identity, her sense
of the self is also “primarily prescribed by her tribe” (The Sacred Hoop 43). Being
a tribal woman—a phrase repeated later by Anna Lee Walters in Talking Indian—is
a concept that Allen considers the only acceptable means of reconnecting with
Indigenous foremothers. It is arguable, however, to what extent this rather radical
view excludes the participation of “non-traditionalist” Indigenous women in this
process of reconnection. Understandably, Allen’s conviction stems from her own
life experience of growing up among strong and powerful Laguna Pueblo women
whose “practicality, strength, reasonableness, intelligence, wit, and competence”
(The Sacred Hoop 44) were passed on to Allen. This certainly represents a very
different life experience from Lee Maracle, who confesses to being “guilty of ac-
ceding to the erasure of our womanhood” (I Am Woman 18). Allen is convinced
that perhaps the most important tool for empowering Indigenous womanhood
is re-connection with mythological and spiritual female powers: through retelling
the creation myths of Spider Woman and Thought Woman, Allen restores the
female principle of creativity, resistance and survival, a principle corroborating
the idea that “while we change as Indian women, as Indian women we endure”
(The Sacred Hoop 12).

Allen further underscores the importance of the mother figure for the re-
construction of Indigenous womanhood by arguing that in the ancient Keres
societies, from which Laguna Pueblo culture derives, a person’s identity was to
a large extent determined by their mother’s identity, which enabled “people to
place you precisely within the universal web of your life” and failure to know one’s
mother is “failure to remember [one’s] significance, [one’s] reality, [one’s] right
relationship to earth and society” (The Sacred Hoop 209). Allen goes on to invoke
historically important tribal women, such as the Iroquois political women lead-
ers—the Clan Matrons (219), as predecessors of Sacagewea, the young Shoshone
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guide to the Lewis and Clarke expedition, who Allen honors as a truly American
feminist heroine (215). Allen’s goal to reclaim the history of tribal women and
mother figures may be juxtaposed to second-wave mainstream feminists” efforts
to recover the “lost” mother figure and redefine the mother-daughter relationship.
Such revisions took place in the disciplines of psychology and psychoanalysis,
where a number of feminist theoretical studies responded to the male-centered
Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytical theories and explored the early mother-
child relationship from a feminist point of view, as can be evidenced in influential
publications such as Nancy Chodorow’s The Reproduction of Mothering (1978) or
Carol Gilligan’s In a Different Voice (1982). Most notably, however, this “re-vision,”
an illustrious concept elaborated by Adrienne Rich in her famous essay “When
We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-vision” (1972), found its expression in literary
studies, where feminist maternal scholars, such as Marianne Hirsch in her early
writing, began to promote the “literature of matrilineage” in the “ongoing femi-
nist pursuit of retrieving maternal subjectivity” (Yu)." Indeed, the boom in matri-
lineal narratives invoked by the mainstream feminist agenda of the 1970s and
1980s, especially by the stream represented by Gilligan’s work which saw women
primarily as empathetic nurturers and brought the issue of motherhood to the
forefront (Birns 149-150), conspicuously chimes with Allen’s contention that pre-
contact Native American women’s power and knowledge to create life was highly
valued and was at the heart of their social standing “because they understood that
bearing, like bleeding, was a transformative ritual act. Through their own bodies
they could bring vital beings into the world... They were mothers, and that word
implied the highest degree of status in ritual culture” (The Sacred Hoop 28).
While Allen’s main strategy is to re-connect with tribal femininity and the pow-
er of gynocracy, Lee Maracle in I Am Woman calls for strengthening the status of
urban Métis women in contemporary “CanAmerica.” Historically, the Métis'” have
been excluded from both mainstream Canadian and Native societies and, having
to come to terms with an ambivalence about their identity, perceived themselves

16 Works dealing with recovering the mother figure in literary studies include The Lost Tradition:
Mothers and Daughters in Literature (1980) edited by Cathy N. Davidson and E. M. Broner; The Mother/
Daughter Plot: Narrative, Psychoanalysis, Feminism (1989) by Marianne Hirsch; and Mother Puzzles: Daugh-
ters and Mothers in Contemporary American Literature (1989) edited by Mickey Perlman. This boom
continued well into the 1990s, including, for example, works such as “Feminism, Matrilinealism, and
the ‘House of Women’ in Contemporary Women’s Fiction” (1996) by Tess Cosslett; Women of Color:
Mother-Daughter Relationships in 20"-Century Literature (1996) edited by Elizabeth Brown-Guillory; The
Voice of the Mother: Embedded Maternal Narratives in Twentieth-Century Women’s Autobiographies (2000) by
Jo Malin; and Writing Mothers and Daughters: Renegotiating the Mother in Western European Narratives by
Women (2002) edited by Adalgisa Giorgio.

17 The origins of the Métis in Canada can be summarized in the following way: “Originally consist-
ing of those people with French and Indian (usually Cree) blood, but now consisting of anyone with
some Indian blood, the Métis were a legally recognized group until 1940. After 1940 and until the
passage of the Canada Act, the Métis were not a legal entity” (Donovan 20).
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as “the people in-between, a part of Euro-Canadian and Native culture, yet belong-
ing to neither” (Donovan 20). Contemporary urban Métis women writers such as
Maracle herself have significantly contributed to restoring a sense of pride in their
Indigenous identity and Métis cultural legacy. Maracle’s tone in I Am Woman, simi-
larly to some of the earlier urban Métis women writers, such as Beatrice Culleton
Mosionier and Maria Campbell, is often angry and radical, pointing to frequent
abuse and enslavement of urban Indigenous women. As Kathleen M. Donovan
demonstrates, Métis women encounter some distinctively female-gendered prob-
lems, among them the loss of power in formerly matrilineal cultures, sexual abuse
by both Native and non-Native men, prostitution, and loss of their children to
social-welfare institutions (18). All these physical and psychological wounds must
be healed and healing Indigenous womanhood means, in Maracle’s view in I Am
Woman, to accept and cultivate Indigenous identity. Maracle asserts that Native
women hold the key to change in the ongoing conflicts both in Indigenous-settler
relationships and within Indigenous communities.

Although Maracle is always firm about her Indigeneity and never questions
it, her thinking about (Indigenous) womanhood has developed over time. She
admits that in her youth she thought that “feminism, indeed womanhood itself,
was meaningless to [her]”, that “it was irrelevant that [she] was a woman”, and she
was in “denial of [her] womanhood” (I Am Woman 15). Native women, in her view,
did nothing to liberate themselves as Indigenous women, as “we trade our trea-
sured women friends for the men in our lives” (19), letting others to turn them to
“slaves with our own consent” (18). Maracle is relentless in her criticism of Native
women’s blindness in this matter but importantly, by consistently employing the
first person plural, she insists on including herself in Native women’s complicity
in “help[ing] Europeans wipe us off the face of the earth” (19). Since then, Mara-
cle recounts, she set out on an intellectual journey leading her to later awareness
that gender does matter. She becomes as fierce in her advocacy of Indigenous
women’s solidary, friendship and support, as she has been in her earlier critique.
In this light, I Am Woman can also be read as Maracle’s gradual awakening to
the feminism of the 1980s when the words “I am woman” acquired a liberating
touch for her. Throughout her text, there is a sense of pride in being an Indig-
enous woman, but significantly, Maracle also at times describes herself primarily
as a woman, not a Native woman. This is also true of some characters in Marale’s
fiction, as is shown by Helen Hoy in her analysis of Maracle’s novel Ravensong, in
which Maracle typically uses female characters whose feminist analysis “refuses
to subsume ‘woman’ under ‘Native’ in the constituting of identity” (Hoy 143).
For Maracle, reconstructing Indigenous womanhood means that Native women
must turn away from negative images and stereotypes constructed in the past: if
“colonization for Native women signifies the absence of beauty, the negation of
our sexuality” (I Am Woman 20), the key to decolonization is to “see ourselves
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as women: powerful, sensuous beings in need of compassion and tenderness”
(22). Like Allen and Huggins, Maracle is convinced that this can be achieved by
cultivating Indigenous women’s solidarity, support and friendship as well as by
understanding the complex causes of Indigenous women’s oppression.

In Sister Girl, Jackie Huggins’ re-definition of Aboriginal womanhood also con-
sists, first and foremost, in pointing out various mechanisms that dominant settler
society has used to disempower Aboriginal women, especially during the period
of their forced domestic work. Huggins’ input involves bringing forward several
issues that might have been considered taboos until recently in Australian history:
apart from outlining the complexities of the relationships between Aboriginal and
white women, Huggins also openly refers to the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal
women by white men, stressing the large-scale occurrence of such relationships in
the north Australian frontier where European adventurers arrived without their
wives: “Indulging in sex with Aboriginal women was a major pastime of Territory
men from all ranks, including the policemen who were appointed as ‘Protectors of
Aborigines’” (Sister Girl 15). Huggins repeatedly relates the exploitation of Aborig-
inal women by white settlers to the colonizers’ conquest of the land, referring to it
as their “colonial adventure” (16). As a result, Aboriginal women were completely
disempowered, having nowhere to turn to for protection. On the other hand,
Huggins also recognizes the ambivalent position of Aboriginal women in these
relationships and complains about the little critical attention that the notion of
Aboriginal women’s power in regard to sexual exploitation has received (16). This
analysis of the relationships between Aboriginal women and white men, leading to
a collective historical experience of sexual abuse, is one of the examples in which
Huggins demonstrates the necessity of paying careful attention to differences in
the construction of Aboriginal womanhood.

Another issue highlighted throughout Sister Girl, one that counters the perva-
sive disempowerment of Aboriginal women through forced separation, forced do-
mestic labor, and sexual exploitation, is the sense of sisterhood as a concept essen-
tial to understanding Aboriginal women’s realities: “Women’s position in Aborigi-
nal culture, both traditional and contemporary, situates them within a powerful
network of female support,” explains Huggins (32). In the introduction, Huggins
explains the title of her book, comparing “sister girl” to the term “auntie” in its
connotation of “endearment used widely and lovingly in our Indigenous com-
munity to consolidate our reciprocal family feelings of warmth and sisterhood”
(ix). Just as with Aboriginal womanhood, Huggins constructs Aboriginal sister-
hood as a site of difference, mostly excluding the possibility of white women’s
participation in this relational structure, even though she admits that the term
“sister” might be also extended to close non-Indigenous women (ix). In this mat-
ter, Huggins confirms Mohanty’s more general claim that “sisterhood cannot be
assumed on the basis of gender; it must be forged in concrete historical and politi-
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cal practice and analysis” (“Under Western Eyes” 58). Huggins makes it clear that
she draws a strict line between Aboriginal and white women in Australia, which
stems from the historical experience of white women’s complicity in dispossession
and disempowerment of Aboriginal women. But rather than separatism, Huggins,
resonating with Maracle, calls for and cherishes alliances with other disempow-
ered women across the world.

Writing Back to Foremothers

Grandmothers, mythological and real, are being remembered as the first
figures or metaphorical figures of female and tribal community.

Beverly Rasporich, “Native Women Writing: Tracing the Patterns” (46)

Allen’s The Sacred Hoop, Maracle’s I Am Woman, and Huggins’ Sister Girl mani-
fest a significant strategy which could be described as re-connecting with female
ancestors. In this, the texts follow a general tendency in Indigenous women’s
personal non-fiction and life writing which is dominated by the images and voices
of foremothers of all kinds: mythological figures, real historical women, still-living
family members, and significant role models. Since this reconnection with fe-
male ancestors takes place on a textual level, I call this strategy “writing back to
foremothers,” even though it may be referred to in a number of other ways by
diverse critics and scholars. Beverly Rasporich, for example, talks about “putting
the Mother back into the language” (46), a process of compensating for the loss
of the mother figure, which, curiously enough, parallels a very similar tendency
of the second-wave mainstream feminist agenda to restore the historical, social,
and cultural significance of women and thus counter their invisibility within the
male-dominated discourse. In Indigenous women’s writing, this symbolic return
to and acknowledgement of foremothers takes various forms: on the personal
level, it is the effort to honor strong family role models such as mothers, grand-
mothers, and great-grandmothers, or female community elders who made a vis-
ible presence in the public sphere. Similarly, some narratives draw attention to
previously unacknowledged Indigenous women activists, public speakers, educa-
tors, and political leaders. This is the case of Jackie Huggins, who in the collab-
orative auto/biography Auntie Rita pays tribute to the personal life story of her
mother Rita Huggins and the circle of her female friends and supporters, while
simultaneously acknowledging her role in political activism of Aboriginal urban
movements. On a spiritual level, a reconnection to female deities—goddesses and
creatrixes—and mythological figures is also common, as is evidenced in Allen’s
The Sacred Hoop which provides a wide range of important female deities and
mythological figures. Finally, Indigenous women writers re-discover their literary
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foremothers: for example, First Nations writers Joan Crate, in Pale as Real Ladies:
Poems for Pauline Johnson (1989), and Beth Brant, in Writing As Witness: Essay and
Talk (1994), reclaim, either creatively or critically, the influential Indigenous poet
Pauline Johnson (1861-1913).

Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle, and Jackie Huggins all engage in writing back
to their foremothers, albeit in different ways. In The Sacred Hoop, Allen calls for
the return to the spiritual female ancestors as a way of restoring empowered In-
digenous womanhood. In fact, her concept of the “feminine principle” derives the
power and status of Indigenous women from the strong presence of female deities
in many Native American cultures. She explains that “there are many female gods
recognized and honored by the tribes and Nations. Femaleness was highly valued,
both respected and feared, and all social institutions reflected this attitude” (The
Sacred Hoop 212). Kim Anderson confirms in her study of Native womanhood that
“many Native creation stories are female centered, and there are many stories
that speak about the role of women in bringing spirituality to the people” (71).
In light of her other reflections on the nature of female Indigeneity, Allen seems
to strictly reject the reduction of female power to mere biological reproduction:
instead, she asserts that “the power of woman is ... both heart (womb) and thought
(creativity)” (22).

The very first essay in The Sacred Hoop, “Grandmothers of the Sun”, is dedi-
cated to a discussion of Native female deities and presents Native goddesses as
spiritual and creative beings, arguing that the Keres theological foundations rest
on the presence of the female spirit—Creatrix—who is “She Who Thinks rather
than She Who Bears,” a woman thinker who creates all material and nonmaterial
reality (15). Allen provides a detailed overview of stories and myths from various
sources, including the Keres Pueblo, the Hopi, the Navajo, the Lakota, and the
Abenaki, all featuring a female spirit or goddess—be it the primary Thought Wom-
an who created everything, or Spider Woman, Serpent Woman, Corn Woman,
or Earth Woman (13), to name but a few—in order to show that “the perception
of female power as confined to maternity is a limit on the power inherent in
femininity” (15). Interestingly, these spiritual figures are all “grandmothers” for
Allen, a term that often appears in the titles of her writings, demonstrating how
the power of the spiritual world is interconnected with the female family lineage.
Introducing a section in The Sacred Hoop titled “The Ways of Our Grandmoth-
ers,” Allen emphasizes the influence of the grandmother figure: “The Mother,
the Grandmother, recognized from earliest times into the present among those
peoples of the Americas who kept to the eldest traditions, is celebrated in social
structures, architecture, law, custom, and the oral tradition” (11).

Throughout her exploration of spiritual female figures, however, Allen never
overlooks her own female ancestors: she contends, for example, that teaching Native
American studies “returned [her] to [her] mother’s side, to the sacred hoop of [her]
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grandmothers’ ways” (The Sacred Hoop 1), and she acknowledges her mother’s art
of storytelling when she enumerates in a long paragraph all of the kinds of stories
told by her mother, which, put together like that, began to make sense to her as
a system of education, although she “often did not recognize them [the stories] as
that” (46). In the autobiographical passages—her “personal chronicle” as she call
them—Allen offers insight into the contemporary Indigenous woman’s life which
emphasizes both change and endurance, symbols of modernity and traditional-
ism (The Sacred Hoop 12). Allen’s immediate family, both maternal and paternal,
are then often mentioned, alongside the many female spiritual figures, in various
autobiographical fragments dispersed throughout her experimental collection of es-
says, Off the Reservation, including frequent references to her “mixed-blood” Laguna
mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother, on whose land (Laguna Pueblo and
Cubero Land Grant in New Mexico) Allen grew up (Off the Reservation 4).

Lee Maracle’s role in the process of restoring Indigenous foremothers by writ-
ing back to them is perhaps less direct than Allen’s, as she puts emphasis on fe-
male ancestors but rejects what in her view is a false idealization of traditional Na-
tive spirituality and adoration of female goddesses, appropriated by shallow New
Age movements or even, at times, by “self-proclaimed ‘spiritual leaders’ within
Native communities who Maracle used to think were “charlatans—caricatures of
our past” (I Am Woman 36). Thus when Maracle needed to heal her “sickened
spirit”, she sought “the teachings of [her] grandmothers” (36). Maracle stresses
the importance of real-life grandmothers “in giving love and discipline to help
develop self-respect in Native children and interrupt the cycle of self-hatred and
self-destruction that is the legacy of colonialism and magic of the Grandmother in
the semiotic field of the indigene” (Godard 208). In this sense, the grandmother
represents for Maracle security, comfort, and protection. She has the power to
“take care of you” or “forsake you” (I Am Woman 6). Maracle remembers her own
great-grandmother “whose eyes spoke love, discipline and wisdom when words
failed” (ix) and celebrates her mother’s wisdom and strength as she struggled “to
feed, clothe and house eight children, instill in them some fundamental principles
of culture, educate them in our original sense of logic and story and ensure they
would still be able to function in the larger world” (viii). The reclaiming of female
ancestors’ tenacity and determination, of women who fought hard to survive, is
a thread linking Maracle’s text not only with Huggins’ writing in which she repeat-
edly expresses her admiration of her mother’s strong will, but also with other
“women of color.” For example, in the essay “Talking Back,” bell hooks explains
how she began to use the pseudonym bell hooks—her great-grandmother’s name:

I had just ‘talked back’ to a grown person. Even now I can recall the surprised look,

the mocking tones that informed I must be kin to bell hooks—a sharp-tongued woman,

a woman who spoke her mind, a woman who was not afraid to talk back. I claimed this
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legacy of defiance, of will, of courage, affirming my will to female ancestors who were
bold and daring in their speech. (hooks 9)

In contrast, I Am Woman presents a grandmother figure who is a fictional com-
bination of Maracle’s friends’ grandmothers, a strategy Maracle openly admits
to: “The grandmother in this book ... is a composite of a number of old Native
women I have known” (6). So this fictional, yet real grandmother figure becomes
an archetypal representation of a certain type.

Maracle is also unique among the three Indigenous writers in that she con-
structs herself as a mother, reflecting on what she has learned from her children,
and occasionally “writes forward” to her daughters (7-8). This becomes even
more pronounced in her novel Daughters Are Forever (2002), in which she writes
from the position of a mother paying homage to her daughters. The extension of
the “long chain of people” to the foremothers on one hand and female descen-
dants on the other is best expressed in the short poem titled “Creation” included
in I Am Woman:

I know nothing

of great mysteries

know less of creation

I do know

that the farther backward

in time that I travel

the more grandmothers

and the farther forward

the more grandchildren

I am obligated to both. (Maracle, I Am Woman 8)

Again, the connection between the generation of contemporary Indigenous women
and their “aunties and grannies” to whom they often turn for advice and hope
is quite common in these narratives, just as Indigenous scholar Kim Anderson,
after having interviewed forty Indigenous women in Canada, some of who related
disturbing life experiences connected with domestic violence and sexual abuse,
confesses: “After listening to the stories of distress, I felt a pressing need to seek
out those aunties and grannies who could nurture my sense of hope for Native
women” (14). Generally speaking, while Maracle does engage in re-connecting with
her foremothers in I Am Woman, this process, in comparison to Allen and Hug-
gins, is much more subtle: rather than invoking female deities or her own female
relatives, she writes back to ordinary contemporary Native women, addressing
the tragedies and pain of their lives and calling for action to alter their existence.
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More than reconnecting with spiritual foremothers or addressing contempo-
rary Indigenous women in general, Jackie Huggins writes back to individual Ab-
original women of her own family and circle of friends, women who were often
struggling for survival and dignity in difficult life conditions. Most of all, Huggins
writes back to her own mother; the mother-daughter relationship permeates most
of her writing. Apart from the collaborative auto/biography Auntie Rita, in which
she pays tribute to Rita Huggins, Jackie Huggins uses her mother’s life story as
an inspiration in the collaborative article “Reconciling Our Mothers’ Lives: Indig-
enous and Non-Indigenous Women Coming Together” which was conceived as
a performative act to express commitment to the Australian project of Reconcili-
ation. In this article, three women historians of different cultural and racial back-
grounds, Jackie Huggins, Kay Saunders, and Isabel Tarrago, try to find common
ground by tracing the lives of their own mothers and writing back to them. In the
introduction to Sister Girl, also dedicated to her mother—the “inspiration of [her]
life” (n. pag.), Huggins talks about the process of passing on the legacy of carrying
on the struggle to her children. By this legacy she means not only the memory of
a strong female role model within her own family, but also the political struggle
for recognition of Aboriginal peoples’ rights (xi). The intimacy of the mother-
daughter relationship is best shown in Jackie’s very personal, almost confessional
passages: “I remember all of my mother’s stories, probably much better than she
realizes. Not only have I heard them a hundred times over, but she is a fine sto-
ryteller, recalling every event of her life with the vividness of the present. ... Yes,
I too lived through every one of those feelings as she related them to me” (Sister
Girl 45-46). Similar reflections reveal Huggins’ strong admiration of her mother:
she clearly intends to follow in her mother’s footsteps and be like her, although
she admits the relationship is not of blind adoration only but also an expression
of two independent minds with differing views on Aboriginal issues.

Auntie Rita is probably the most evident and strongest example of a life writing
narrative that demonstrates how much the representations of Indigenous wom-
anhood have changed and what innovative forms the concept of writing back
to foremothers has taken. The collaborative text, in recounting the life story of
the mother while also inscribing the daughter’s autobiography, marked the emer-
gence of a new form in Indigenous life writing, which involves a dialogic approach
and negotiating two, sometimes complementary, sometimes conflicting perspec-
tives.' In addition, Auntie Rita foregrounds issues related to Indigenous feminism
and re-presenting Indigenous womanhood as it offers not only an intimate por-
trait of a mother-daughter relationship but also insight into the changing gender

18 The notion of the dialogic is not, of course, new. Both Arnold Krupat, who uses the concept for
his idea of the “collective self” and the dialogic nature in some Native American autobiographies, and
Rocio G. Davis, who develops the concept of “dialogic selves” in her analysis of Auntie Rita, acknowl-
edge their inspiration in Mikhail Bakhtin’s work.
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roles of Aboriginal women across two generations. Thus the text rewrites earlier
representations of Indigenous women and promotes heterogeneity in depicting
female Indigeneity. As far as narrative strategies are concerned, Auntie Rita em-
ploys multiple voices, a dialogic structure, and a sense of the collective existence
of Indigenous people in Australia. It is a truly hybrid text combining an oral his-
tory project with the writing of both biography and autobiography, challenging
the boundaries between the public/political and the personal/everyday, between
writing history and writing one’s personal memories.

The site of motherhood is depicted in Auntie Rita as ambivalent and shifting.
It acquires new meanings as the traditional Aboriginal concept of motherhood is
combined with the modern urban experience. The result is a hybridized image
of a traditionally strong mother figure in the center of the family clan on the one
hand, and an urban single mother who plays a visible role in political activism,
on the other hand. This image blurs the boundaries between the categories of
mother/private and non-mother/public by combining the two in both Rita’s and
Jackie’s lives. In a way, Rita’s life story problematizes the conventional 1950s West-
ern model of a woman as a dedicated mother and full-time housewife: she moth-
ered five children; the first two daughters, Mutoo and Gloria, were illegitimate
and Rita does not mention their father(s). In fact, she says very little about her
pregnancies, both outside and in the marriage to Jack Huggins. Rita relates that
because she was young, working as a domestic under the Aborigines Protection
Act which gave her no choices in arranging her own life, she left her first daughter
to be raised by her parents, who took her in as their own daughter, in accordance
with Aboriginal values of extended families and care for children (Huggins and
Huggins 42). After five years, having obtained “exemption papers” from the Direc-
tor of Native Affairs that allowed Rita to leave her work and travel wherever she
wanted, she was pregnant again with her daughter Gloria, running away because
“in those days it was a scandal to be an unmarried mother, especially now that
I was considered a respectable and ‘free’ Aboriginal woman” (44-45). This last
comment invites speculation about whether Rita’s desire to become a “respect-
able” woman was genuine or whether it is meant to be ironic. In any case, the
stress on the disgrace that the dominant settler culture attached to single mothers
at that time, and Rita’s status as a “respectable woman” in the white middle-class
terms, resonates with the prevailing dominant culture’s values and assimilationist
policies applied to “half-caste” Aboriginal women. After marrying Jack Huggins,
Rita comes close to fulfilling this “ideal” of a mother and housewife, only to be left
a single mother again after her husband’s sudden death. Juxtaposed with the im-
age of a single mother struggling with poverty in a hostile city is the sense of the
larger Aboriginal community and extended family Rita is a part of: significantly,
after the tragic death of her daughter Gloria, Rita takes in her four young grand-
children and, with her own children still living with her, she becomes a mother
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again in her early 50s. It is also mentioned several times in the narrative that
Rita takes in some of her women relatives and friends, although she herself does
not have a proper place to stay. This image of Rita, embodied in the word auntie
used in the title, depicts her as a matriarch taking care of people around her and
strengthens the notion of the traditional Aboriginal kinship system that Rita, in
spite of her mostly urban life experience, represents.

The depiction of the mother-daughter relationship in Auntie Rita is as complex
as the representation of Aboriginal motherhood. This complexity is visible mainly
due to the character of the dual voice in which Rita Huggins’ life story, although
being the primary concern of the narrative, is complemented by her daughter’s
personal account. Through Jackie’s commentary and recollections of her child-
hood memories, fragments of her own life come to light. In the second half of
the book, when Rita’s children, including Jackie, have a more visible presence
in the narrative, Jackie relies on her own memories in order to create a fuller
picture of her mother’s life. For example, she comments on her early experience
of Rita’s involvement in political activism and offers a different perspective on
what it was like to be dragged as a small child by her mother to political meet-
ings in the evenings, or being neglected with her siblings due to Rita’s life-style
amidst the urban whirl of meetings, dances and parties, or facing extreme poverty
and racism (Huggins and Huggins 69-71). These moments in which Jackie very
personally addresses her mother and decides to relate her painful memories are
among the most powerful aspects of this narrative. Bernadette Brennan, who
frames her analysis of Auntie Rita in terms of private and public healing, argues
that because the narrative works both as a public document, in which Aborigi-
nal people address settlers, and a private conversation between a mother and
daughter, it “seeks to facilitate healing on a personal and a national scale” (Bren-
nan 159). However, in spite of these occasional tensions, Jackie Huggins mostly
recounts her memories of a happy childhood, being surrounded by her sisters
and a brother in a family with a strong, supportive mother, and exposed to the
values of extended family ties, sharing and belonging to a large urban Aboriginal
community in Brisbane (Huggins and Huggins 70-77). What is enriching about
the depiction of the mother-daughter relationship in Auntie Rita are the intimate
and introspective passages which illuminate the strengths as well as weaknesses,
dialogues as well as silences, between the two women—such “interdependence of
trust and vulnerability,” Brennan confirms, is “integral to the narrative’s power”
(155). In this light, Auntie Rita constitutes an interesting example of “writing back
to the foremothers:” Jackie, as a daughter-biographer, reconstructs her mother’s
life and hence succeeds in providing a complex and realistic representation of
Indigenous womanhood and motherhood.

Re-connection with the figure of the (grand)mother, elder storyteller, or fe-
male spirit is, together with the reconstruction of Indigenous womanhood and
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motherhood, one of the most powerful instruments of Indigenous women writers
in asserting control over the representations of their own and their family rela-
tives’ subjectivities. The process of writing back to foremothers, besides helping
Indigenous women integrate back into what was often a broken chain of Indig-
enous female bonding, also invokes a sense of recovering orality since it requires
going back to the teaching and wisdom of the elders, to the tradition of storytell-
ing. From the textual comparison of The Sacred Hoop, I Am Woman, Sister Girl,
and Auntie Rita, it follows that although Allen, Maracle, and Huggins examine
the mechanism through which the dominant society has oppressed Indigenous
women, each of them opts for a different strategy: Allen’s main goal is to promote
a return to and restoration of traditional, tribal, strong, functioning motherhood
and the “feminine principle,” while Maracle seems to negotiate between her anger
at the injustices stemming from the loss of Native women’s power in contempo-
rary “CanAmerica” and a slightly more optimistic prospect of the future if Native
women manage to re-define their positions within their communities. Huggins,
who examines the disempowerment of Aboriginal women in Australia, highlights
the maternal grief, loss, and sorrow originating in the denial of Indigenous moth-
erhood and in preventing Indigenous women from functioning within their own
domains of domesticity and family life. Apart from that, Huggins enriches the
discussion of representing female Indigeneity in her collaborative account of her
mother’s biography in Auntie Rita. While The Sacred Hoop, I Am Woman, and Sister
Girl are more scholarly and documentary in style, reflecting more often than not
generally on the position of Indigenous women in contemporary settler societies,
Auntie Rita centers on one woman’s life—a strong mother figure firmly grounded
in her extended family and wider Aboriginal community. The presentation of the
mother-daughter relationship, then, consists mainly of Jackie’s strategy of “writ-
ing back” to her own mother in precisely the way that was more theoretically and
generally proposed by Allen in The Sacred Hoop and Maracle in I Am Woman, as
well as in Huggins’ Sister Girl. Thus all of these texts demonstrate various ap-
proaches to voicing the dialectic of acknowledging female and maternal grief and
celebrating the reconstruction of strong, functioning womanhood, motherhood,
and sisterhood.
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CHAPTER 3
THRESHOLD WRITING: INTERWEAVING
INDIGENOUS THEORY AND LIFE

Some women write themselves free.

Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought (112)

Even though there is no doubt that writing as a creative expression can be em-
powering for any writer, regardless of their cultural background, social position,
or personal history, Indigenous writing is often perceived as a site where personal
empowerment overlaps with political empowerment, reflecting the collective iden-
tity of an ethnic minority. It is a form of expression that addresses the individual
writer’s experience as well as the transgenerational political struggles originating
in the colonial histories. Indigenous writers often use textual space as a powerful
tool for pointing out the unequal distribution of power in the settler cultures of
the United States, Canada and Australia, and effectively inscribe social and histori-
cal injustices, calling for their redress. In addition to rewriting their histories, they
can also use “the power of words” to draw attention to cultural representations
of Indigenous people and “counteract the negative images of [them],” as Native
Canadian writer Kateri Damm observes (24). It is in this sense that, in Paula Gunn
Allen’s words, Indigenous writers become “word warriors” (The Sacred Hoop 51).
In this light, Indigenous personal non-fiction and life writing, while still maintain-
ing the aesthetic of a literary text, is dominated by both personal and political
resistance to the colonial policies of defining and controlling Indigenous peoples’
lives, histories, cultures, and spirituality. This embedded resistance often leads to
the view that Indigenous literature is inherently political (Hulan, Introduction 10;
Ruffo 118; LaRoque, “Preface, or Here Are Our Voices—Who Will Hear?” xviii),
a kind of a signpost on the path of the marginalized group to political and cul-
tural sovereignty. While this reading of Indigenous literature is certainly reductive
in the sense that it neglects its literary qualities, it is nevertheless imperative to
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remain attentive to the collective aspects of Indigenous literature which stem from
the common historical experience of European colonization. From this perspec-
tive, the writers’ experiences, as projected in their writing, contribute, in one way
or another, to communicating the collective historical experience. When Deleuze
and Guatarri theorize their concept of minor literature in relation to Kafka’s
oeuvre, noting its characteristics of deterritorialization of language, its political
nature, and its collective value, they describe minor literature as “literature that
produces an active solidarity in spite of skepticism” (17). It is this kind of solidar-
ity, I would suggest, that complements the sense of empowerment communicated
by Indigenous women’s writing. The following paragraphs, therefore, address the
ways in which the act of writing becomes a vehicle for empowering Indigenous
women and for inscribing their difference by employing a particular style combin-
ing techniques of oral tradition and storytelling, auto/biographical and personal
narratives, and contemporary forms of writing scholarly criticism.

The concept of the politics of empowerment in relation to minority literatures
has been elaborated, for example, by African American feminist theorist Patricia
Hill Collins. In Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics
of Empowerment (1991), Collins provides a detailed overview of the development
of Black feminist thought from its construction, definition, and subjugation by
mainstream epistemology to its self-definition and empowerment. Collins’ study
is instructive in the ways it traces Afrocentric feminist epistemology that stems
from African American existence anchored in the everyday experience of Black
women in North America. Collins argues that Afrocentric feminist thought has
contributed to the understanding of important connections among knowledge,
consciousness, and the politics of empowerment on two levels: first, by treating
the paradigms of race, gender and class as interlocking systems of oppression, it
“reconceptualizes the social relations of domination and resistance;” second, it
offers subordinate groups new ways of knowing their own experience, allowing
them to define their own reality, which further empowers them (222). Collins’ way
of theorizing about Black women’s writing may be extended to Indigenous wom-
en’s personal non-fiction and life writing which, in addition to shaping Indigenous
feminist thought, empowers Indigenous women by placing their experience in the
center of the analysis and by providing appropriate and realistic self-definitions
and self-representations, as well as epistemological tools to theorize about their
existence and draw conclusions about their position as a marginalized group.

In Indigenous cultures, most of which draw largely on oral tradition and story-
telling, writing acquires a special meaning. It has become a means of having one’s
voice heard, one’s story read, one’s life recognized. As an act of empowerment,
it operates on both personal and political levels. On the personal level, through
inscribing their own lives and personal experiences into their texts, Indigenous
women construct their own subjectivities outside hegemonic definitions. From
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this point of view, Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and life writing of-
fer narratives of coming to power through writing, with authors frequently com-
menting on the role that being able to write and publish plays in their personal
and professional lives. When Patricia Hill Collins observes in her analysis of Celia
from The Color Purple that “some women write themselves free,”
the fact that the act of acquiring a voice through writing, “of breaking silence with
language,” can actually lead to taking action and liberating oneself (112). What
permeates many Indigenous women’s reflections on the writing process is the
idea that writing makes them free, gives them at least a limited sense of power,
and allows them to control their own self-representations and communicate with
a wider community of Indigenous women. This is also a significant aspect of Al-
len’s, Maracle’s, and Huggins’ writings.

On the level of political and collective empowerment, writing provides Indig-
enous women with access to public discourse and an opportunity to reach a wider
audience, establishing alliances across communities. Referring to Métis writer Maria
Campbell, author of the critically acclaimed autobiography Halfbreed (1973), Janice
Acoose characterizes the power of writing in the following way: “the act of writing
is a political act that can encourage de-colonization. In this context, Campbell is
one of the first few Indigenous women who appropriated the colonizer’s language
to name her oppressors ... and subsequently [to] work towards decolonization” (“A
Revisiting of Maria Campbell’s Halfbreed” 140). By publishing their life stories and
sharing personal experiences with a reading community beyond their immediate
circle of listeners, Indigenous women writers in fact challenge the mechanisms sus-
taining the dominant settler society, even though they can rarely undermine these
mechanisms completely. But their stories do have the power to counteract certain
images and representations, at least in the sense of Carolyn Heilbrun’s definition of
power as “the ability to take one’s place in whatever discourse is essential to action
and the right to have one’s part matter” (18). Similarly, Chandra Talpade Mohanty
also relates writing to power when she reminds us that “written texts are also the
basis of the exercise of power and domination” (“Cartographies of Struggle” 35).
Thus Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and life writing narratives do have
the power to “intervene in the public sphere, contest social norms, expose the
fictions of official history, prompt resistance beyond the provenance of the story”
(Schaffer and Smith 4). It is precisely this intervention in and the contestation of
the public sphere, be it historical discourse, cultural representations, or political
ideologies, that is the most potent feature of these narratives. Through writing, as
Moreton-Robinson argues, Indigenous women writers become not a “site of a mas-
tering gaze,” but rather the voices that are “reclaiming Indigenous experience as
the locus of relationships” (Talkin’ Up 2).

Although writing can be an empowering experience for many Indigenous
women writers, it is not always an easy and straightforward process, as some of

she underlines
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them face tensions when speaking and writing from the position of what may be
considered the privileged, educated elite (which, however, does not obliterate
their marginalization within the dominant settler society). For Paula Gunn Allen,
Lee Maracle, and Jackie Huggins, their reflections on the writing process mirror
the fact that they are all professional writers and scholars who have been quite
prolific and committed in their writing careers to their work as public intellectuals.
Yet, they also demonstrate how much the idea of coming to one’s voice through
writing has influenced their understanding of power and freedom. While they
certainly have the knowledge, education, and ability to gain access to and partici-
pate in the public discourse, they also reveal, especially in the autobiographically-
oriented passages, their own struggles with having to mediate between the values
embedded in their Indigenous background and the Western system of producing
and disseminating knowledge. The potential dilemma stemming from this conflict
is, I would suggest, counterbalanced by the proliferation of a writing style that
interweaves writing theory with writing life, and thus remains truthful to their
Indigeneity while simultaneously reaching out to a non-Indigenous audience. Ob-
viously, access to education and intellectual resources provides authors such as
Allen, Maracle, and Huggins with competence and authority to use various critical
theories alongside non-Indigenous academics but they also deliberately inscribe
their difference with the help of a writing style that seeks to combine their ances-
tors’ knowledge with their academic research. In this way, they demonstrate that
it is possible to interweave theoretical discourse with the identity politics that still
inform many Indigenous women'’s lives. Therefore Allen, Maracle, and Huggins
also function as mediators between academia and Indigenous communities with-
out access to educational resources and theoretical discourse.

Discussions regarding the extent of the (in)commensurability of Western and
Indigenous epistemologies are complex and multiple. A number of Indigenous
scholars have commented on various degrees of resistance to Western theory; one
of the most obvious reasons for this resistance is aptly summarized by Gordon D.
Henry, Jr: “Theory represents discourse, interpretations, worldviews, systems, and
models that are implicated in Eurocentric attempts to dominate Native people. By
this allegory, theory must be resisted. It represents domination of Indigenous people
and their relations to spirit(s)” (9-10). In their critical responses to mainstream
feminist theory, “women of color” have, among other things, accused the theory of
being too detached from everyday life and too abstract to inspire underprivileged
and multiply-disadvantaged minority women. Indigenous women themselves have
expressed their suspicion and skepticism towards mainstream feminism because for
them it is too theoretical, too embedded in Eurocentric discourse, and therefore too
distant to address their own reality. For example, in one of the essays in Sister Girl,
Jackie Huggins explains her response to a conference question about Aboriginal
women’s reasons for not participating in the theoretical debates within feminism
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in Australia: “The theoretical issues and writings seem far too abstract at this stage
to form some kind of bridge that we can get together to cross to overcome and
start talking as women” (Sister Girl 59). As a result, these women turn instead to
a concept that might be described as “writing theory from experience,” i.e. theory
involving abstraction and drawing general conclusions but based on initiating
dialogue, addressing real-life problems, paying attention to cultural differences
and local contexts, and respecting traditional and communal knowledges. This
concept is not exclusively tied to minority women’s narratives; it also grows out of
the tradition of women’s and/or feminist writing which has embraced “the personal
turn” and subjectivity in writing. Anne Brewster argues that this “personal turn,”
which draws on personal narratives and first-person accounts, is employed “in an
effort to deconstruct the binaries between public and private memory, between
‘objective’ and subjective modes of discourse and between specialized knowledges
and everyday life” (“Writing Whiteness” n. pag.). It may be argued, then, that the
focus on the community, on everyday life, on stories told by friends, and on family
genealogies in Indigenous women’s personal non-fiction and life writing may be the
common ground shared with Anglo-American mainstream feminist writing which
at one point also foregrounded interweaving theory and women’s life experience.

In spite of Indigenous women’s still visible distance from and distrust towards
Western theoretical discourse, recent developments seem to demonstrate a ten-
dency to synthesize the two epistemological approaches, emphasizing the restora-
tion of Indigenous knowledges while also taking advantage of Western intellectual
frameworks. As the First Nations scholar Marie Battiste (Mi’kmaq) points out, this
synthesis of the two systems of knowledge is more than a matter of choice; it is vi-
tal for further survival and development of Indigenous thought: “By harmonizing
Indigenous knowledge with Eurocentric knowledge, they [Indigenous peoples]
are attempting to heal their people, restore their inherent dignity, and apply fun-
damental human rights to their communities” (Battiste 209). In my view, the com-
bination of writing life and theory is one of the ways to harmonize differences in
attitudes. Indigenous women writers and scholars have shown that exploring the
complexity of ideas presented in both scholarly thought and knowledge based in
everyday life can be presented in a way that does not make these arguments less
powerful simply because they are less theoretical. On the contrary, the conclu-
sions become more accessible to the groups they speak to, for, and about. This
style of writing theory and life contributes, as Patricia Hill Collins has shown, to
the challenge it poses for “both the ideas of educated elites and the role of theory
in sustaining hierarchies of privilege” (Collins xii).

A number of studies by Indigenous scholars have posited Indigenous method-
ological frameworks and theoretical backgrounds as distinct from, if not incom-
patible with, mainstream research methods. In Decolonizing Methodologies: Research
and Indigenous Peoples, Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith proposes a concept
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of “researching back,” invoking a well-known strategy of ‘writing back’ adopted
by many postcolonial authors. “Researching back” involves, in Smith’s words,
“a knowingness of the colonizer and a recovery of ourselves [Indigenous peoples],
and analysis of colonialism, and a struggle for self-determination” (Tuhiwai Smith
8). Smith’s study provides, among other things, an overview of the ways in which
Western research and theory have marginalized Indigenous people, contributing
to intricate ways in which “indigenous languages, knowledges and cultures have
been silenced or misrepresented, ridiculed or condemned in academic and popu-
lar discourses” (21). Smith goes as far as claiming that “Indigenous people have
been, in many ways, oppressed by theory” which, driven mainly by the anthropo-
logical impulse, “ha[s] not looked sympathetically at us [Indigenous people]” (39).
While Smith warns that Western theories may still be perceived with a suspicious
mind by Indigenous scholars and activists, and that the relationship to Indigenous
peoples that Western research has generated “continues to be problematic” (41),
she is far from rejecting Western science as such. Similarly to Battiste, rather
than advocating the separatist stance for Indigenous theory and criticism, Smith
prefers a “dialogue across the boundaries of oppositions” (40), while welcoming
recent developments in Indigenous critical theories which are “grounded in a real
sense of, and sensitivity towards what it means to be an indigenous person” (39).
Ultimately, if Indigenous scholars are to offer an alternative to the critique of
Western theory, they must “struggle[e] to make sense of our own world while also
attempting to transform what counts as important in the world of the powerful”
(Tuhiwai Smith 40, emphasis mine).

One of the ways to initiate and continue this transformation is, in Smith’s view,
to recover Indigenous “epistemological foundations” as well as “the stories of the
past” (40). It is, however, not only the stories of the past that are being recovered
but also the strategies for telling these stories. Such strategies, which include vari-
ous storytelling techniques stemming from oral tradition, then inform many of
the Indigenous theoretical accounts. Writing theory through stories thus becomes
one of important concepts deliberately employed by a number of contemporary
Indigenous authors whose aim is to offer alternative ways of theorizing. Elvira
Pulitano claims that writers such as Paula Gunn Allen, Greg Sarris, Louis Owens,
and Gerald Vizenor “adopt storytelling strategies that, while pushing the bound-
aries of theory itself, teach their audiences significant new ways of reading and
listening” (Pulitano 43). Ways of telling stories are in this sense used as a means
of keeping strong ties to cultural traditions and also of expressing a difference, an
alternative to Western ways of theorizing. According to Sium and Ritskes, stories
are not “depoliticized acts of sharing” but they must be recognized as “acts of
creative rebellion” (v). In this way they are also capable of inscribing resistance:
“storytelling as knowledge production, engaged in creative scholarship ... works
counter to colonial ways of knowing” (Sium and Ritskes viii).
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Apart from interweaving writing theory with storytelling, Indigenous women
writers also frequently integrate personal experience and auto/biographical ac-
counts in their personal non-fiction and life writing, where it becomes one of
the tools of expressing their cultural difference. One of the reasons for such
integration may be ancient traditions of storytelling and performances in which
it was common “to include a commentary on themselves, thus practicing metafic-
tion and selfreflexivity long before (post)modernism” (Martinez-Falquina 192).
As a result, many of the non-fictional writings by Indigenous women are carefully
framed with stories of their origin, of their placement within a wider kinship
network, and of their authority and credibility within the community. This is not
just the case of earlier life writing accounts but also of more recent critical and
scholarly writing by contemporary Indigenous women. In the texts analyzed in
this section, all three writers, Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle, and Jackie Huggins,
follow this convention by always explaining, through a series of auto/biographical
acts, where they come from, who their ancestors are, and what their life story is.

Another reason for Indigenous women, as well as other “women of color,” to
look for different ways of writing theory is their preference to stay close to the
practical goals of promoting social justice, human rights, and sovereignty, and of
drawing attention to the histories of the oppression and underrepresentation of
Indigenous women in welfare and social services, to the recurrent stereotypes of
Indigenous women in the mainstream media, and to their continuing exclusion
from various resources. This is not to imply, however, that Indigenous women
cannot theorize in the Western tradition of critical thought. Rather, what they
come to implement in their writing style is a kind of alternative way of theorizing
which reflects a different cultural background and different system of knowledg-
es. What African American theorist and writer Barbara Christian claimed in 1987
in her principle essay “The Race for Theory” remains true today for Indigenous
women’s non-fiction writing:

People of color have always theorized—but in forms quite different from the Western
forms of abstract logic. ... I am inclined to say our theorizing ... is often in narrative
form, in the stories we create, in riddles, and proverbs, in the play with language, since

dynamics rather than fixed ideas seem more to our liking. (Christian 349)

While the texts by Allen, Maracle, and Huggins are situated as scholarly con-
tributions and primarily constructed within the theoretical academic discourse
that stems from each author’s educational training—literary-critical in Allen’s case,
sociological in Maracle’s, and historical in Huggins’, they never disregard the ev-
eryday, personal, and/or community- and environment-oriented experience. The
strategy of incorporating the knowledge/wisdom of family and friends, stories of
community members, mythological tales, and autobiographical elements, comple-
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ments the conventional Western theoretical discourse. In this sense, these writers
manage to establish a “creative dialogue between storytelling and criticism,” an
approach identified as most useful and desirable when interpreting Indigenous
texts (Martinez-Falquina 191).

Another way of thinking about Indigenous women’s writing style in their per-
sonal non-fiction is through the notion of liminality and in-betweenness. Inspired
by Victor Turner’s theories of liminality, Ana Louise Keating uses the concept of
“threshold identities” to talk about the ways in which three multicultural women
writers, Paula Gunn Allen, Gloria Anzaldua, and Audre Lorde, move in “transi-
tional, in-between spaces where new beginnings and unexpected combinations can
occur” in order to “establish new connections among apparently different people”
(2). Her description of what best characterizes the position of these women writ-
ers is also relevant for Lee Maracle and Jackie Huggins, as well as for a number of
other Indigenous women writers. Keating argues that they:

adopt ambivalent insider/outsider positions in relation to a variety of cultural, profes-
sional, gender, and sexual groups. The specific worlds each writer slips through and the
revisionary tactic she deploys often reflect the specific details of her regional, ethnic,
and economic background—as well as other differences like native language, religion,
age, education, and skin color. ... They engage in to-and-fro movements between mul-

tiple worlds, thus illuminating the limitations in all pre-existing identities. (Keating 2)

This threshold position “between multiple worlds,” Keating goes on to explain, is
performative, as it allows these writers to employ the written word in a way that
“draws on language’s performative acts and deconstructs conventional western
dualisms” (4). This may be a maneuver employed by a number of women writers
in general, but what is distinctive about Indigenous women writers is that they
tie these strategies to precolonial oral traditions, which allows them to “simulta-
neously spiritualize and politicize their words” (Keating 4). As a result, Keating
argues, these women writers activate what she calls “transformational identity
politics” which rely “on transformational epistemologies, nondual ways of think-
ing that destabilize the networks of classification that restrict us to static notions
of personal and collective identity” (5).

I would argue that not only Allen (as is exemplified by Keating) but also Ma-
racle and Huggins employ in their writing what Keating calls “threshold theories”
which “cross genres and mix codes, combining language with action, activism
with aesthetics, and individual identity formation with collective cultural change”
(15). It is in this sense that I refer to “threshold writing” in the title of this chap-
ter, as the personal non-fiction of the three Indigenous women analyzed in this
section manifests the characteristics Keating holds as key in her study. Allen, Ma-
racle and Huggins do not try to resolve the contradictions which appear in their
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writing, contradictions stemming from their positions and interests in various,
sometimes overlapping, sometimes separate groups. Rather, these contradictions
are explored and negotiated in their writings. As Keating says, by inscribing their
lives in their writing, “they reinvent themselves, and enact new forms of identity,
nondual modes of subjectivity that blur the boundaries between apparently dis-
tinct peoples” (4). It is this kind of what I call threshold writing that empowers
them as women, as writers, and as Indigenous people and that will be explored in
more detail in the following sections dedicated to Allen, Maracle, and Huggins’
non-fictional writing.

Paula Gunn Allen | Mestizaje Ecriture Féminine

Stories, whether narrative or argumentative in nature, tell us not who we are,
not who we are supposed to be, but instead describe and define the constraints
of the possible.

Paula Gunn Allen, Off the Reservation (11)

For Paula Gunn Allen, the empowerment of Indigenous people stems from re-
creating a tribal vision of existence anchored in spirituality, gynarchic social struc-
ture, and oral tradition. The relationship between the notions of tribal spirituality
and female-centered society is foregrounded in Allen’s The Sacred Hoop repeat-
edly: indeed, Allen puts “women at the center of the tribal universe” (264). In
the concluding chapter, in which Allen prophesizes about the future prospects of
Indigenous women and Indigenous literature in North America, she argues that
by shifting the focus from the male-centered to the female-centered in the sphere
of literary narratives, or, in her understanding, from extinction to survival and
continuance, the future of Indigenous communities also shifts from pessimistic
to optimistic (262). As for Indigenous women writers, Allen predicts that they will
be empowered by a greater access to networks of female relationships and female
creativity, networks which will serve as sources of inspiration and mutual support.
In addition, Indigenous women writers would benefit, in the process of their em-
powerment, from greater participation in public discourse. In this respect, Allen’s
career serves as a good example: like Maracle, who builds her activism on her
personal experience of political engagement, and like Huggins, who writes from
a position of authority as a trained historian familiar with archival and historical
research, Allen speaks from the position of a respected academic well-versed in
literary criticism and scholarly research. But in my view, the main appeal these
three writers hold for other Indigenous women is their writing strategy: they pres-
ent historical, sociological and literary analyses alongside their own observations
of the past and present conditions of Indigenous communities across the globe,
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while always enveloping the facts and theories in personal experience and writing
their own lives in—whether in the form of personal memories, autobiographical
sketches, recollections of everyday events, or family connections. This is certainly
a writing style with which many Indigenous women, writers and readers alike,
might identify.

As a literary critic and a fiction writer, Allen dedicates a lot of textual space in
The Sacred Hoop to analyzing Native American literature and exploring how both
traditional and modern Native American literatures empower Indigenous cul-
tures. First and foremost, Allen emphasizes the importance of the oral tradition,
which she perceives as a source of literary inspiration and distinctive aesthetics:

The oral tradition, from which the contemporary poetry and fiction take their sig-
nificance and authenticity, has, since contact with white people, been a major force in
Indian resistance. It has kept the people conscious of their tribal identity, their spiritual
traditions, and their connection to the land and her creatures. Contemporary poets
and writers take their cue from the oral tradition, to which they return continuously
for theme, symbol, structure, and motivating impulse as well as for the philosophic bias
that animates our work. (Allen, The Sacred Hoop 53)

Elsewhere, Allen identifies ceremony and myth as two basic forms in Native Amer-
ican literature (61) and she elaborates that one of the functions of storytelling is
giving people the opportunity to enter the “more obscure ritual tradition” (100).
By this she means an entry into the narrative tradition that enables people to be
aware of the fact that their lives are part of a larger entity which, according to Al-
len, is linked by “a particular psychospiritual tradition” (100). It follows from this
perspective that Native American literature can actually help other Indigenous
people realize that their individual experiences of marginalization, oppression, or
alienation are not isolated but interconnected with the lives of those who share
similar historical, political and cultural backgrounds embodied, for example, in
violent and traumatic colonization. This may certainly become a source of per-
sonal empowerment for many Indigenous people as their literature helps them
secure a sense of collective identity and history.

As a scholar deeply immersed in the tribal history of Laguna Pueblo, Allen
presents stories that mainly stem from this cultural background. These stories
include various myths and creation stories embedded in Native American spiri-
tuality, stories told to her by relatives and community members, and her own
memories of growing up at Laguna. This background finds its way into passages
offering Allen’s analytical observations on the character of Native American cul-
ture and its connection to tribal societies. For example, in order to support her
claim about the social construction of an Indigenous view of oneself and one’s
tradition, Allen includes an old Keres song with a fitting metaphor of intermin-
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gling breaths as a way of explaining the Indigenous principle of “good living,” i.e.
fulfilling all relationships as well as individual lives (7he Sacred Hoop 56). Allen also
interweaves her Laguna background and theoretical approaches to literary texts
in her analysis of Native American literature, such as when she analyzes a Keres
tale about the Yellow Woman, or Kochinnenako (in Allen’s spelling)—one of the
stories typical for the communities living in the area of Laguna and Acoma Pueb-
los in New Mexico—and offers diverse literary interpretations: a traditional Keres,
a modern feminist, and a feminist-tribal interpretation which is, according to Al-
len, the most appropriate and rewarding (The Sacred Hoop 227-40). This fusion of
various overlapping perspectives is an original strategy for interpreting a Native
American story from a theoretical point of view, examining critically various ap-
proaches to an Indigenous text. This strategy of using “indigenous rhetoric along
with the instruments of Western literary analysis” (Pulitano 3) reveals one level of
hybridity that Allen adopts in her writing: she is explicit about drawing on both
Indigenous and Western epistemologies in order to make the most of her tradi-
tional upbringing at Laguna and her Western academic training: “So you see, my
method is somewhat western and somewhat Indian. I draw from each, and in the
end I often wind up with a reasonably accurate picture of truth” (The Sacred Hoop
7). Keating presents similar transgressions in Allen’s work in terms of a threshold
position, as was shown above; in Keating’s view, The Sacred Hoop is

based on her interactions with feminist, lesbian, academic, Native, and contemporary
spiritual communities. By incorporating this threshold perspective into her work, she
simultaneously challenges her readers to examine the ways homophobia, sexism and
racism have misshaped their perceptions of Native American cultures and expands ex-
isting definitions of Native, lesbian, gay, and female identities. (Keating 4)

While this kind of threshold writing is visible enough in The Sacred Hoop, it be-
comes a driving force in Off the Reservation, Allen’s rather experimental collection
of essays published more than ten years later.

In this hybrid and deliberately ambivalent text which, like The Sacred Hoop,
combines essay, mythology, history, literary analysis, poetry, and autobiographical
writing, Allen positions herself at the “confluence” of various streams: in the Intro-
duction, titled noticeably “Don’t Fence Me In,” she emphasizes the “braiding” (Off
the Reservation 3) of her Laguna Pueblo, Maronite Lebanese, and Celtic Scottish
backgrounds, foregrounding her “mixed-blood, mixed-culture status” (6); she also
takes pride in her geographical and linguistic mestizaje, where Laguna Pueblo is
at the “crossroads of cultural exchange” and a “migration cycle” (2), and Cubero,
her Spanish-speaking native village (5), is responsible for her bilingualism and
clearly pronounced alliance with Latina and Chicana feminist writers, particularly
Gloria Anzalduia and her concepts of borderlands/ la frontera and mestizaje, both of
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which Allen embraces in her own writing. Migration, which according to Allen
runs “in [her] blood” (8), is not only a spatiotemporal concept for her, but also
a stylistic device as she crosses languages, genres and styles: “like the half-breed,
hybrid, mixed-blood woman who has composed them, these essays resemble the
oral tradition of the Laguna world and the essayist tradition of the orthographic
academy by turns” (7). Allen seems to use “orthographic composition” as a synonym
for the Western style of writing and criticism based on textuality, on interpreting
printed rather than spoken words, while having clear “laws and assumptions” (7)
and “some sort of linear organization” (8). It is not, however, something she tries
to defy, but rather something she integrates into her writing, arguing that while
her perspective remains firmly rooted in “Native philosophical sets and subsets,”
the essays included in Off the Reservation are also “equally a product of Western
thought” (6). In a playful way, using poetic vocabulary, Allen previews the nature
of her writing, as if trying to prepare the reader for the unruly, disorderly, and
deliberately resistant style that follows. The essays, Allen warns, “cross borders
between and within paragraphs; bust boundaries of style, image, argument, and
point of view; and at the best of times careen wildly about the ship of utterance” (7).
Similar descriptions abound in Allen’s text, and her writing style in the remaining
essays confirms them. Allen’s point in this matter seems to be her conviction that
creative work by “women of color,” or “las disappearadas (and desperadas)” as she
calls this group (164, original emphasis), offers a distinctive aesthetic experience
because it originates in “multiculturality, multilinguality, and dizzying class-crossing
from the fields to salons, from the factories to the academy, or from galleries and
the groves of academe to the neighborhoods and reservations” (166). Thus Allen
employs a metaphor of the (creative) void out of which “women of color,” too
invisible and marginal for the mainstream criticism of the 1970s and 1980s, write:
“we, writers on the interface/frontier between modern and timeless, are the void,
the place of endless possibility. It is that site—which is a dynamic flux rather than
a fixed point—that is identified as Iyani” (Off the Reservation 11), a Keres term for
sacred (10). Elvira Pulitano, drawing on the Anishinaabe writer and scholar Kim
Blaeser, contends that the mélange of storytelling and theory—a hallmark of In-
digenous women’s personal non-fiction as I would argue—can “teach critics new
ways of seeing how the literary and the academic are intertwined with the sacred
and the daily while redefining the boundaries of Eurocentric theory itself” (20).
The “dynamic flux” that Allen refers to seems to fit in with what Keating identifies
as the “transformational possibilities” in her analysis of Allen’s, Anzaldda’s, and
Lorde’s works (5); this is a quality that I find also pertinent to the narrative styles
adopted by Maracle and Huggins in their personal non-fiction.

In Off the Reservation, Allen reiterates her earlier concerns about Indigenous
resistance to Western-based theory, founded, in Allen’s view, on the principles
of “patriarchal positivism” (172). Her harsh critique of Western intellectual tradi-
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tion, dismissing its Eurocentrism and marginalization of everything that escapes
its aesthetic paradigm, is most vocal in the essays dedicated to literary criticism in
which Allen alludes to a number of texts by Native American as well as mainstream
American writers, ranging from Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman to Thomas
Wolfe and Ernest Hemingway. Even though some of her literary critical investiga-
tions offer an illuminating and original comparative analyses, most notably in the
essay “Who’s Telling This Story, Anyway?” which juxtaposes Hemingway’s “Nick
Adams” stories with N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn as “mov[ing] in their
inner conversation” (Off the Reservation 161), it is clear that Allen comes to advocate
a new kind of criticism, a “system that is founded on the principle of inclusion
rather than on that of exclusion, on actual human society and relationships rather
than on textual relations alone, a system that is soundly based on aesthetics that
pertain to the literatures we wish to examine” (171). This system of critical thought
will allow scholars to interpret more accurately the texts by “women of color” who
write “from a profound state of gnosis and personal experience” (172) and who
are “necessarily concerned with human relationships: family, community, and that
which transcends and underlies human meaning systems” (177). In other words,
Allen desires to witness the emergence of criticism that can be juxtaposed with
Western ways of theorizing, criticism that would acknowledge other, “non-Western
modes of consciousness” (167). Allen uses Henry Louis Gates’s The Signifying Monkey
(168) as an example offering a complex system of critical vocabulary and theoreti-
cal concepts based on an Afrocentric system of thought. Where Gates proposes
interpreting African American texts within the framework of Ifa, the sacred nar-
ratives of the Yoruba, and through the trickster Esu, Allen suggests interpreting
Native American texts through the trickster Coyote and within the Keres concept
of the sacred, Ianyi, where the primary texts are “the myths and ceremonies that
compress and convey all the meaning systems a particular cultural consciousness
holds” (168). The primacy of ceremonies, rituals, and oral tradition as a founda-
tional interpretive framework was already developed in The Sacred Hoop, so Off the
Reservation serves as an extension of Allen’s theoretical thinking.

Compared to The Sacred Hoop, Allen’s writing in Off the Reservation is certainly
more open towards a dialogue with the mainstream discourse of American aca-
demia (albeit often taking the form of a harsh critique), mediating different per-
spectives and also including voices of other “women of color,” particularly those
of Chicana, African American, and Asian American backgrounds. On the other
hand, many themes work as an elaboration of the arguments presented in The
Sacred Hoop. For example, the first section in Off the Reservation, titled “Haggles/

Gynosophies,” elaborates on Allen’s gynocentric vision from The Sacred Hoop,"

19  This is not surprising since the essays included in this section were written in the period spanning
from the 1960s to the 1980s, so the intellectual milieu informing them coincides with that behind The
Sacred Hoop.
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the core of which is recovering the feminine in Indigenous tradition. Neverthe-
less, Allen invents new terms to describe her “method of inquiry,” such as gynoso-
phy, defined as feminine wisdom incorporating ecological, spiritual, and political
perspectives (Off the Reservation 9). Another example is Allen’s stronger emphasis
on ecological and ecofeminist concerns in Off the Reservation, which is perhaps not
surprising in the context of her own Laguna Pueblo culture’s affinity with the land
as well as matrilineality. Even some critics of the theoretical and ideological posi-
tions Allen presents in The Sacred Hoop admit that the ecofeminist aspect helps Off
the Reservation “move beyond the hypersentimentalism and nostalgia that charac-
terize the gynocentric perspective of The Sacred Hoop” (Pulitano 46).

As in the earlier collection of personal non-fiction, in Off the Reservation Allen
describes the ways in which theorizing often takes a different course in Indigenous
discourse: “critical theory in Indian Country consists of the often subtle junctures
of story cycles” (11). The genre of non-fiction, Allen explains, is “simply another
way of telling a story”: it has “a narrative line, a plot if you will, and that line must
unfold in accordance with certain familiar patterns, just as any story must” (10).
The “plot” is often provided by Allen’s autobiographical narrative, which often
complements the strategy of telling theory through stories. It is perhaps not a co-
incidence that in the book’s composition, the first section, featuring essays on the
feminine-centered Indigenous tradition, and the second section, dedicated to ex-
ploring both American and Native American literature, are followed by five essays
in the section titled “La Frontera/mna[rra]tivities” which consist mainly of Allen’s
personal narrative, family stories, and life stories of her ancestors—in other words
“the autobiography of a confluence,” as the title of the first essay in this section
foreshadows. “Confluence” becomes a convenient metaphor for this concluding
section: besides connoting water and hence the fluidity of Allen’s thematic and
stylistic migration, it also refers to the cultural confluence of the American South-
west with its Indigenous, Spanish/Mexican, and Anglo-American palimpsest-like
history, as well as to the confluence of family stories and Allen’s personal journey,
including her academic career. The essays also transgress the focus of The Sacred
Hoop in the sense that they explore Allen’s paternal ancestors. For example, the
essay “Yo Cruzo Siete Mares” adds another layer to Allen’s multicultural back-
ground by honoring her father’s Lebanese background and Arab influence on
American culture in general, while also problematizing the narrative layers when
a large portion of the essay consists of her father’s re-telling of the life journey of
his grandfather, Allen’s paternal great-grandfather, from Lebanon to America in
the 1880s, his consequent migratory life in the Southwest, and short episodes and
anecdotes from his life that are passed on in the family line. It soon becomes clear
that this section is a transcription of a recorded interview between Allen and her
father, as Allen’s occasional questions and prompts remain included, as well as
her short explanatory comments. This narrative frame of a recorded interview is
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even more complicated by featuring Allen’s episodic, self-reflective commentary
in bold italics. This layer is then framed by Allen’s other, essayistic voice which
begins and ends the text. This narrative layering may be compared to the narra-
tive complexity of the dual voice implemented in Rita and Jackie Huggins’ Auntie
Rita, as is explained later.

These examples attest to the experimental style in Off the Reservation and Al-
len’s “fluid writing,” which Pulitano describes as “continuously shifting from the
analytic to the poetic and to the personal” (49). At first, Pulitano attempts to relate
Allen’s style to the French écriture féminine, paralleling Hélene Cixous’ manifesto
in “The Laugh of the Medusa” daring women to “write through their bodies”
and Allen’s call for “writing ‘feminine(s)”” which would transcend the Cartesian
separation of body and soul (Pulitano 48). But then, aware of Allen’s skepticism
of European theories, Pulitano allies Allen’s writing style with that of her fellow
writer, activist, and scholar, Gloria Anzaldda, arguing that the hybrid writing in Off
the Reservation shares many features with the writing of other “women of color.”
Again, in this assessment Pulitano draws on Keating’s comprehensive study of Al-
len’s work which takes into account not only Allen’s multicultural background but
also her lesbianism as distinctive marks of her textual experimentation. Keating
herself perceives Allen’s style as an example of mestizaje écriture (122), modifying
the famous French concept to fit the culture-specific needs of ethnic minority
women writers who explore oppositional forms of language and style to under-
mine not only the phallocentric but also the colonizing system of distributing
knowledge and power. Pulitano argues that by “weaving in and out of the theo-
retical, the mythic, and the personal, Allen envisions a text that, while resembling
contemporary poststructuralist expressive modes, perfectly conveys the web-like
complexity of oral narratives” (Pulitano 50, original emphasis). Indeed, turning
the personal and family stories, poetry, and myths embedded in Indigenous oral
tradition into an integral part of her theoretical and literary-critical writing cre-
ates a powerful, although not always easily reconcilable style which allows Allen to
experiment with and test the limits of Western theoretical frameworks.
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Lee Maracle | Oratory

If we enjoy a position of privilege, we may engage ourselves in personalizing
the journey of the story and resent the challenge to place. In seeing ourselves
through story, we become part of the journey.

Lee Maracle, “Oratory on Oratory” (59)

In her interview with Hartmut Lutz, Lee Maracle makes an observation on the
character and importance of writing for Indigenous women in North America,
underscoring the necessity of mutual support and interconnectedness:

When we write, I believe that what we are doing is reclaiming our house, our lineage
house, our selves ... That’s how we see each other’s work, and we want to read each
other, and see each other, and to experience each other, because the more pathways we
trace to the center of the circle, the more rich our circle is going to be, the fuller, the

rounder, the more magnificent. (“Lee Maracle” 176)

Reclaiming Indigenous women’s selves is conceived by Maracle, as it is by Allen
and Huggins, as a process that can be informed and shaped by writing because
writing empowers Indigenous women’s voices. Unlike the Western notion of writ-
ing as a solitary venture taken up by an individual author, Maracle puts emphasis
on the wider community of Indigenous women writers and supporters whose
network enhances a sense of collective identity but also foregrounds a diversity of
narratives so that the “circle” of Indigenous women’s experience, reminiscent of
Allen’s concept of the sacred hoop, can reach, in Maracle’s words, richness, full-
ness, roundness, and magnificence.

Maracle is clearly aware of her privilege in being a published author and a lead-
er in her community, thus encouraging other Indigenous women to follow her
example. In the preface to I Am Woman she writes about her “original intention ...
to empower Native women to take to heart their own personal struggles for Native
feminist being” (vii). Although Maracle never denies the liberating impact that the
writing process has had on her, she frequently points out that her task as a writer
is to empower her people, especially Native women, rather than herself. The first
chapter of I Am Woman, entitled “I Want to Write”, describes her efforts to collect
stories from other Native people in order to have Indigenous voices recognized:
she scribbles them down on paper napkins and paper bags in restaurants, buses,
and meetings (3). This method of gathering her material acknowledges the fact
that her text is, on the one hand, conceived as incorporating her own life experi-
ence and therefore bearing strong autobiographical elements, but, on the other
hand, it is also a compilation of other people’s stories that Maracle decides to
present as representative images of Native North American women. Where her
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own experiences end and the stories collected from others begin is not, however,
clear. But it may be argued that the blurring of many kinds of boundaries is one
of the deliberate strategies Maracle employs in her text.

Writing is a ceremony which adds a spiritual element to Maracle’s relationship
to words on a page (Maracle, “An Infinite Number” 177). This is something that
refers back to Paula Gunn Allen, who advocates a return to tribal-centered writing
and criticism with strong spiritual connections, drawing on oral traditions (7The
Sacred Hoop 53, 55, 61), and forward to Jackie Huggins, who sees writing as an
“expression [that] flows from the very core of the spirit” (Sister Girl ixx). At the
same time, however, Maracle makes it clear that she views writing as a privileged,
almost luxurious activity. Like many other Indigenous women writers, she faces
the dilemma of being torn between the need to write and speak for themselves
and their communities and the perception of writing as a selfindulgent exercise
in which the others, being busy with everyday survival, simply cannot afford to
get involved. In the passages reflecting on the meanings of the writing process,
Maracle reveals a sense of guilt at having been privileged in this way, recounting
a conversation with a female friend: ““You have your writing to keep you alive.
What have ordinary Native women got?” my friend asked” (I Am Woman 142).
Maracle thus exposes a potential risk that Indigenous women, who are published
authors and whose work is perhaps included in higher education curricula, must
cope with: although they write from the position of a marginalized author, they
might also be perceived as having privileges (education, prestigious jobs, the lux-
ury of writing) that many Indigenous people still lack.

Like Allen in The Sacred Hoop and Off the Reservation and Huggins in Sister
Girl and Auntie Rita, in I Am Woman Maracle uses a strategy of imparting theory
through story. Apart from autobiographical sketches, she occasionally inserts fic-
tional stories and poems which are based on her own and/or her female friends’
experiences. Like Allen and Huggins, Maracle gathers her inspiration from the
“kitchen table stories,” as she calls the life stories of Indigenous women who have
shared their wisdom, experience and ideas with her:

From around the kitchen tables of the people I have known have come stories of the
heart. Great trust and love were required to enable the bearer to part with the tale. If
I wrote for a lifetime I could never re-tell all the stories that people have given me. I am
not sure what to do with that, except that I shall try to grasp the essence of our lives

and to help weave a new story. (I Am Woman 6)

Among the three authors, Maracle stands out as a writer who deliberately refuses
to include any secondary historical or archival materials or theoretical sources in
1 Am Woman. This seems to be a consciously implemented strategy, as she con-
firms in her explanatory piece “Oratory: Coming to Theory,” where she admits
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she is aware that conventional academic discourse would probably condemn her
writing style for lack of evidence, citations, and support for her claims (10). But
Maracle explains that Native readers would probably despise the “inherent hierar-
chy retained by academics, politicians, law makers, and law keepers” as they “use
language no one understands” (“Oratory: Coming to Theory” 10). In spite of
its absence of academic jargon and secondary sources, Maracle insists that / Am
Woman is a theoretical text:

It [the book] was arrived at through my meticulous ploughing of the fields of hun-
dreds of books on the European colonial process—capitalist theory, decolonization, law,
and philosophy—from the perspective of Indigenous law, philosophy, and culture. My
understanding of the process of colonization and decolonization of Native women is
rooted in my theoretical perception of social reality, and it is tested in the crucible of

human social practice (“Oratory: Coming to Theory” 10).

To be “empowering and transformative,” Indigenous women’s writing must be,
in Maracle’s view, “guided by theory presented through story” (“Oratory: Com-
ing to Theory” 10). The stories and poetry, told in the “language of people” and
interwoven in the fabric of her non-fiction, “bring the reality home and allow the
victims to devictimize their consciousness” (“Oratory: Coming to Theory” 10).
Thus inscribing her own and other Indigenous women’s lives as a foundation for
more general sociological observations takes priority over complying with conven-
tional Western research methodologies. This also resonates in I Am Woman where
Maracle asserts that “their [Native women’s] lives, likewise, are a composite of the
reality of our history and present existence. Their feelings about life are my own.
Their teachings are ancient and as closely accounted for as I can remember” (I Am
Woman 6). Maracle’s strategic style of using story and poetry to present theory
allows her to “move from the empowerment of [herself] to the empowerment of
every person who reads the book [/ Am Woman]” (“Oratory: Coming to Theory”
11), as well as to defy the image of a privileged Indigenous author who is out of
touch with the everyday reality of her community. It also enhances her concept of
oratory, which is outlined in the following paragraphs.

Maracle argues that while for European scholars “theory is separate from
story”, for Indigenous people it is story, rather than theory, that is “the most
persuasive and sensible way to present the accumulated thoughts and values of
a people” (“Oratory: Coming to Theory” 7). In her view, Western theory is dehu-
manized because it erases people, passion, and the human spirit from theoretical
discussions. In addition, it often relies on too much jargon and inaccessible lan-
guage, which has the effect of excluding certain groups of people and retaining
hierarchy: “By presenting theory in a language no one can grasp, the speaker (or
writer) retains authority over thought” (“Oratory: Coming to Theory” 9). Maracle
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refuses to perpetuate the distinction between orality and literacy, a dichotomy
often used to maintain the illusion of the superiority of European colonizers over
the “primitive” natives (Fee and Gunew 206). In an interview with Margery Fee
and Sneja Gunew, Maracle explains that for her people, words are sacred and lan-
guage must be transformed “to suit the Salish sensibility” because that is the only
way to counteract the predominant Western system of knowledge (qtd. in Fee and
Gunew 211). This is Maracle’s way of “talking back” to this system and reclaiming
the Indigenous knowledge system which, as a result of colonization, was “expro-
priated and distorted, bowdlerized, and then sold back to us [Indigenous people]
in transformed form” (qtd. in Fee and Gunew 211).

Maracle uses the concept of oratory to explain her idea of telling theory
through story in Indigenous critical discourse. As mentioned before, she con-
trasts Western theory (which in her view is separate from the story, incomprehen-
sible, dehumanized, devoid of emotion, perpetuating hierarchy, and sustaining
patriarchy) and Indigenous oratory which she perceives as a “place of prayer,”
an attempt to “persuade” which is “unambiguous in its meaning” and represents
“accumulated knowledge, cultural values, the vision of entire people or peoples”
(“Oratory: Coming to Theory” 7). The task of Indigenous orators is to “human-
ize theory by fusing humanity’s need for common direction—theory—with story,”
and they have an awareness that “words governing human direction are sacred,
prayerful presentations of the human experience, its direction, and the need for
transformation in the human condition that arises from time to time” (“Ora-
tory: Coming to Theory” 9). They do this precisely through stories which become
“a means of intervention preventing humans from re-traversing dangerous and
dehumanizing paths” (“Oratory on Oratory” 60). So, because Maracle’s concept
of oratory puts people at its center—something that Indigenous scholars suspect
is denied by the Eurocentric “objectivity” of research and theory production—tell-
ing theory through stories and personal grounding works toward problematizing
scholarly rigor and theoretical credibility, as well as “redefining scholarship as
a process that begins with the self” (Sium and Ritskes iv).

In her paratextual article titled “Oratory on Oratory” published in 2007, which
is a revision and development of the earlier concept of oratory from the early
1990s, Maracle elaborates on her theory of “telling theory,” the process of study,
and passing on knowledge from the Salish perspective. Oratory, in Maracle’s view,
is the main object of study, a way to see; as opposed to Western theory, it is also
relational, it is “a human story in relation to the story of other beings, and so it
is fiction, for it takes place in, while engaging, the imagination of ourselves in
relation to all beings. Oratory informs the stories of our nations in relation to
beings of all life” (“Oratory on Oratory” 64). As such, Maracle explains, oratory
is responsive and transformative, leading to “continuous growth” (“Oratory on
Oratory” 60). Maracle is also very precise about the role orators perform in creat-
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ing and maintaining Indigenous critical discourse. She sees them as “mythmakers,
storiers, [who] are present to bear witness, see, and understand the subject under
study, and serve as adjuncts to the process, so that they may story up each round
of discourse in a way that governs the new conduct required to grow from the
new knowledge discovered” (“Oratory on Oratory” 57). Indeed, in Maracle’s vi-
sion the orators “story up” the study/theory in order to pass on the accumulated
knowledge. It is the method that she herself perceives as central to her role of
a writer who mediates knowledge. Thus she sees herself as a “mythmaker” and
a “storier,” as she explains in an interview: “... my whole orientation is to take
a story that’s a traditional story or a ceremony that’s a traditional ceremony, ... tak-
ing that and creating story from it, like a mythmaker, create new myths out of the
old myths” (qtd. in Fee and Gunew 218). In her discussion in The Sacred Hoop of
the nature and use of myth and vision in Native American literature, Paula Gunn
Allen similarly relates myths and stories, perceiving them as intrinsically intercon-
nected, when she argues that Indigenous mythology functions as a reflection of
tribal identity as it “guides our attention toward a view of ourselves, a possibility,
that we might not otherwise encounter” (The Sacred Hoop 116). Where Maracle
presents the concept of oratory, Allen sees the concept of vision and/or ritual as
playing a central part in Indigenous tribal worldview. Both oratory and ritual are
characterized by their transformative power as well as their collective/communal

«

and holistic nature. Thus Allen defines ritual as transformative in terms of anthro-
pological liminality, as “a procedure whose purpose is to transform someone or
something from one condition or state to another” (The Sacred Hoop 80). In addi-
tion, “storied” myths become a way to share experience and to become whole, as
Allen explains:

For in relating our separate experiences to one another, in weaving them into coher-
ence and therefore significance, a sense of wholeness arises, a totality which, by virtue
of our active participation, constitutes direct and immediate comprehension of our-

selves and the universe of which we are integral parts. (The Sacred Hoop 117)

Similarly, Maracle understands oratory, or Salish study, as a collective process which
“requires many different sets of eyes, many different minds whose histories are
known yet different, who journeys have led them along adjunct but disparate paths,
whose understandings and whose emotions/spirit/mind/body are determined to
be travelling in the direction of relationship and good will” (“Oratory on Oratory”
65). As was shown above, Maracle refers to this collectiveness in I Am Woman, for
example, when she comments on her deliberate strategy of collecting life experi-
ences from her (mostly) female friends and “storying them up” in order to illustrate
her analysis of the current conditions of Native women in CanAmerica. Another
strategy she uses in I Am Woman is presenting facts from “[her] own emotional,
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spiritual and visual perspective” (5), which corresponds to her commentary on the
character of oratory, in which everything is interconnected: “The desire is to find
the connections, to create the webs between the disparate points of view, images,
and stories, and to ensure that the end of the journey is the spiralling down to
a moment of peace and recognition” (“Oratory on Oratory” 65). Reading Maracle’s
personal non-fiction, such as I Am Woman, alongside her commentary in “Oratory:
Coming to Theory” and “Oratory on Oratory” reveals that what she is describing,
consistently and repeatedly, is a complex system of Indigenous education, of learn-
ing, collecting, and passing on knowledge, which in many ways departs from how
Western education is perceived and knowledge imparted.

For instance, Maracle integrates oratory in the chapter “Black Robes” in I Am
Woman. The chapter begins as a semi-fictional story of a young Indian girl listen-
ing to an exchange between her father and “Black Robe”—a collective term refer-
ring to missionaries in Canada who frequently insisted on and pressured Indig-
enous communities to send their children to mission or residential schools where
they would receive a “Western” education. By replaying the conversation between
two characters representing two very different cultures, presenting the arguments
put forward by Black Robe and then the counter-arguments of the girl’s father,
Maracle basically explains the complex educational system of her community in
its entirety. What begins as a simple story, at the end of which Maracle herself
enters as the first-person narrator, revealing that the girl from the story is now an
old woman who herself had to later in her life separate from her children sent to
a mission school (65), is in fact a theoretical treatise on the differences between
Salish and Western education and the tragic impact of the separations on the In-
digenous community as a whole. While Maracle’s voice slips into an educational
tone providing commentary on European colonialism, she also integrates auto-
biographical fragments. For example, she relates how she herself almost suffered
the same fate of children who were being sent to a convent in the 1950s but in
the end she was sent to the “European” school with an “ordinary white woman”
as a teacher (66). This decision, on the one hand, confronted her with the non-In-
digenous world, but it also allowed her to spend her childhood among her family.
In addition, the story from the beginning of the chapter and the autobiographical
account are complemented by two short poems at the end, one commemorating
the history of diseases which brought the devastation of Indigenous communities
(68), the other dedicated to the power of Indigenous grandmothers who, in spite
of being silenced, pass the tribal knowledge on to the next generation (69). In this
way, Maracle “stories up” the theory by using semi-fictional, autobiographical, and
poetic elements, creating an oratory in which the Indigenous method of mediat-
ing knowledge is given preference.

Thus in her personal non-fiction as well as her theoretical commentary on ora-
tory, Maracle has demonstrated that the stories she presents in her personal non-
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fiction are “more than a lesson, a teaching, or even an historical account. Their
conscious and knowing agreement directly extends to our [Indigenous peoples’]
philosophies, thoughts and actions” (Watts 26). In other words, stories and sto-
rytelling function not only as personal narratives, but also as political tools for
expressing alternative methodologies. In their introduction to a special issue of
Decolonization: Education, Indigeneity & Society, Sium and Ritskes argue that Indig-
enous storytelling plays a role of “resurgence and insurgence,” as it disrupts “Eu-
rocentric, colonial norms of ‘objectivity’ and knowledge” (i). It works as a strong
resistance to colonial power because telling stories that are rooted in Indigenous
epistemologies recovers knowledges and methodologies that were, supposedly,
erased by colonialism. Sium and Ritskes further explain that “in this way, stories
as Indigenous knowledge work to not only regenerate Indigenous traditions and
knowledge production, but also work against the colonial epistemic frame to sub-
vert and recreate possibilities and spaces for resistance” (iii). In this interpreta-
tion, Indigenous storytelling is an active agent in knowledge production, what
Sium and Ritskes call a “theory-in-action” (ii). This notion supports what Emma
LaRocque, the Cree Métis scholar from Canada, perceives as characteristic of
Indigenous cultural fluidity and continuity: “Whatever it is that we are telling,
whether it is atowkehwin (myths and legends) or achimoowin (factual or non-fic-
tional type of ‘stories’) or ehmamtowaytameb (thinking, reflecting, analyzing), and
however we do it, orally or in writing, as long as we are doing it, we are expressing
a live and dynamic culture” (LaRocque, “Reflections” 162). Writers such as Paula
Gunn Allen and Lee Maracle do all of that in their personal non-fiction but, in
addition, they combine all these kinds of stories in one textual oratory.

Jackie Huggins | Dual Voice

During the book’s writing, we have had many arguments (fighting with our tongues,
as Rita calls it) and some of this has not been resolved, continues and remains evident
in these pages.

Rita and Jackie Huggins, Auntie Rita (3, original emphasis)

The presentation of theory through story and personal experience winds through
Sister Girl just as it does through Allen’s The Sacred Hoop and Off the Reservation,
and through Maracle’s I Am Woman. Sister Girl interweaves Huggins’ own experi-
ences as an Indigenous woman in Australian academia (for example when pre-
senting her observations from a mainstream feminist conference); her own life
story of growing up in urban (predominantly racist) Brisbane in the 1950s; and
the life story of her mother Rita, adding an intergenerational aspect. All this per-
sonal input is juxtaposed with her commentary as a trained historian and scholar.
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In her research on Aboriginal women domestics in the 1920s and 1930s, which
includes interviews with six Aboriginal women, Rita Huggins—Jackie’s mother—is
one of the interviewees. What in Western methodology would perhaps seem bi-
ased is in Indigenous discourse an asset, a source of credibility. Huggins’ personal
memories, life experience, and family background directly inform her research
methods. Although this personalized supporting “evidence” is important for Hug-
gins’ argument, it is not given preference over the archival materials which com-
plement the mainstream historical discourse. This shows in the passages in which
Huggins juxtaposes Aboriginal women’s first-person accounts with quotes from
the Aboriginal Acts or studies by mainstream historians and feminist scholars
(Sister Girl 6-20, 23). In the essay “Writing My Mother’s Life,” included in Sister
Girl and written shortly after Jackie Huggins finished writing her mother’s biog-
raphy in Auntie Rita in 1994, Huggins uses her mother’s biography to reflect on
the difficulties of transcribing one’s life, especially if the life in question is that of
a family member. She also stresses the importance of oral tradition when written
evidence of the colonial oppression of Aboriginal people is scarce. In addition,
Rita Huggins’ life account serves Jackie Huggins in her exploration of the history
and everyday activities of the Cherbourg mission school where Rita was placed
after having been separated from her family (Sister Girl 41-44). In this specific
essay in Sister Girl, Jackie Huggins’ mother’s life story functions as an illustrative
example of one Indigenous woman’s experience in a particular period of Austra-
lian history and as a source of her further theoretical observations on the position
of Aboriginal women in this period, on the construction of female Indigeneity,
on the common stereotypes at that time and mainly on the various mechanisms
of racial oppression.

Apart from personalizing her writing in Sister Girl, Huggins also reflects on
the various meanings of writing in her life, similarly to Allen and Maracle. In the
opening pages, she celebrates her chance to write as a gift: “Writing is my greatest
joy. It frees the mind, heart and soul in a manner that only a writer can under-
stand. For me, it is a process in which expression flows from the very core of the
spirit and enables others to take a glimpse inside the writer’s world view” (ix-x).
Like so many other Indigenous women writers, Huggins relates artistic creativity,
spirituality, and liberation, reiterating this connection later in her book when she
notes: “Thinking back, I believe writing was so important to me because it was
a liberating experience. Issues of race, class and gender began to appear much
clearer” (Sister Girl 108). It seems that for Huggins, writing was enlightening; it
helped activate her political awareness and elaborate her ideas and visions, as if
the process of writing holds the power to illuminate the dark corners of one’s
personal and collective history.

Nevertheless, Huggins’ writing is not restricted to transcribing her family’s
lives or to reflecting on a writer’s role in this process. Equally important is her
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task to write down Aboriginal women’s history in Australia from an Indigenous
perspective and to voice her political activism (Sister Girl 57). The key concept that
permeates Huggins’ discourse on the nature of the writing process is “reclaiming”:
Huggins hopes that writing down her mother’s biography—that is “reclaiming her
stories and putting them in print”—will “enhance Aboriginal history and, also,
the writing being done by Aboriginal women” (Sister Girl 97). In the introduction
to Auntie Rita, Huggins also claims that “the writing of this book was an attempt
to reclaim the history of our people” (Huggins and Huggins 4). Reclaiming and
empowerment, in this case, become synonymous.

When Allen and Maracle theorize writing as empowerment, it is almost always
perceived as a deeply personal issue and Huggins confirms this. In her commen-
tary on the writing process, she returns time and again to her ambivalence about
her commitment to writing an “objective” study which is a result of her scholarly
research and her training as a historian on the one hand, and her obligation
to writing a personal story which stems from her experience as an Indigenous
woman on the other. This dilemma is used productively in the sense that it be-
comes the driving force behind the narrative frame in Auntie Rita, posing impor-
tant questions about negotiating authorship between two narrative voices as well
as between subjective and objective narrative style: how does one write about
“something so personal while striving for some objectivity at the same time?” asks
Huggins in the paratextual essay “Writing My Mother’s Life” about writing Aun-
tie Rita (Sister Girl 46). Her answer suggests a direction which makes it possible
for a writer to engage in both personal and scholarly writing. On the one hand,
Huggins claims that because she is her mother’s daughter, having a close relation-
ship with her and clearly admiring her as her role model, she can write her life
story with a sense of intimacy and trust as no one else would have been able to
do. The implication is that the nature of their relationship makes it easier for her
to approach her mother’s life as a biographer and respond to it adequately. The
closeness is openly declared and forms an indispensable part of the narrative. On
the other hand, as a professional writer and scholar, Huggins must sometimes dis-
tance herself from the object of her study and keep the narrative voices separate.
In a comment expressing her awareness of how precarious the position she finds
herself in is, Huggins says: “[Y]es, it is her [her mother’s] story, not mine. I have to
constantly remind myself of that fact. How much is ‘T’ the writer?” (Sister Girl 47).

The narrative organization of Auntie Rita demonstrates that Huggins man-
aged to turn this ambivalence and potential weakness into strength by writing
herself in her mother’s biography, which makes her position in the writing pro-
cess transparent—a strategy that clearly alludes to and undermines the common
methods of writing in the earlier Indigenous life writing narratives in which the
non-Indigenous biographers and editors more often than not wrote themselves
out of the final text, obscuring their editorial interventions. This transparency in
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Auntie Rita is embedded in the narrative structure, in which Huggins’ double-
edged and ambiguous role situates her both as a historian and commentator
explaining and contextualizing events of Rita Huggins’ life, and simultaneously as
a daughter-biographer who by writing about Rita’s life returns her mother’s “love,
strength, wisdom and inspiration” (Sister Girl 47). In another essay in Sister Girl,
Huggins describes this complex negotiation of the narrative voices as having been
shaped by “fighting with our tongues” (95). Huggins elaborates on the concept of
the “mothering tongue,” alluding to a dualistic principle of nurturing, sustaining,
and affirming a sense of enduring female Aboriginality on the one hand but also
leaving space for expressing differences and competing strategies. The mothering
tongue may be opposed by the “daughtering tongue” but, as Huggins explains, in
the end the “mothering/daughtering tongue allows a fluent and honest appraisal
to be mutually articulated” (Sister Girl 96, original emphasis).

It is illuminating to compare different subjectivities that Jackie and Rita Hug-
gins inscribe in their narrative sections, revealing a creative tension stemming
from the close collaboration. In her article on the dialogic form in Auntie Rita,
Rocio G. Davis argues that the text discloses “dialogic selves,” which she defines as
“dual voices with separate perspectives, within the context of Bakhtinian notions
of double-voiced, continuing deconstruction of narrative structure and tradition
executed on the level of narration” (Davis 279-280). Indeed, Rita’s narrative au-
thority is complemented by an equally authoritative Jackie’s voice which some-
times supports but sometimes subtly challenges Rita’s perspectives and opinions.
This intersubjectivity, described by Jackson as “a site of conflicting wills and in-
tentions,” reveals the dynamic of the relationship between the two autonomous
subjects (qtd. in Davis 278). This relationship is then placed in the center of the
narrative structure. It could be argued that the dialogic structure embedded in
Auntie Rita is a more visible manifestation of the dialogic nature of the narratives
examined in this section; in the sense of speaking across to someone and inte-
grating other voices, dialogic features are certainly present in the personal non-
fiction by Paula Gunn Allen and Lee Maracle who engage critically in a dialogue
with mainstream feminism but also incorporate perspectives of other Indigenous
women.

The following analysis examines in detail the ways in which the two Indigenous
women employ their narrative authority in Auntie Rita, establishing the “dual
voice” as an example of innovative strategy which represents yet another version
of telling theory through story. Rita Huggins emphasizes her agency and narra-
tive authority in the foreword: “This book tells the story of my life. These are my
own recollections. I speak only for myself and not how others would expect me
to speak” (Huggins and Huggins 1). Aware of the extent to which Aboriginal peo-
ple have been misrepresented in the mainstream discourse, Rita Huggins makes
a claim to her own voice as a subject, not as an object of another’s gaze, as had so
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often been the case. In her narrative, she asserts control over her memories and
the textual performance. However, the foreword introduces Jackie Huggins’ voice
which makes the following comment on her role during the writing of the book
and thus problematizes the whole process:

After getting many of Rita’s memories on tape, I began, through naivity, to translate my mother’s
voice, trying to do it justice while knowing that this book would have a predominantly white
audience. This was my first cardinal sin. ... Although Rita speaks a standard English, her voice
often got lost amid my own as I attempted to ‘protect’ her from non-Aboriginal critics. (Huggins

and Huggins 3, original emphasis)

This suggests Jackie Huggins’ complex position in the collaborative process. Simi-
larly to the earlier white ethnographers, anthropologists and editors, she first
assumed the role of the “translator” of an oral account that she had taped and
then transcribed, taking control over the narrative. However, in the end Jackie ad-
mits that she resisted this impulse to “translate”—i.e. adjust her mother’s voice—in
order to preserve her Aboriginal way of speaking. What complicates Jackie’s ap-
proach is that in contrast to her mother, Jackie makes it clear that she anticipates
a “predominantly white audience” (Huggins and Huggins 3), while Rita contends
that the story of her life is told primarily for Aboriginal people—for her fam-
ily, children and grandchildren—with the aim of passing on Rita’s memories to
a younger generation. This discrepancy between Rita’s and Jackie’s expectations
of the readership makes Jackie want to “protect” her mother from non-Aboriginal
critics when transcribing her mother’s voice speaking the “Aboriginal way” (3).
Jackie Huggins has to negotiate the seeming paradox of keeping her mother’s
voice intact, transcribing it in an appropriate and respectful way and yet, at the
same time, inviting the non-Indigenous readers to connect with the text. In addi-
tion, she decides to inscribe her own self in the final text. In the end, Jackie does
exercise certain power over the voice of her “subject,” as she “organizes, prompts,
supports, contradicts, corrects, explains, and generally constructs that narrative”
(Davis 281). In other words, while Rita is a central subject of the narrative, Jackie
becomes its dominant framing voice.

The complexity of the dual voice in Auntie Rita is further enhanced by a split in
Jackie’s own voice, a commentary that is textually marked off by italics throughout
the entire text. On the one hand, Jackie Huggins’ remarks reflect the perspective
of a university-educated historian and a political activist in Aboriginal causes, and
this voice provides, in a rather detached way, explanatory notes to Rita’s memo-
ries of her life, embedding them in the wider socio-historical context. For exam-
ple, Rita’s account of her community’s removal to the reserve, a very personal and
moving account, is complemented by Jackie’s voice adding historical background
to the system of surveillance of Aboriginal people in Australia in the first half of
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the twentieth century. Jackie even includes archival documentation of the period
legislation, such as the Aborigines Protection Acts (e.g. 14, 33). In these passages,
Jackie steps into her role as an Aboriginal historian taking a clear political stand,
denouncing contemporary racism in Australia, and actively contributing to Aus-
tralian counter-history. This strategy of integrating the wider context of Indig-
enous history into one’s life story has been adopted by a number of Aboriginal
life writers, including Doris Pilkington and Anna Lee Walters, whose writings are
examined in the second section.

In contrast to what could be called Jackie’s “professional” voice, in the pas-
sages in which she directly addresses her mother, Jackie’s voice changes to become
much less formal, deprived of its academic and explanatory tone. This voice is
much more personal, soothing, and supportive, occasionally stepping out of Stan-
dard English to incorporate Aboriginal English. It is these passages that expose
the self-reflective and introspective character of Jackie’s commentary. The inti-
macy between the two women manifests in particular when Rita recollects pain-
ful memories from her life, such as when she had to give up her second child as
a young single mother working as a domestic servant. Here Jackie responds with
compassion and sympathy, addressing her mother directly and even introducing
her own personal narrative. In this way she weaves the two life stories together
by emphasizing their mutual Aboriginality and the mother-daughter bond. Jackie
confides:

1 can just imagine what it must have been like in your time to be a single mother, not once
but twice. ... You were hardly more than a child yourself when you ran away from your family
to a strange town. ... For me, being a single mother has meant independence, freedom, choice,
acclaim, unreserved happiness, status and power over my own life, among other things. All of
which you were never afforded. ... All I want to say to you is that it’s okay. All your children
and grandchildren love you, understand you and forgive you because being a single, Black and
penniless pregnant woman in your time was your greatest test and punishment. (Huggins and

Huggins 48, original emphasis)

This “intimate letter to Rita,” as Brennan calls this passage (158), combines a very
personal conversation with a public statement which appeals to dominant classes
in Australia, reminding them of very different life experiences, in particular those
of a “single, Black and penniless pregnant woman.”

Jackie Huggins’ narrative agency reveals yet on another level—in the moments
when Rita, as the subject and narrator of her story, chooses not to tell certain
details of her life story, details that still carry painful significance and shame for
her. Obviously, the silences and gaps can be interpreted as a way of dealing with
repressed memories and the reading of Indigenous life stories in the light of
trauma studies posits them as testimonies that bear witness to the colonization
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trauma. But a different contextualization of Indigenous life writing within the
history of collaboration between Indigenous informants and white editors dem-
onstrates that self-censure and deliberate withholding of information from the
outsiders, especially information concerning sacred and religious knowledge, the
geographical locations of certain sites or groups of people, or the identification of
white fathers, has been a powerful means of resistance (Muecke 128; Jacklin 35).
Having suffered from long-term exposure to white authorities and anthropolo-
gists’ pressure to speak, Aboriginal people have developed what Stephen Muecke
calls a “discursive strategy [in] the form of non-disclosure” (128, original emphasis).
The significant difference between the collaboration with non-Indigenous editors
and the collaboration with the Indigenous community and family members in the
more recent Indigenous life writing is that Indigenous writers and editors who
shape the final text can usually recognize and respect their elders’ silences.?
Auntie Rita offers an intricate treatment of sharing or withholding information:
at times, Jackie chooses not to respect her mother’s silences, preferring instead to
provide the correct historical context for Rita’s painful memories. At other times,
however, she chooses to remain complicit in her mother’s self-censure, such as
when it comes to revealing more information about the fathers of Rita’s two eldest
daughters. Those of Rita’s silences that are explained by Jackie’s interventions,
concern, above all, the regular beatings and lockups as a form of punishment for
“misbehavior” in the mission school, which resulted in Rita’s internalized self-
hatred and self-blame. In spite of the obviously close relationship between the two
women, it is also possible to interpret Rita’s silences as a resistance aimed not only
at readers, but also at Jackie herself, simply showing that certain aspects of Rita’s
life cannot be shared, even if the listener/writer is a close person. On the other
hand, as resistant and selective as Rita may be about sharing some of these par-
ticular details with her daughter/the reader, her authority is sometimes explicitly
subdued by Jackie’s intervention. Rita herself comments on this: “There are some
parts of my life that I probably didn’t want to have in the book because to me they
are shame jobs. But they are part of the story and Jackie tells me, in her loving
way, that I don’t need to feel ashamed” (Huggins and Huggins 2). All in all, it is
clearly indicated that Jackie’s insistence on including certain details from Rita’s
life that Rita herself would exclude is not driven by a desire to violate or appro-
priate Rita’s voice but rather by a desire to confront the white audience with the
shameful history of the treatment of Aboriginal people in the missions. Thus by

20  One example of such ambiguity in terms of respecting one’s silences and self-censure is provided
in Sally Morgan’s My Place, in which Morgan is in the process of writing her family’s life stories and
describes the difficulties in persuading her grandmother, Daisy, to tell her life story to be taped and
publicized. In the end, after a lot of persuading, Sally does get Daisy’s story on a tape; however, she has
to come to terms with the fact that certain things from Daisy’s life, such as the identities of her father
and grandfather, will never be shared with her.
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offering her own perspective and by her attempt to open up some of the silences,
Jackie is consciously alluding to, and resisting at the same time, the silence that
generations of Aboriginal people have been forcibly confined to.

To conclude, although a major portion of the book is dedicated to Rita’s first-
person narrative, Jackie’s account is by no means secondary. By presenting two
narrative voices in this auto/biographical experiment—the “I” of Rita’s autobi-
ographical account alongside the “I” of Jackie’s introspective passages and his-
torical commentary, which is further complicated by an ambivalence depending
on whether the addressee is her mother or the readers—Auntie Rita resists the
conventional notion of the auto/biographical self as something central, unified,
individual, and transparent. This strategy of inscribing two separate voices—each
speaking for its own self, yet presenting them as one dual voice, a confluence of
two perspectives—is truly innovative.? In this respect, Huggins’ narrative not only
exemplifies but even transgresses the notion of the dialogic and collective self.

21 In Australian Indigenous literature, another, more recent text that uses a very similar strategy is
Kayang and Me (2005) by Kim Scott in collaboration with his elder, Hazel Brown. In the book, Hazel
Brown’s passages, which re-tell her life story as well as the story of Noongar community in the south-
west of Western Australia, alternate with first-person commentary by Kim Scott, which is, like Jackie’s
voice in Auntie Rita, also marked off by a different font throughout the text.
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SECTION I

Separation, Assimilation and Trauma in Life Writing by
Doris Pilkington, Shirley Sterling and Anna Lee Walters

The act of life-writing serves as its own testimony and, in so doing, carries
through the work of reinventing the shattered self as a coherent subject ca-
pable of meaningful resistance to received ideologies and of effective agency
in the world.

Suzette Henke, Shattered Subjects: Trauma and Testimony in Women’s

Life-Writing (xix)

The second section of this book explores a subgroup of Indigenous women’s life
writing that differs in content and form from the texts of public intellectual writ-
ers such as Paula Gunn Allen, Lee Maracle, and Jackie Huggins. The life writing
narratives by Doris Pilkington, Shirley Sterling and Anna Lee Walters turn more
to history and the impact of the colonization trauma on Indigenous peoples, and
although they do transgress boundaries of genre, they seem less experimental
and selfreflective. The title of the section reflects the thematic parallels these
stories share: they present accounts of events that were most traumatic to Indig-
enous families and communities—separating Indigenous children from their fami-
lies and sending them to boarding, residential and mission schools, as they were
called in different parts of the world, with the single purpose of assimilating these
children into the dominant settler society and infringing on Indigenous systems
of kinship and family ties. Stemming from 19*-century scientific racism and the
colonial belief that Native cultures were “dying out” as a result of their “inferior-
ity,” “primitiveness,” and general “inability to adapt” and transform to “modern”
civilization, assimilationist policies in North America and Australia in relation to

” @
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Indigenous populations went hand in hand with phrases such as “breeding out”—a
term officially used in Australia during the politics of eugenics in the first half of
the 20™ century, as is evidenced, for example, in the meticulous documentation
by the Chief Protector of Aborigines A. O. Neville in Western Australia (qtd. in
Scott and Brown 26, 157). The separation of Indigenous children was executed
in especially brutal ways and their treatment in these institutions was equally
brutal, resulting in collective and transgenerational trauma impacting most of
Indigenous families.

The terminology may differ in Australia, Canada, and the United States, but
the core of this system is the same: be it the boarding schools to which Native
American children were forcefully sent in the United States, or the residential
schools, as they are called in Canada, or the missions, sometimes also called Na-
tive settlements, to which Aboriginal people in Australia were removed, all of
these places were disguised as educational institutions but mostly served as train-
ing places for future cheap Indigenous labor—domestic servants, farm hands,
manual laborers—and produced second-class citizens. In Australia, the Aboriginal
people who were systematically removed as children between 1910 and 1970 are
referred to as the Stolen Generations; more than one generation, up to 100,000
children, was affected by this government policy. In 1997, the Human Rights and
Equal Opportunity Commission released the Bringing Them Home report, which
amassed over 500 oral accounts of Aboriginal people affected by forced removals
(Schaffer and Smith 95). A similar report was published in Canada in 1996 by the
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, under the name of Report of the Royal
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, which provides an overview of the development
of the residential school system in Canada and reveals its devastating impact on
the First Nations. The residential school system in Canada started officially in
1879 and was usually administered jointly by the state and various churches. Most
residential schools ceased to operate by the mid-1970s; the last one closed in 1985
(Kuokkanen 702). It is estimated that about 150,000 First Nations, Inuit, and
Métis people attended residential schools in Canada (Miller n. pag.). As in Austra-
lia, various projects attempted to collect and record oral accounts of residential
school attendees. One such example, preceding the official Report, is a represen-
tative collection of 21 oral accounts of First Nation peoples in Canada who were
affected by the residential school system, titled Residential Schools: The Stolen Years
(1993) and edited by Linda Jaine. Both the Australian and Canadian governments
have issued a formal apology to the Stolen Generations and First Nations residen-
tial school survivors, respectively; interestingly enough, both apologies were made
in 2008, by the Labor Party Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in Australia and by the
Conservative Party Prime Minister Stephen Harper in Canada. In the USA, Native
American tribes, their land as well as their “education,” have been administered
by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) since 1824. The system of boarding schools
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in the USA, which started in 1869 and continued well into the 20" century, affect-
ed more than 100,000 Native Americans who were forced by the U.S. government
to attend Christian schools (A. Smith, “Soul Wound” n. pag.). Although there are
projects to record and acknowledge the experiences of Native American boarding
schools survivors (e.g. the National Native American Boarding School Healing
Coalition), the U.S. government has not, to my knowledge, issued a formal apol-
ogy similar in the scope of public interest and media coverage to those offered in
Australia and Canada.

The stories published by Indigenous people as a response to the public at-
tention to the histories of colonial assimilationist policies in settler colonies have
functioned as an important milestone in the recognition of the scale and impact
of these policies on Indigenous peoples. It can be argued that this type of life
stories, the Stolen Generations narratives in Australia and residential/boarding
school narratives in North America, aims to come to terms with the suppressed
histories of separation and assimilation and to bear witness to the subsequent
collective trauma. This is accomplished not only through actual documentation
of historical events and individual life stories from the Indigenous point of view,
but also through employing resistance strategies in the narratives. The life writ-
ing narratives that will be analyzed in the following chapters, Doris Pilkington’s
Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence (1996), Shirley Sterling’s My Name Is Seepeetza (1992)
and Anna Lee Walters’ Talking Indian: Reflections on Survival and Writing (1992),
inscribe resistance to the forced separation and the absolute government control
over the lives of Indigenous children and their relationships to their families by
rigorously recording the impact of these colonial policies and by textualizing the
memories of times spent with the family in the community, recording daily activi-
ties, explaining the kinship relationships, and generally bringing happy moments
back to life. This process becomes an effective, though double-edged way of com-
ing to terms with the trauma from the separation and assimilation and signaling
towards healing and reconciliation.

Doris Pilkington Garimara (1937-2014) was an Australian Aboriginal woman,
community leader, researcher, and non-fiction writer associated mostly with West-
ern Australia and the region of Pilbara. Pilkington was a member of the Stolen
Generations, having experienced forced separation when she was taken away to
the notorious Moore River Native Settlement, and was able to reunite with her
family only later in her adult life. Her most well-known non-fiction work, which
has become a classic in the genre of Stolen Generations narratives, is Follow the
Rabbit-Proof Fence (1996), part of a kind of a family trilogy, preceded by Caprice:
A Stockman’s Daughter (1991) and followed by Pilkington’s autobiography Under
the Wintamarra Tree (2002). In 2002 Pilkington also saw her most well-known story
adapted to the screen in the film Rabbit-Proof Fence directed by Phillip Noyce. In
2006, Pilkington adapted Rabbit-Proof IFence for children under the title Home to
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Mother. Pilkington also contributed to Many Voices: Reflections on Experiences of
Indigenous Child Separation (2002), edited by Doreen Mellor. Her publications re-
ceived a number of awards and her achievements were recognized by the Order
of Australia in 2006.

Compared to Doris Pilkington, the work of Shirley Sterling (1948-2005) is
much less known. She was a member of the Nlaka’pamux First Nation of the In-
terior Salish of British Columbia, and like Pilkington and Walters, she had direct
experience with forced assimilation when she was sent to the Kamloops Indian
Residential School, in accordance with Canada’s Indian Act of 1876, where she
remained for seven years (“Authors and Literary Work—Biography: Shirley Ster-
ling”). Sterling then narrativized this experience in her autobiographical account
My Name Is Seepeetza (1992) as part of her creative writing graduate class. Because
Sterling adopted the narrative voice of a young adult, her book was initially cat-
egorized as young adult fiction, finding its way to official educational curricula in
primary and secondary schools in several Canadian provinces (Episkenew 126). In
1997, she received a Ph.D. in Education from the University of British Columbia
and was active mainly as a teacher and educational advisor. Sterling died prema-
turely from cancer in 2005 (Episkenew 132).

Anna Lee Walters (1946- ) is yet another kind of Indigenous writer. A member
of Pawnee/Otoe-Missouria, she attended Pawnee boarding school and narrativ-
ized this experience in her adult life, particularly in Talking Indian in which she
acutely describes her own identity crisis as a direct result of the residential school
system. She married into the Navajo tribe and worked for the Navajo Community
College and Navajo Community College Press. She holds a degree in creative writ-
ing and has served as a teacher, lecturer, and public speaker on issues of Native
American literature and education. Walters is a prolific writer who was active in
the 1980s and 1990s, publishing mostly non-fiction but occasionally also novels
and short stories. Apart from Talking Indian: Reflections on Survival and Writing
(1992), which is analyzed here, her most well-known publications include the short
story collection The Sun is Not Merciful (1985); the novel Ghost Singer (1988); and
a number of non-fiction and ethnographic narratives, such as The Sacred: Ways of
Knowledge, Sources of Life (1977), a combination of photography, oral stories told
by elders, and history writing; The Spirit of Native America: Beauty and Mysticism in
American Indian Art (1989), which relates art and Indigenous religion/spirituality
while at the same time problematizing the collection and display of Native Ameri-
can art and religion as objects in American museums and private collections.
Walters has also published two children’s stories, The Two-Legged Creature: An Otoe
Story Retold (1993) and The Pawnee Nation (2000) which, as the titles suggest, edu-
cate children in both Otoe and Pawnee history. Her short prose and poetry have
been widely anthologized. Rebecca Tillett characterizes Walters” writing in the
following way:
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For Walters, a clear problem is the basis of both history and anthropology in the en-
trenched racism of nineteenth-century Euro-America: for example, the histories of
American “conquest” that celebrated acts of genocide as legitimate “battles”; the fed-
eral policies that were informed by former military “educationalists” such as Captain
Pratt of Carlisle; and the racial theories of early anthropologists such as Samuel Mor-
ton, whose “polygenesis” theory justified slavery through its promotion of ideas of
biological inferiority (Tillett 85).

Walters, it seems, decided to counter the gradual disappearance of her people
by actively reviving and promoting Native cultures, by producing literature in her
tribal languages (Tillett 79), by explaining and passing on the oral storytelling tra-
dition, and by detailing Native American political and religious systems.

The following chapters of this section examine the most distinguishing themat-
ic and formal characteristics of each of the three narratives. The fourth chapter
explores various ways of re-writing history, pointing out the techniques of work-
ing with and re-working the official, nationally accepted histories of settlement in
Australia and North America, and of challenging the policies of separation and
assimilation of Indigenous children. In addition, it analyzes the strategies that
make it possible to define these narratives as sites of resistance, relating them to
the concept of subjugated knowledges. The fifth chapter engages with the testi-
monial nature of the analyzed texts and looks at the ways in which the traumatic
experience of separation and assimilation is inscribed in what I call scriptotherapy.
The last chapter focuses on the collective subjectivities of the texts and the rel-
evance of the often-discussed dichotomy between conventional Western auto/
biographies with supposedly individual subjects and Indigenous life writing that
is often characterized as typically promoting collective and relational, rather than
individual, selves.
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CHAPTER 4

ALTERNATIVE (HI)STORIES, INDIGENOUS
RESISTANCE AND SUBJUGATED
KNOWLEDGES

As an interpretation of the past, trauma is a kind of history. Like other his-
tories, it attempts to square the present with its origins. The past can be
personal or collective, recent or remote: an artefact of psychoanalysis or an
act of witness; a primordial myth or a use of ancestral spirits to account for
misfortune or violation.

Kirby Farrell, Post-Traumatic Culture: Injury and Interpretation in the Nineties (14)

History and its representation play a fundamental role in fictional and non-fictional
Indigenous writing worldwide. Although “telling history” was a common practice in
pre-contact Indigenous storytelling, the various forms of the impact of the history of
colonization and oppression permeate, implicitly or explicitly, most Indigenous life
writing narratives today. From the very beginning of the colonization of Australia
and North America, Indigenous peoples of both continents have attempted to tell
their experiences of history. As Bain Attwood and Fiona Magowan note in their
introduction to Telling Stories: Indigenous History and Memory in Australia and New
Zealand, “Indigenous people have often worked up histories—historical interpreta-
tions—in order to explain their plight to themselves, and so helped themselves to
survive” (Attwood and Magowan xii). Indeed, the notions of history, memory, and
survival are key issues that have shaped Indigenous writing in general. Until recently,
however, the mainstream population in the settler colonies refused to recognize
Indigenous versions of history and only relatively recently has there been a progress
in providing the other, sometimes very different and rather unfavorable, side of the
history of settlement in Australia and North America. In reaction to the invisibility
and silenced voices of Indigenous peoples, contemporary Indigenous life writing
is driven by the desire to have the hidden histories written down on paper—histo-
ries that in spite of being part of colonial history have never been acknowledged
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(Attwood and Magowan xii). As a result, these narratives frequently communicate
perspectives that displace official histories of white settlement and re-write history
in the sense that they fill the gaps with previously repressed (hi)stories and/or
they provide alternative versions of the settlement. Some well-known examples
include alternative histories of the “discovery” of the two continents which portray
Christopher Columbus and Captain James Cook as anti-heroes, challenging the
myth of terra nullius—a concept largely applied in Australia where it became part
of historical and legal discourse but which could also apply in this sense to the
settlement practices in North America. Terra nullius refers to empty, unoccupied
land, open to claims of European imperial powers, “without negotiation or com-
pensation to its indigenous occupants” (Schaffer and Smith 86). Aboriginal writer
and poet Alf Taylor, a member of the Stolen Generations himself, provides one of
the many “Captain Cook yarns” in his short story “The Last Drop” in which Cook’s
celebrated landing in Botany Bay is depicted as the accidental result of a drunken
stupor and being lost at sea:

... Captain Cook got lost in his ship and landed in this country. He was that pissed from
all the rum he’d been drinking, that on seeing land, he told his convicts to put a dingy
down. He staggered into the boat with some flag and when he touched land he put this
flag down to steady himself and the fuckin’ thing stuck in the ground, thereby claiming
this country while asleep under the flag. (Taylor 125-126)

Anne Brewster argues that this reversal “problematizes the triumphalist, teleologi-
cal narratives of settlement, discovery and nationhood” (“Humour and the Defa-
miliarization of Whiteness” 434). Similarly, in “A Coyote Columbus Story,” Chero-
kee writer Thomas King reconfigures Columbus’ discovery and his hero status by
having Old Coyote conjure the European colonizers, depicted as “some people
on the beach with flags and funny-looking clothes and stuff” (King 123), in order
to have someone to play ball with. Significantly, Columbus, described as a greedy
fool “sailing the ocean blue looking for China” (123), is also depicted as someone
who is lost (both literally and metaphorically speaking) and thus the randomness
and accidental character of European overseas adventures is foregrounded. In
addition, the narrator, whose argument with trickster Coyote about the genesis
of the New World frames this as a story-within-a story, voices the preoccupation
of many Indigenous writers today: “We’re going to have to do this story right”
(122), he explains to Coyote and begins to tell “what really happened” (122). In
this way, such narratives formulate historical counternarratives that significantly
problematize the nationally accepted stories of European settlement and unmask
them as myths of nation-building.

For many Indigenous writers/storytellers, telling history and telling peoples’
lives, including their own, seem to be intrinsically related. Both these activities
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originate in the tradition of storytelling which has been a primary mode of “pass-
ing knowledge, maintaining community, resisting government control, and shar-
ing the burden of hardship” (Schaffer and Smith 101) for Indigenous people in
both Australia and North America. The interconnection between historiography
and life writing has therefore become an important vehicle for remembering the
past and was crucial in the storytelling tradition, the main function of which was
to educate the next generation. However, Sam McKegney, writing about residen-
tial school narratives in Canada, warns against an overly strict focus on histori-
cization, which “(alone) dangerously orients our thinking away from the present
and future, binding us in a reactive manner to the power dynamics of the past”
(6). McKegney argues that it is precisely the imaginative renderings of the past
that are essential to ensure plausible futures for Indigenous peoples by “affording
the Indigenous author interpretive autonomy and discursive agency while tran-
scending the structural imperatives of proof and evidence embedded in historical
paradigms” (7). In other words, Indigenous life writing, in particular the Stolen
Generations narratives and residential and boarding school narratives, invoke
a significant part of colonial history, but they do so in a creative manner, offering
visions of hope, healing, and change (McKegney 7).

Indigenous women’s life writing under inspection in this section contributes to
re-writing the history of coexistence between Indigenous and settler populations
in Australia and North America by challenging the official policies of cultural
genocide, assimilation, and total governmental control over Indigenous lives. Nar-
ratives such as Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence, My Name Is Seepetza, and Talking Indian
reframe these policies designed to break up Indigenous kinship and communal
bonds by piecing together individual stories of Indigenous children of mixed par-
entage who have been taken away and mapping their traumatic experiences, their
resistance and survival strategies, and their successful or unsuccessful reunions
with their relatives. These stories are often based on oral accounts, therefore
struggling to be recognized by the dominant historiography preserved in written
documents. Yet, as Bob Hodge and Vijay Mishra observe, “their cumulative weight
has carried a particular grand narrative into general circulation, as a theme that
the dominant history for many years ignored but now acknowledges as valid”
(Hodge and Mishra 102). So these accounts, even though telling individual life
stories, actually reveal a collective portrait of the Stolen Generations in Australia
and residential and boarding school victims in North America. Most importantly,
these stories are empowering because they tell of Indigenous people who, de-
spite having been separated from their families, having gone through the institu-
tions, and having been forced to accept the dominant society’s values, managed
to resist the pressure; instead of assimilating, they held even more tightly to their
Indigenous origins. As a result, these narratives often show cases in which the
surveillance system and assimilation policies failed in the end. Therefore, it may
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be argued that these life stories, no matter how different in their representations
of the Stolen Generations or residential and boarding school experiences, voice
a collective resistance to the forced separation and assimilation policies towards
Indigenous peoples in Australia and North America. The ways of expressing this
resistance are the focus of the following paragraphs.

The notion of resistance is a complex term and as such can be employed in
a number of ways, in various discourses not always in agreement with each other,
and with increasingly ambivalent definitions. Essentially, resistance is linked to
domains of power and operates on several levels. For the purposes of dealing with
textual, literary resistance, Bill Ashcroft’s general characteristic proves useful: he
describes resistance as a discursive practice which “appropriat[es] forms of repre-
sentation, and forc[es] entry into the discursive networks of cultural dominance”
(Ashcroft 19). However, this raises a number of questions: How does a piece of
writing appropriate forms of representation and whose representation is it? How
does one resist effectively in literature? What are the strategies of writing resis-
tance? Does resistance happen only on the level of content or also on the level of
form? When considering Ashcroft’s observation that “the concept of resistance
literature arises from the central role of cultural expression of political struggle”
(28), it is clear that Indigenous literary production, including life writing, exempli-
fies this characteristic. A number of Indigenous writers, scholars, and intellectu-
als, as well as non-Indigenous critics, have commented on the resistant and politi-
cal nature of Indigenous writing (Monture-Angus 31; Tuhiwai Smith 4; Moreton-
Robinson, Talkin’ Up xxiii). Indigenous life writing therefore plays the role of what
Penny van Toorn calls “tactical histories;” she comments on the resistant nature of
Aboriginal life stories being produced and disseminated through non-Indigenous
institutions, invoking de Certeau’s terms of tactical and strategic writing:

Whether called forth in colonial institutions such as missions, reserves, courtrooms
and prisons, or edited, mass produced and packaged by today’s commercial publishers,
indigenous testimonies remain for the most part ‘tactical’ in Michel de Certeau’s sense
of being made and deployed in cultural territories predominantly or officially under

someone else’s control. (van Toorn 2-3)

The Indigenous women’s life writing that is discussed here, i.e. published texts
aimed at both Indigenous and non-Indigenous readership,” must necessarily take
part in the institutional production of texts, conforming to its laws of power. At

22 There are many life narratives by Indigenous writers and storytellers that are aimed entirely at
family, relatives, and friends in the larger Indigenous community, often produced locally, outside the
domain of non-Indigenous publishing institutions. As products of Aboriginal agency, these narratives
do not need to conform to criteria imposed by a “foreign power,” for example in language, content,
and form choices (van Toorn 3).
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the same time, however, they perform resistance to this power in the form of
subversion, “blindspots, interstices and fleeting, opportune moments,” exploiting
the “play within and between the institutions through which the dominant group
routinely asserts and perpetuates its power” (van Toorn 3). As for the nature of
resistance strategies in Indigenous women’s life writing, it is imperative to take
into account their multifaceted nature. In terms of the diversity of such strate-
gies and their characteristics, Moreton-Robinson notes: “Our resistances can be
visible and invisible, conscious and unconscious, explicit and covert, partial and
incomplete and intentional and unintentional. They are profoundly political acts
that are neither one dimensional or fixed and they do not always lead to conflict
or self-destruction” (Talkin’ Up xxiii). This suggests that the various kinds of resis-
tances inscribed into life stories are not, due to their tactical, strategic, and shift-
ing character, easily detectable.

In the originally oral Indigenous cultures, writing itself becomes an act of
resistance in the sense that in order to gain a voice and be heard it appropriates
the colonizer’s means of expression in order to “write back to the center,” as the
famous phrase goes. By writing and publishing their stories, Indigenous authors
resist the official state policies of silencing or distorting Indigenous voices, histo-
ries, subjectivities, and representations. Also, by writing in English—a language
imposed on them by the settlers—Indigenous writers and storytellers try to seize
some of the power from the dominant society and challenge and shape its dis-
course. On another level, Indigenous writers have often appropriated conven-
tional European literary genres and at the same time resisted them by employing
non-European techniques that are characteristic of the Indigenous practice of
storytelling. In Indigenous life writing, the genre of autobiography, conventional
in European tradition but considered foreign in Indigenous cultures (Krupat, The
Voice in the Margin 55; Wong, Sending My Heart Back 12), is used to tell the story
of colonized people as a collective entity, rather than the story of an individual,
unique self; it is often a collaborative project with multiple authorship, incorporat-
ing other voices and genres, therefore resisting and transgressing genre conven-
tions. On the thematic level, by deliberately choosing to depict extended familial
relationships and foregrounding domesticity, Indigenous women'’s life writing sig-
nificantly resists the intended goals of the government policies of breaking up In-
digenous families. In addition, the depiction of traditional cultural practices and
the foregrounding of Indigenous identities resist assimilationist policies. Finally,
on a stylistic level, life writing narratives often integrate elements (words, phrases,
or entire sentences) from Indigenous languages, sometimes without translation,
as well as the narrative techniques of fragmentation and repetition, adopted from
storytelling traditions.

In Australia, Aboriginal life writing has been fundamental to the process of
resistance to colonialism. Gillian Whitlock emphasizes the importance of resistance
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against assimilation organized by Aboriginal intelligentsia between the 1960s and
1980s, the result of which was a new concept of Aboriginality with a “strategic
sense of united identity” that became “fundamental to the development of an effec-
tive counter-discourse, which could challenge the principles of white nationalism”
(Whitlock, The Intimate Empire 155). This concept of Aboriginality arises from two
bases: first, it is formulated in relation to the dominant white society and second, it
is increasingly “tactical and contingent” (Whitlock, The Intimate Empire 156). These
tactics and contingencies, Whitlock argues, characterize Australian Aboriginal life
writing, together with two opposing processes that are crucial to resistance and are
also activated in the narratives analyzed in this section: the process of articulation
in the form of identity formation and the process of disarticulation, i.e. a critique
of it (156). In other words, Indigenous women’s life writing is significant because
it gives importance to tribal, regional, familial, and generational affiliations while
disrupting the fixed and singular idea of Aboriginality and turning to more mobile,
diversified, and plural notions of Aboriginality (Whitlock, The Intimate Empire 156).
As is shown both in the feminist texts by Allen, Maracle, and Huggins and in the
historical narratives by Pilkington, Sterling, and Walters, these texts explicitly resist
genre boundaries and language codes, as well as conventional representations of
Indigenous women and their histories.

Indigenous life writing in North America certainly shares these elements of
resistance with Aboriginal life writing in Australia. Patricia Monture-Angus, for
example, identifies resistance as a common denominator in Native American writ-
ing: “What is common among many Native American writers is our desire to write
our resistance. This desire might sometimes be described as ‘decolonization’
(Monture-Angus 31). While she characterizes the first wave of Native American
literature, quoting Greg Young-Ing, as “protest literature, political in content and
angry in tone,” Monture-Angus asserts that the more recent writing by both Native
American and First Nations women is resistance writing rather than the protest
literature of previous years (31). In her influential study of Native women’s writing
in Canada from feminist and postcolonial perspectives, Julia Emberley also argues
for reading Indigenous women’s writing as resistance literature, drawing on Bar-
bara Harlow’s theoretical work Resistance Literature and emphasizing that literary
texts produced by “third-world” women are not “supplement[s] to political events
but a constitutive element[s] in the political process” (Emberley 21). Resistance in
various forms is a crucial element of Indigenous life stories and counteracts their
marginalization in the sense that it is shared across diverse Indigenous communi-
ties (Tuhiwai Smith 2).

If Indigenous feminist personal non-fiction was related to strategies of inscrib-
ing difference and framed in terms of resistance to the totalizing tendencies of the
mainstream (feminist) theory, the Stolen Generations and residential and board-
ing school narratives analyzed in this section textualize resistance to mainstream
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historiography. Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence, My Name Is Seepeetza, and Talking Indi-
an stress their protagonists’ resistance to the policy of state intervention imposed
on them and by extension the power of colonial history that swept over their
communities and families. They manifest the uselessness and absurdity of the
mission, residential, and boarding school system in which the children were sup-
posed to gradually forget about their Indigenous background and assimilate into
the dominant society. The removed children in the selected life writing narratives
are individuals who, although torn from their original environment, develop an
even stronger connection to their communities, represented by the family, Native
languages, and traditional life-style. This resistance is significant when considered
in the context of the other experiences among the majority of separated Indig-
enous children affected by the system. Most of the children’s lives were, in fact,
crushed by the system: the outcome was trauma, internal conflicts, loss of iden-
tity, and/or sense of alienation, all of this leading to dysfunctional relationships
later on and generally unhappy lives. It was certainly hard to resist openly, with
few opportunities to escape the predetermined fate and break the cycle. Cases
of children’s escapes from the institutions were scarce and mostly unsuccessful;
many were not able, or not allowed, to connect with their relatives in adulthood,
many assimilated into mainstream society and denied their origins in the hopes of
protecting themselves and their own children.? In this context, the life writings by
Doris Pilkington, Shirley Sterling, and Anna Lee Walters gain special importance
because they tell stories of resistance, of the survival of the few who managed to
escape, both literally and metaphorically, the colonizing power.

Writing resistance in Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence, My Name Is Seepeetza, and
Talking Indian proceeds basically on two levels. First, there is the resistance that
the author inscribes into her text. This includes techniques permeating the lan-
guage, such as subverting Standard English by integrating Indigenous words and
phrases; narrative strategies, such as combining and/or reflecting oral traditions
and storytelling; and the content, such as challenging official narratives by voic-
ing alternative stories. But resistance also takes place within the life stories: in
the form of the protagonists’ resistance to the state policies of separation and
assimilation, especially in the mission, residential, and boarding schools. Some
protagonists run away, as in Pilkington’s account, some seemingly succumb to the
institutional regime but are determined to return to their communities and affirm
their Indigenous identities, as in Sterling’s and Walters’ cases. All these strategies
of resistance are intertwined, sometimes in a more, sometimes less traceable way.

Apart from inscribing resistance, Indigenous women’s life writing produces
differences also by inscribing subjugated knowledges. Moreton-Robinson claims

23  More detailed accounts of people removed as children are available in Carmel Bird’s The Stolen
Children: Their Stories, the Royal Commission Report on Aboriginal People, and Linda Jaine’s Residential
Schools: The Stolen Years.
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that in their life stories, Indigenous women “speak of the practical, political and
" and they express their difference through “ac-
cumulating and producing subjugated knowledges which reflect their world view

personal effects of being ‘other”

and inform their social practice in Indigenous and white domains” (7alkin’ Up 3).
In the following paragraphs, I want to argue that the notion of subjugated knowl-
edges, introduced by Michel Foucault, is particularly useful for exploring Indig-
enous women’s life writing in the critical framework of strategic resistance, and
that these subjugated knowledges create a counter-archive of knowledge through
which the life stories help the writers resist the pressure of non-Indigenous cultur-
al practices and allow their positioning to differ from that of dominant discourses.

In Power/Knowledge, Foucault defines subjugated knowledges as “those blocs of
historical knowledge which were present but disguised within the body of func-
tionalist and systematising theory and which criticism ... has been able to reveal”
(82). A further elaboration on the definition reveals that subjugated knowledges
may be “disqualified as inadequate to their task or insufficiently elaborated: na-
ive knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level
of cognition or scientificity;” more specifically, Foucault continues, it is “partic-
ular, local, regional knowledge, a differential knowledge incapable of unanim-
ity ... which owes its force only to the harshness with which it is opposed by
everything surrounding it” (82). It is this oppositional character, I believe, that
may relate Foucault’s concept to Indigenous discourse and its commitment to
bringing suppressed histories to the surface while relying on tactical resistances.
For Foucault, subjugated knowledges are concerned with a “historical knowledge of
struggles” (83, original emphasis); in other words, with the conflicts, clashes and
hostile encounters, “confined to the margins of knowledge ... by the tyranny of
globalizing discourses with their hierarchy and all their privileges” (83). In my
understanding, Foucault’s theory of the genealogy of knowledge—a product com-
bining “an erudite knowledge and a popular knowledge” (83)—may be applied
to the complex ways in which Eurocentric epistemology, particularly the colonial
discourse, has been placed at the center of the foundational national narratives
of settler colonies and, in order to do this, marginalized and “disqualified” In-
digenous knowledges of history, land, social structures, and cultural practices. It
can be argued that Indigenous life writing is one of the means that can, at least
partially, disrupt the linearity and homogeneity of mainstream historiography
by unfolding the previously subjugated Indigenous knowledges, by, in Foucault’s
words, “entertain[ing] claims to attention of local, discontinuous, disqualified, il-
legitimate knowledges against the claims of a unitary body of theory which would
filter, hierarchise and order them in the name of some true knowledge a