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Abstract: In the modern society, where alienation and powerlessness feature prominently, 

Native American writers provide in their works ways of dealing with traumatic experiences 

from the more or less remote past and of reconstructing an identity that resolves the inner 

struggle most Native Americans face, due to their mixed heritage. Native American women 

writers’ autobiographies emphasize the need to rely and incorporate traditional Native 

American identity formation components, namely language and storytelling, the land and its 

surrounding elements, and cultural tribal heritage into the present, in order to recover lost 

values and perspectives that would provide healing and continuance. Leslie Marmon Silko, 

Louise Erdrich and Linda Hogan create, in their autobiographies, a self composed of a 

multitude of voices, emphasizing the connection that exists between humans and the natural 

world, as well as the cultural knowledge that is transmitted from one generation to another. 

Apart from this interconnection between people and nature and ancestral heritage, Native 

American women writers also deal with another major identity formation component without 

which Native people could not reach a balanced sense of the self: that of language and 

storytelling. This article discusses ways of reconstructing identity in the autobiographical 

works by Erdrich, Marmon Silko and Hogan with a view to recovering cultural heritage. 
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Introduction 

Over the last few decades, Native American writers have made strenuous efforts to rebuild 

their Native identity by highlighting its traditional components. These traditional identity 

formation components, namely bloodline, cultural heritage, the land, the natural environment 

and the language, are revered in Native American writers’ works as grounds on which an 

identity that best fits the modern world is reconstructed. The autobiographies of established 

Native American women writers, such as Louise Erdrich’s, Leslie Marmon Silko’s and Linda 

Hogan’s stand as evidence of Native American identity reinvention through elements of 

traditional identity formation. 

Identity is a concept that has been widely discussed and analyzed from different 

theoretical perspectives. From a sociological perspective, Peter J. Burke and Jan E. Stets define 
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identity as: “the set of meanings that define who one is when one is an occupant of a particular 

role in society, a member of a particular group, or claims particular characteristics that identify 

him or her as a unique person” (Burke and Stets 2003:3). According to Burke and Stets, society 

plays a major role in one’s identity formation because of his/her affiliation to certain groups or 

of his/her assertion of certain particularities that are socially constructed. Thus, people define 

their identity in relation to social constructs that society imposes on them. Regarding the 

relationship between society and identity, another important sociologist, Sheldon Stryker, notes 

in his “The Past, The Present and The Future of Identity Theory” that: “persons have as many 

identities as distinct networks of relationships in which they occupy positions and play roles” 

(Stryker 2000:5). Here, Stryker highlights again the role that society plays in one’s identity 

formation, stating that one has multiple identities and enacts them according to what specific 

situations require.  

In Identity: Sociological Perspectives (2014), Steph Lawler states that: “It is not 

possible to provide a single, overarching definition of what [identity] is, how it is developed 

and how it works. […] what identity means depends on how it is thought about” (Lawler 2014: 

7). Because the term identity encompasses many other categories such as gender, class, race, 

ethnicity, class, and so on, it has been rendered difficult to define. Depending on the category 

one has in mind, identity is defined in accordance to that category only, hence the wide range 

of analyses regarding the concept of identity. However, despite the numerous aspects of 

identity, there is one main issue that draws attention to writers and scholars: “[the] relationship 

between the ways in which people live and understand their lives and the kinds of social 

categories available to them” (Lawler, 2014: 9). According to Lawler, this relationship “is at 

the heart of struggles – both lay and academic - to understand identity” (9). This link between 

the social categories and self-perception is also pointed out in Native American women’s 

autobiographies, because, in emphasizing their traditional elements of identity, Native 

American women writers also point out the derogatory social categories imposed on them by 

the mainstream society. 

The present article focuses on Native American women’s identity and their struggle to 

counteract the misconceptions regarding Native American women and reassert their former 

traditional power. The best way in which feminine Native American identity may be discussed 

is by analyzing internal sources, such as Native American women’s autobiographies, namely 

Leslie Marmon Silko’s Storyteller (1981), Louise Erdrich’s The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear 

(1995), and Linda Hogan’s The Woman Who Watches Over the World (2001). They are 

considered to be the best literary sources in which feminine Native American identity is 

depicted. According to Devon Abbot Mihesuah, “Native women- […] are the ones who can 

best describe what it means to be Indigenous women, because […] they are “those who live it” 

(Mihesuah 2003: 29).  
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One paramount reason for Native American women writers turning to autobiography 

writing is explained by Hertha D. Sweet Wong.  She claims that  

 

with the deconstruction of the subject and the complexities of contemporary Native 

identities in the late twentieth century, there are many writers who have turned to 

autobiographical writing as one mode of grappling with vexed questions about the 

instability of identity and perhaps as a way to articulate or fashion a coherent Native 

subjectivity. (Sweet Wong, 2005: 139)  

 

According to Sweet Wong, many Native American women writers view autobiographies as 

ways through which they can counteract the misconceptions regarding Native identity as well 

as ways through which they can reshape and reconstruct their own Native American identities 

in the modern world, where the concept of identity is a highly debatable one.  

Native American writers have taken their Native identity formation elements and turned 

them into major literary themes, pointing out the destructiveness brought by colonialism that 

still affects Native people. In Native American Literatures: An Introduction (2004), Suzanne 

Lundquist states that  

 

Native literary themes pivot around various descriptions and confrontations with the 

causes and effects of Native fragmentation while at the same time imagining how 

healing from such debilitating fragmentation might occur. (Lundquist 2004: 203)  

 

By employing the major elements of identity formation as themes, Native American authors 

explore the traumatic historical events and their effects on people and discover ways of 

overcoming the damages of the past. Thus, Native American writings can also be seen as 

methods of healing the wounds of the past events. They create special artistic effects not only 

for the readers but also for the authors themselves, who confront their own traumas and heal 

themselves through writing. Native American autobiographies also contain the major Native 

American literary themes proving that they are not fictional but on the contrary, they are part 

of present-day reality and that they actually provide ways through which Native American 

people can deal with the fragmentation resulted from the traumas of the past, but also with their 

own daily experiences. 

 

Homelands 

One major Native American identity formation component that is also a prevalent theme in 

many Native American works is the link to the land. It is a known fact that Native Americans 

revere nature with all its variety, and have a special relationship with their former tribal lands, 

as Native American origin stories are related to land. Native American women’s 

autobiographies also make numerous references to their former tribal lands.  
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 The traditional tribal stories about the origins of the world and myths show how 

important the land is for Native Americans’ identity formation, as they are all connected to it. 

Clara Sue Kidwell and Alan Velie state that: “American Indian stories of the origin of the world 

orient people to the land, in all its aspects, and to the sky. Stories of tribal origins give people 

their sense of place in the world” (Kidwell and Velie 2005: 24).  Thus, the land also gives 

Native American people a sense of belonging to a specific group, home and security. These 

tribal stories of the origin of the world are not only part of Native American people’s cultural 

background, but they are also “ways of establishing human relationships with existing 

environments” (Kidwell and Velie 2005:24). These stories of creation stand as guidelines for 

a nurturing relationship between people and the nature. 

The healing power of land does not lie only in origin stories, but also in the surrounding 

environment and all its elements, such as rocks, birds, animals and so on. As Velie and Kidwell 

state in their Native American Studies: “to many Indians winds, plants, animals, even rocks 

may be sentient beings, and their power can be harmful to those who do not understand and 

know how to use it” (Kidwell and Velie 2005: 31). Hence, the numerous references in Native 

American writers’ works underline the necessity of having a balanced relationship with the 

land and its elements in order to achieve a stable sense of identity.  

One of the three Native American autobiographies analyzed is Louise Erdrich’s The 

Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear, in which she describes her pregnancy period and her daughters’ 

first year. Throughout The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear, Erdrich includes many references 

to birds, deer, wild turkeys and other elements of nature, such as trees, woods, or sky, showing 

the readers her personal and at the same time traditional Ojibwa connection to nature. Erdrich 

emphasizes the interconnectedness between people and nature when writing about her 

daughter’s love for plants and rocks. Erdrich reminisces that 

 

In the tradition of my grandmother, using her seeds, I literally transplant myself into 

this ground and find at the same time that our five-year-old as well inherited the 

gardening urge-she’s a ferocious planter, digger, weeder, fellow obsessive planner. […] 

She believes we die but all things are connected… (Erdrich 1995: 92-93).  

 

Erdrich clearly emphasizes the interconnectedness between people and their ancestors with and 

through nature. Her five-year-old daughter feels close to the natural environment, feeling at 

home surrounded by plants, a connection that she inherited from Erdrich’s grandmother. 

Erdrich points out the Native American traditional perspective which has already been instilled 

into her daughter: the people’s identity formation cannot exist outside their connection to 

nature. 

Throughout the book, Erdrich emphasizes her identity as a Native American by 

connecting cultural heritage with the land. Lee Schweninger states in his Listening to the Land 

(2008) that: “[Erdrich’s] writing, her self-identifying as Ojibwa, her overt struggle to survive 

through writing, all come together consciously, especially in her attitude toward the natural 
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surroundings” (Schweninger 2008: 98). Thus, in her memoir, Erdrich emphasizes her cultural 

heritage as Native American and her finding inner peace and tranquility by relying on the 

soothing powers of nature’s elements, by stating that:  

 

on lovely New England days when everything should be alright- […] - I fall sick with 

longing for the horizon. I suffer from horizon sickness. […]. And to compensate for 

horizon sickness, for the great longing that seems both romantically German and 

pragmatically Ojibwa in origin, I find solace in trees. (91).  

 

Here, she clearly points out the major role land plays in one’s construction and reconstruction 

of identity. The Ojibwa nation’s ancestral lands are located in the Northeast, a wooded area; 

thus, the trees provide the author a sense of belonging and a ground in which she can overcome 

the instability of having mixed heritage. 

Linda Hogan’s memoir, The Woman Who Watches Over the World (2001), is another 

major Native American work where the concept of interconnectedness is explored. Linda 

Hogan warns people of the tragedies that might come from a broken relationship between 

humans and the natural environment and its elements. The title of Linda Hogan’s 

autobiography stands as a metaphor for the connection between humans and nature and for the 

need of a nurturing relationship between these two. Linda Hogan explains that the title comes 

from a clay figure she saw in a museum gift shop from San Martin, Mexico. Hogan bought the 

clay woman entitled “The Bruja Who Watches Over the Earth”, but when it arrived, the clay 

woman was broken. For Hogan, the broken clay woman became a metaphor for the broken 

relationship between humans and nature, as she writes: “The woman who watches over the 

world was broken. [...] Yes, the woman who watches over us is as broken as the land, as hurt 

as the flesh people. […] Something between us and earth has broken” (18). Thus, the clay 

figure stands as proof for the current state of the world, predominantly characterized by 

destructiveness and fragmentation. In her “Coping with Trauma: Self-Portrayal in Linda 

Hogan’s Memoir”, Ludmila Martanovschi claims that the title can also stand for “the speaking 

voice in the text that strives to achieve unity and render meaning for the sake of the reader” 

(Martanovschi 53). In her memoir, Linda Hogan strives to raise people’s consciousness 

regarding the degrading state of nature and, in consequence, of their selves. 

A third Native American autobiography that emphasizes the healing powers of Native 

American identity formation constituents is Leslie Marmon Silko’s Storyteller (1981). 

According to Linda Krumholz, Storyteller has been divided into six sections, which she titles: 

“Survival” (1-53), “Yellow Woman” (54-99), “Drought” (100-155), “Rain” (156-186), 

“Spirits” (187-211) and “Coyote” (212-267), each them focusing on specific themes that 

resemble a ritual of initiation for the non-Natives and a quest of identity for the Native 

Americans: it begins with the Native perspective as being in danger and doomed and ends by 

reinforcing Native values. (Krumholz 2011:70) 
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“A Geronimo Story”, for example, belonging to the last section, is imbued with 

references to nature and land’s importance in Native American lives. The story shows that only 

by maintaining a balanced relationship with the surrounding environment, one can acquire a 

great deal of knowledge that ensures Native American identity survival. Another instance in 

“A Geronimo Story” that shows the close relationship between Native Americans and nature 

is found in Andy’s recount of the first night outdoor, where: “Siteye was singing a spring song 

to the stars: it was an old song with words about rivers and oceans in the sky” (Silko, 1981: 

217). Here, the narrator initiates the reader into another Laguna tradition and perspective 

regarding nature: that of honoring nature’s elements and their power. Siteye is clearly a man 

deeply rooted in the tribal traditions and customs and even though he is familiar with the Euro-

American ways of life, he continues to follow the old ways in order to preserve his sense of 

self and to show the next generation that Native American identity means strength, resilience 

and power if maintained by the traditional identity formation elements such as the link to the 

land and to the native language. 

 

Language and Storytelling 

Language is an important element in Native American identity. Across the centuries, since the 

early colonial times, Native American tribes have been forced, by hostile circumstances, to 

renounce their native language and adopt English instead. Because of this imposition, many 

tribal languages have been almost forgotten, and this led to the shattering process of Native 

American identities. However, nowadays Native Americans have realized that language is 

another major part of their identity and have been making efforts in resurrecting their tribal 

tongues. According to Velie and Kidwell “language is key to understanding Native world 

views” (2005, 83). Thus, Kidwell and Velie draw attention to the non-native readers to the 

importance of language in Native Americans’ lives. Even though non-native readers are unable 

to read or hear the Native American languages, they can still comprehend Native American 

perspectives if they become familiar with concepts such as orality and storytelling.  

Louise Erdrich uses extremely rich literary devices and profound metaphors to express 

the greatness of the language. She places a great emphasis on storytelling as part of the Native 

American identity in her works. Erdrich considers that storytelling should be part of all people’s 

lives as it is enriching and healing. She acknowledges that storytelling is actually part of the 

Native American tradition passed down from one generation to another, as she states that: “The 

voice in which my grandfather spoke to me is, however, laced unfathomably through the 

mechanism of my own brain, so that I hear him speak in clear tones” (1995: 186).  Native 

American oral traditions are powerful tools in the process of preserving and constructing 

identity, ensuring tribal survival and personal empowerment. Erdrich also acknowledges that 

her own gift of storytelling comes from a long line of storytellers and that her ancestors’ voices 

and their stories are deeply embedded in her own identity. According to Margaret Noori in her 

essay entitled “Louise Erdrich Anishinaabezhibiiaan”: “Telling stories in any language is an 

act of hope and memory; for Erdrich, it is an act of survival. Words convey with sounds and 
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definition the history and creativity of individuals and communities” (2013: 105). Thus, the 

formation and maintenance of identity and culture are based on language, which, in Erdrich’s 

works, including her autobiography, functions as a reinforcement of Ojibwa culture and 

identity. 

Language also functions as an important theme in Silko’s Storyteller. One of its roles 

is to maintain and reinforce identity. According to Helen Jaskoski, “Silko has been engaged in 

developing a theory of story and storytelling as constitutive of human identity and community” 

(2011: 87). Silko’s Storyteller can thus be read as a reaffirmation of her Native identity through 

language. 

Apart from the traditional or fictional stories that Silko includes in Storyteller, there are 

also autobiographic recounts of Silko’s grandparents. One instance of autobiographical 

recounts is about Silko’s grandmother, Marie Anaya Marmon, in which she once again 

emphasizes the importance of storytelling in Native Americans’ lives. Interestingly, the story 

belongs to the section that Krumholz calls “Survival”. Silko recounts the traditional Laguna 

ways of washing the hair with yucca roots or cleaning teeth with juniper ash still used by her 

grandmother. Regarding the importance of storytelling in grandmother A’mooh’s life, Silko 

recounts: 

 

Her last years they took her away to Albuquerque/ to live with her daughter, aunt 

Bessie./ But there was no fire to start in the morning/ and nobody dropping by./ She 

didn`t have anyone to talk to all day/ because Bessie worked./ She might have lived 

without watering morning glories/ and without kids running through her kitchen/ but 

she did not last long/ without someone to talk to (35). 

 

Silko clearly indicates that storytelling is part of Native American identity, acknowledging that 

without it, Native Americans lose their sense of self. She is fully aware that uprooting someone 

from their home, land, and traditions leads to a shattered identity and eventually loss of will 

and power. Silko emphasizes the great loss endured by her grandmother, forced to live in a 

strange place, where she could no longer follow her daily rituals, but considers that while the 

loss of these rituals was traumatic, her grandmother could have overcome them, she could have 

survived, if there had been someone to talk to and share her stories with. Silko acknowledges 

that her grandmother could not bear being reduced to silence and thus, lost her desire to live. 

The importance of storytelling in grandmother A’mooh’s life is once again emphasized by the 

photograph attached to this recount in which Silko’s grandmother is portrayed holding a book 

and reading from it to Silko’s sisters. 

Linda Hogan’s The Woman Who Watches Over the World is another autobiographical 

narrative where the importance of language in one’s identity making is stressed. Linda Hogan 

relies upon the Native American oral tradition of storytelling to reinforce her identity as a 

Chickasaw member. She states that: “A spoken story is larger than one unheard, unsaid. In 

nearly all creation accounts, words or songs are how the world was created, the animals sung 
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into existence. […] We are […] made of words” (Hogan, 2001: 21). To Hogan, language is 

part of people’s identity providing the means to tell stories, which ensure survival. She takes 

up N. Scott Momaday’s statement regarding the power of language and reinforces it in her 

work, showing the reader that words are means through which survival and healing can be 

achieved. Martanovschi claims that in Hogan’s autobiography “self-expression turns into 

salvation” (55). This process of self-expression reveals unknown or unattainable truths 

regarding one’s inner self or important aspects of the world. 

 

Bloodlines, Heritage, Reinvention 

Regarding the bloodline, many Native Americans place little importance on it, but in order to 

be part of a certain tribe, one must demonstrate that he/she is the descendant of one of the 

members of that particular Native American tribe. According to Kidwell and Velie: “in 

contemporary society, Indian identity may simply be represented by the possession of a 

Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB), issued by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and based 

on descent from a federally approved roll of original tribal members compiled in the late 

nineteenth century” (2005: 70). Due to the reluctance regarding enrollment showed by many 

Native Americans during colonial period, many find it difficult to prove that they are 

descendants of particular tribal societies. Hence, bloodline does not constitute a major Native 

American identity formation constituent, as they value more previously discussed aspects of 

Native life. That is also why little importance is given to bloodline in Native American writings. 

Apart from blood quantum, which is nowadays less important, cultural heritage and 

lineage are part of Native American identity. Louise Erdrich emphasizes in her 

autobiographical work, The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear, the importance of family and 

community in shaping one’s sense of self. After the death of her grandfather, Patrick Gourneau, 

Erdrich realizes that “I must have been sustained by my grandparents even more than I knew” 

(184), since they are “our witnesses, our living memories. We lose them and we lose the farthest 

reach of ourselves” (186). Erdrich remembers her grandparents and their importance in every 

person’s life to underline the deep connection between tribal elders and young Native American 

people’s identity. Erdrich acknowledges that people’s identity and sense of self is shaped by 

the stories and memories of their grandparents or tribal elders as they pass down their 

knowledge to the next generation.  

Apart from short stories and poems, Silko has included family photographs in her 

autobiography. The role of these photographs is not only to evoke relatives or past events, but, 

as Elizabeth McHenry states, they “act as puzzle pieces to let in partial images of the past: the 

process of restoring pictures to their narrative contexts provoked questions never before asked 

or answered by Silko’s sense of self, family, immediate community, and the larger myths and 

legends of her region” (McHenry 103). In other words, Silko’s Storyteller is one of 

contemporary Native autobiographies that try to answer important questions related to Native 

identity and their perspectives on life. Through the use of family photographs, Silko bridges 

the field of anthropology and ethnography to that of autobiography, providing a clearer image 
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of Native American contemporary life, identity and culture. In Silko’s Storyteller, the reader 

can find information about Laguna culture, can better understand the Native American identity 

constituents, and identify various life experiences of contemporary Native Americans. At the 

beginning of the Storyteller, Silko draws attention to the importance of photographs in her 

autobiographical work as well as in people’s lives. She states: “I realized that the photographs 

in the Hopi basket/ have a special relationship to the stories as I remember them / The 

photographs are here because many of the stories can be traced in the photographs” (Silko 1). 

Thus, Silko both acknowledges, and draws attention to, the importance of photographs in 

people’s lives, as they stand as evidence for the stories of one family or community, 

contributing, at the same time, to strengthening and reinforcing tribal culture.  

Linda Hogan also emphasizes the concept of interconnectedness found in Native 

American traditional perspectives and employed by other Native American women writers, 

such as Erdrich or Silko in their works. Hogan acknowledges that people’s identity is 

constructed and influenced by their ancestors and the natural world. She states that: “Many 

fates dwell inside a single human being. We sleep with all those whose blood or lives we share, 

inheriting their histories. […] I became the meeting place of forces not my own” (Hogan 114). 

Just like Erdrich, who states that our ancestors are part of our identity, so does Hogan 

emphasize the deep connection between people and their ancestors, family members or 

members of the community. To show the reader the vast connection between people’s self and 

their ancestors as well as their community’s history, Hogan connects her personal life 

experiences and traumas that became part of her self with the history of Chickasaw nation, the 

Native American tribe Hogan is part of: “I am one of the children who lived inside my 

grandmother, and was carried, cell, gene, and spirit within mourners along the Trail of Tears” 

(Hogan 123). Once again, Hogan connects the history of Native American nations to that of 

her own, emphasizing the connection between people and cultural heritage as well as exposing 

the reality of Native American life in colonial and post-colonial America. 

 

Conclusion 

Native American women’s autobiographies are evidences of their strong sense of self which is 

being built relying upon, and respecting, the Native American identity components, namely the 

power of language, storytelling, cultural heritage and the connection with the land. All these 

Native American autobiographies invite readers to acknowledge the interconnectedness 

between people and their cultural heritage as well as the natural environment and to love the 

world and its landscapes. According to Theresa S. Smith and Jill M. Fiore in their “Landscape 

as Narrative, Narrative as Landscape”, 

 

The stories that contemporary Native Americans often need to hear are ones that 

acknowledge dislocation and isolation while enacting healing for both the individual 

and a community that includes the natural environment. By definition, these stories 
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must grow out of the landscape—indeed, must participate in the landscape—in order to 

be efficacious. (Smith & Fiore 2010: 60)  

 

Thus, Native American writers find their inspiration in the surrounding environment and 

succeed in reconnecting with their roots by writing about the landscape, hence presenting the 

readers strategies of overcoming traumas and identity crises.  

 Louise Erdrich’s, Leslie Marmon Silko’s and Linda Hogan’s autobiographical 

narratives show readers that only by confronting the duality that exists within the self, due to 

their mixed heritage and by incorporating the traditional Native identity constituents into their 

lives, can one rebuild a balanced sense of self.  
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