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Beyond Bows and Arrows,
          


Books about Native Americans
When we teach about another culture – even read about another culture – it’s hard not to fall into the use of stereotypes, tokenism and references from secondary-sources of mis-information.  Many children’s books that include Native American characters, such as Little House on the Prairie, Peter Pan, Indian in the Cupboard, present the American Indian as myth – a lovely black-braided princess or a noble savage wearing buckskin and feathers and eating fry bread.    This subtle form of racism, though not intentional, perpetuates an attitude that separates and islolates “we” from “them.”
In this essay I describe ways to evaluate if a book encourages a young reader to be aware of and to celebrate contemporary native characters as individuals.  I describe ways to evaluate if a book speaks with authenticity and presents people, not stereotypes or misperceptions.  I include a listing of online resources and current literary awards that recognize the best in Native American literature.

Books open our eyes and hearts.  Multicultural books increase our awareness of other ways of living and thinking.  The best of these books connect us to other people of the world allowing readers to experience that on the outside we may look, dress, sing and dance differently, but inside, we are all the same.  Inside we struggle with the same emotional battles.  Inside we experience similar fears and yearnings. 

In this United States one of the last ethnic groups to have a recognized body of literature – and to be portrayed accurately in literature – are the “first people,”  the Native people of the many different tribal groups.  To increase students’ awareness, respect and knowledge of contemporary Native Americans  as well as their history and heroes, we need good books about them.  We need historical books that present accurate information and not only “see” from the white person’s perspective.  We need books with Native American characters who are presented as individuals, contemporary kids in urban as well as rural or reservation settings.  How do we find these books?  How do we increase our own sensitivity of cultural stereotyping?  How do we become better critical readers and question traditional histories?  In other words, how do we evaluate books about Native Americans?
Look at a photograph.  Listen to it. *

Listen to a photograph?  What do I mean?  Let me explain….
 
Look at this photograph. Listen to it.*
Writing or teaching about another culture is risky territory.  As “outsiders” to any or all specific tribes, a first step is recognizing one’s own prejudices, beliefs and agenda, which may vary from the romanticized “noble savage” to the foolish or funny “redman.”   Native Americans in children’s literature are frequently still presented as stereotypes, not as real individuals but cookie-cutter, headdress-wearing Indians of no particular tribe who use bows and arrows and sit around a campfire smoking peace pipes.  The themes of most books about American Indians are still limited to the same historical biographies of a few heroic chiefs, Sacajawea, or the retelling of legends. What makes a book both a great read and an authentic story? 

Back to the first step, recognize our own blinding prejudices, beliefs and teaching agendas.


Look at a photograph.  Listen to it.


With honesty and careful observation.  Let us use our ears as well as our eyes and return not to the same place where we began.*



*Inspired by words of poet, Alberto Rios


To see anew…from a different place…


Try this – describe a young Native American.  Who do you visualize?  Develop this child into a character.   Where does she live? 

What does he do for work, what clothes does he wear.  What are his hobbies.  How is his life style the same or different from yours?  What does he spend his money on; how does he spend his free time?

Impossible!  You protest and rightly so.  You need to ask – what Native American do I mean – from what tribe?  Does she live in New York City with a single mom who is a college professor or an artist?  Does he live on a reservation and Dad is a surgeon in a hospital?  Is that possible?  Are there Native American surgeons working on reservation hospitals?  Where?

  How can you create a specific person given only a general reference – Native American?

Of course you can’t.  No more than I could describe a white kid… without knowing a lot of specific information.

One stereotype perpetuated in literature is that Native Americans are one group rather than an enormous variety of tribes speaking different languages, observing different customs, having different histories.

The first task is going beyond the general “Indian”  to the specific person.  A good story is driven by our desire to know “what happens” to the individual characters we care about.

Eliminating “we” and “they,” emphasizing the universals that connect rather than the exterior differences that divide.

The second task is accuracy.  Perhaps the worst offenders are those who have written American history from the viewpoint of the “white folk.”  Perhaps the most basic/notorious example is Christopher Columbus.  He “discovered” a place that was not empty of people, a place that was the home, the community of many.  His first voyage was to bring his “good news” back home to the queen; his second voyage was to take what he needed to pay his debts.  I wonder how we would write history if lovely aliens from Venus discovered the United States and realized what a terrific resource of slaves for their own advanced civilization.

Accuracy extends to specifics about how this Native American character lives, works, eats, dresses, travels…and dreams about.  An excellent example is Cynthia Leitch Smith’s  Jingle Dancer – contemporary, specific, individuals – no stereotypes, no one lives in a tipi or grunts ugh.  No red faces.  A new celebrated example is Sherman Alexie’s  The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian.  From the first chapter we are drawn into the life, the angst, the traumas of ____ as he first explains all the problems of being born with “water on the brain” or too much grease like a cerebrum of French fries.  What it feels like to be bullied…to dare to be different…to lose a friendship…to love parents who embarrass and humiliate you.

Kathy Short in reflecting on multicultural or intercultural states that “I found that the majority of books are folklore with some historical fictin.  What I could not find were picture books and novels in English reflecting contemporary life…”  She then stresses that “Literature provides an opportunity for children to go beyond a tourist perspective of gaining information about another country.  Through immersing themselves in story worlds, children can gain insights into how people feel, live, and think in other parts of the world and come to recognize their common humanity and to value cultural differences.” 

Re-writing history… Christopher Columbus… Thanksgiving

Ellen Levine: 

 “Rest on Truth for authority rather than taking authority for truth.”

Kazanzakis:

The only thing more real than truth is legend.”


As with other culturally specific books for children, the pattern seems to repeat – first break through are stories that retell legends, describe beliefs about creation, relationships between earth, the universe and mankind – or between brother and brother, parent and child.  Next are stories that tell of legendary heroes or great leaders and warriors – Geronimo, Cochise.  Historical events – Wounded Knee…

And finally, contemporary – kids in real situations, confronting universal problems – being bullied, failing school, losing a parent, dysfunctional families, striving to achieve dreams.

“All art is propaganda…”    George Bernard Shaw

Good propaganda!   Why read stories about other cultures?  Stories are a way to enter another world, to gain information, to see with new eyes, new ears.

Look at a photograph and listen with new ears.

Kathy Short:  Teaching for intercultural understanding involves far more than lessons on human relations and sensitivity training or country units on only the most visible elements of culture, such as food, fashin, folklore, famous people and festivals…Interculturalism is not a unit, activity, or book, but an attitude of mind that permeates the curriculum.  

One powerful way to go beyond external characteristics of a “strange or different” culture is through story.  When we are caught in the grips of a moving plot, when we care so much about the main character and almost feel we are that character, we begin to live in that”other world.”  As a reader we begin to see with new eyes another way of living, others ways of believing and valuing.  We gain a new perspective.  Compassion.
Regarding the question, who should/ can write these stories?   Who can write a story as memorable and as mind-changing as To Kill a Mocking Bird?  Someone who Knows the character and his world deeper than external   respect  passion  and someone who is willing to writer and rewrite to write the best story possible.

Where are the guides, the resources to find accurate, good books.  Books that kids want to read.  Books with believable characters.   Books that make us laugh and cry and see anew, connect anew.   Books that go beyond bows and arrows.  

John F. Kennedy:  address at Amhurst College  October 26, 1963

“When power leads man toward arrogance, 

poetry reminds him of his limitations.

When power narrows the areas of man’s concerns,

Poetry reminds him of the richness and diversity of his existence.

When power corrupts,

Poetry cleanses

For art establishes the basic human truths

Which must serve as the touchstone of our judgment.”

Sherman Alexie:  “The Absolute True Diary of a Part-Time Indian.”

The first scene – bookstore reading – of Business of Fancy Dancing

Music group Indigenous:  Who is in Indian?

Kathy Short:  “Children Between Worlds,”  AZ Reading Journal, Spring 2007.

Create intercultural connections

TV and movies create and perpetuate stereotypes and fear, emphasizing “they” are different

Often stereotypes are perpetuated not on purpose, without being aware or sensitive of the messages

Remember looking for sexism in children’s books and early readers?

Now look at “Indian-ism” in children’s books –

Is an Indian character an individual – what tribe?  What language?  What clan?

Is a character still a “noble savage”  Indian princess  horse warrior  vision-seeker?

Eg.  Peter Pan, Little House on the Prairie, Indian in the Cupboard

Beyond stereotypes, beyond bows and arrows

Beyond legends, retellings, made-up tellings, long-ago warriors and chiefs

Do we still live like George Washington, Abraham Lincoln
Beyond Inaccuracies of history

A primary educational goal is to increase students’ awareness, respect and knowledge of contemporary Native American heroes and cultures.  To do this we need good books.  Beautiful books.  Accurate information. Books about individuals, about contemporary Indian kids in urban as well as rural or reservation settings.  How to we find these books?  How do we evaluate books by and about Native Americans?


What is life?

It is the flash of a firefly in the night.

It is the breath of a buffalo in the wintertime.

It is the little shadow which runs across the grass



And loses itself in the sunset.
Crowfoot,  Siksika  (Blackfoot)
Internet Sources:

www.oyate.org

published A Broken Flute; and  Through Indian Eyes
http://AILA.library.sd.gov  American Indian Library Association

Blog site of D. Reese: American Indians in Children’s Literature

www.ibby.org   International Board of Books for Young People,


publishes Bookbird: A Journal of Inter/l Children’s Lit. 

www.usbby.org  US IBBY


publishes Bridges to Understanding,  also 

Crossing Boundaries with Children’s Books


www.shakti.org  Shakti for Children


www.teachingtolerance.org 


www.salinabookshelf.com 

www.eric.ed.gov   Education Resources Information Center (search for articles:  teaching about Native Americans, quite a nice list!)

Many thanks for your interest and suggestions,   Nancy Bo Flood

www.NancyBoFlood.com   wflood@hotmail.com
I lived and taught on the island of Saipan in Micronesia, and wrote about the people, their island, stories and culture.  My work was given their most prestigious award in the literary arts.  Currently I am teaching on the Navajo Reservation.  Most of my students are Navajo or Hopi and are either beginning an educational career or are teachers completing advanced degrees.

The settings of my books vary from the lush tropics of Micronesia to the stark desert of the Navajo Nation.  Themes remain similar – making connections between children of different cultures and generations – to see beyond stereotypes and to realize the universality of our human experience. 
The Navajo Year, Walk Through Many Seasons, received several awards – IRA’s Children’s Choice, Notable Social Science Trade Book, Arizona’s Book of the Year, and NEA’s Read Across America November book selection.  

Historically and still today, many books written for children about Native Americans present archaic stereotypes.  ( such as Little House, Peter Pan, Indian in the Cuphoard).  No wonder children today still think of Indians as natives living in teepees and hunting with bows and arrows.  Some books offer authenticity but are limited to legends, religious beliefs such as Creation Stories, or are about historical events, heroes and heroines.  (Wounded Knee, Trail of Tears, Sitting Bull, Geronimo, Sacajawea, Pocahantas).  Few books create individual characters – real kids, urban as well as reservation - in authentic contemporary settings.  

We need to “re-vision” beyond retellings and legendary chiefs. This essay takes a look at the stereotypes of Native Americans presented in children’s books – many are good books - and discusses the reasons/ importance of bringing Native American literature to the same accurate and engaging standards.


To suggest resources that list, describe and evaluate books about Native Americans.


To increase the reader’s awareness of the issues of subtle racism, inaccuracies of history, and the need to make books about contemporary Native Americans available to students.

