
history of native american literature
The history of Native American literature is a rich and complex tapestry that reflects
the diverse cultures, languages, and traditions of Indigenous peoples across North America.
This literary tradition has evolved over centuries, encompassing oral traditions, written
works, and contemporary forms of expression. Understanding the history of Native
American literature requires an exploration of its origins, key themes, significant authors,
and the impact of colonization and cultural change.

Origins of Native American Literature

The roots of Native American literature can be traced back thousands of years to the oral
traditions of Indigenous peoples. These oral narratives served various purposes, including
entertainment, education, and the preservation of cultural identity. They were often
performed in communal settings, relying on storytelling techniques such as repetition,
rhythm, and vivid imagery.

Oral Traditions

Oral literature among Native American tribes encompasses various genres, including:

Creation Stories: Myths explaining the origins of the world, humans, and nature.

Trickster Tales: Stories featuring clever and often mischievous characters that
convey moral lessons.

Historical Narratives: Accounts of tribal history, notable events, and ancestral
heroes.

Ritual Songs and Prayers: Spiritual expressions used in ceremonies and religious
practices.

These oral traditions were not only forms of entertainment but also vital tools for passing
down knowledge, values, and cultural practices from one generation to the next.

Colonial Impact on Native American Literature

The arrival of European colonizers in the 15th century marked a significant turning point in
the history of Native American literature. The impact of colonization led to profound
changes in Indigenous societies, including the introduction of new languages, religions, and
cultural practices.



Written Literature Emergence

With colonization came the introduction of written language, which allowed Native
Americans to document their stories, histories, and experiences in a new format. The first
recorded instances of Native American written literature emerged in the 19th century, often
influenced by European literary traditions.

Key Themes During Colonial Times

The literature produced during this period often reflected the struggles and resilience of
Native peoples in the face of colonization. Key themes include:

1. Survival and Resistance: Many works addressed the challenges posed by European
encroachment and the fight to preserve Indigenous identity and culture.
2. Loss and Displacement: The impact of treaties, forced removals, and the loss of ancestral
lands became central themes in the literature of this era.
3. Cultural Preservation: As a response to colonial pressures, many writers sought to
document and preserve their languages, traditions, and histories.

20th Century and the Rise of Native American
Literature

The 20th century saw a resurgence of Native American literature as authors began to
reclaim their voices and assert their identities through written works. This period was
characterized by a growing recognition of the importance of Indigenous perspectives in
American literature.

Notable Authors and Works

Several Native American authors emerged during this time, each contributing to the literary
landscape in unique ways:

- Zitkala-Ša (Gertrude Simmons Bonnin): A member of the Yankton Sioux tribe, Zitkala-Ša
was a prominent writer and activist. Her works, such as American Indian Stories, combined
autobiography with traditional stories, exploring the complexities of identity and cultural
conflict.

- N. Scott Momaday: A Kiowa author, Momaday's novel House Made of Dawn won the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1969. This work is considered a cornerstone of contemporary
Native American literature, blending myth, history, and personal narrative.

- Leslie Marmon Silko: A member of the Laguna Pueblo tribe, Silko's novel Ceremony (1977)
is a seminal work that weaves together Native oral traditions and contemporary
experiences, addressing themes of trauma, healing, and cultural identity.



- Sherman Alexie: A contemporary author and filmmaker, Alexie's works, such as The Lone
Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993), offer a humorous yet poignant exploration of
life on a modern reservation, addressing issues of poverty, identity, and resilience.

Literary Themes in the 20th Century

The literature from this period often grappled with themes reflective of the Native American
experience, including:

1. Identity and Belonging: Many authors explored the complexities of navigating between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous worlds.
2. Historical Trauma: Works frequently addressed the historical injustices faced by Native
peoples and the lasting effects of colonization.
3. Cultural Revitalization: A focus on the revitalization of languages, traditions, and cultural
practices emerged as a response to historical erasure.

The Contemporary Landscape of Native American
Literature

Today, Native American literature continues to flourish, with a new generation of authors
gaining recognition and acclaim. Contemporary Native writers are not only preserving
cultural narratives but also challenging stereotypes and addressing contemporary social
issues.

Emerging Voices and Trends

The contemporary landscape is marked by a diversity of voices and styles, with authors
exploring a wide range of genres and themes:

- Poetry: Poets like Joy Harjo, the first Native American Poet Laureate of the United States,
use poetry to convey personal and collective experiences, often blending personal narrative
with cultural history.

- Fiction and Memoir: Authors such as Tommy Orange, with his novel There There (2018),
highlight the urban Native experience and the interconnectedness of Indigenous lives in
contemporary society.

- Graphic Novels and Visual Art: Artists and writers like David A. Robertson are expanding
the boundaries of Native literature by incorporating visual storytelling through graphic
novels.



Key Themes in Contemporary Literature

Contemporary Native American literature often addresses themes such as:

1. Urban Indigenous Identity: The experiences of Native peoples living in urban settings are
increasingly represented in literature.
2. Environmentalism and Land: Many authors explore the connection between Indigenous
identity and the land, advocating for environmental stewardship and justice.
3. Intersectionality: Contemporary literature often addresses the intersections of race,
gender, sexuality, and class within Indigenous communities.

The Importance of Native American Literature

The history of Native American literature is not merely a chronicle of past events; it is an
ongoing dialogue about identity, culture, and resilience. This body of work plays a crucial
role in:

- Cultural Preservation: Native American literature serves as a vital tool for preserving
languages, traditions, and histories that might otherwise be lost.
- Education and Awareness: By sharing their stories, Native authors educate broader
audiences about the complexities of Indigenous experiences, challenging stereotypes and
misconceptions.
- Empowerment: Literature empowers Indigenous voices, allowing them to reclaim their
narratives and assert their identities in a rapidly changing world.

Conclusion

The history of Native American literature is a testament to the resilience and creativity of
Indigenous peoples. From oral traditions to contemporary written works, this literary
tradition reflects the diverse experiences, histories, and cultures of Native Americans. As
we continue to explore and celebrate this rich literary heritage, it is essential to recognize
and honor the voices that have shaped and continue to shape the landscape of Native
American literature. Through their stories, Native authors invite us to engage with the
complexities of their cultures and experiences, fostering a deeper understanding of the
diverse fabric of American literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the roots of Native American literature?
Native American literature has its roots in oral traditions, with storytelling being a vital
means of preserving history, culture, and spiritual beliefs before the advent of written texts.



How did European colonization impact Native American
literature?
European colonization led to the suppression of Native American oral traditions and
languages, but it also prompted the emergence of written literature as Native authors
began to respond to colonial experiences and assert their identities.

Who are some key figures in modern Native American
literature?
Key figures include N. Scott Momaday, Leslie Marmon Silko, Sherman Alexie, and Joy Harjo,
each of whom has contributed significantly to the recognition and evolution of Native
American literary voices.

What themes are commonly explored in Native
American literature?
Common themes include identity, community, spirituality, the connection to land, cultural
preservation, and the impact of colonization, often reflecting the lived experiences of
Native peoples.

How has Native American literature evolved in the 21st
century?
In the 21st century, Native American literature has expanded to include diverse genres and
forms, with more authors gaining visibility and addressing contemporary issues such as
environmental concerns, political activism, and cultural hybridity.

What role does oral tradition play in Native American
literature today?
Oral tradition continues to play a crucial role by influencing contemporary writing styles and
themes, serving as a bridge between past and present, and helping to preserve cultural
heritage.

How do Native American writers address stereotypes in
their work?
Native American writers often challenge stereotypes by presenting complex, multifaceted
characters and narratives that reflect the realities of Native life, countering media
portrayals and advocating for authentic representation.

What impact has the Native American renaissance had
on literature?
The Native American renaissance, which emerged in the late 20th century, significantly



revitalized interest in Native voices, leading to greater visibility, increased publication
opportunities, and a broader audience for Native American literature.
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