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Beginning with a redefmition of key critical terms and a discussion of the Western 
academy's stake in devaluing the discourse of the sacred, this dissertation moves into a study 
of the sacred writings of six American women. First, we look at Lucille Clifton's poetry in 
Good Woman and Next. We observe this poet's celebration of her participation in 
generative creation and racial continuity, through the body of motherhood. In addition, 
Clifton claims kinship with "Other" cultural groups, based on shared values, understandings, 
and vocation. 

The second chapter explores the "character" of the American tree in Toni Morrison's 
Beloyed. The tree is a site where we can track the excruciating creation of African 
American double consciousness. Both African and Western paradigms of order are tested 
against the ''behavior'' of the American tree and its displaced inscription on the body of a 
slave woman. A sapling New World model of the socio-sacred evolves from this experience, 
and takes root. 

In the third chapter, we look at the transmutation of Aztecan female deities and the 
values they embodied, into "official" and non-official versions of the Virgin of Guadelupe. 
Ascribed and achieved connections with this image of the matrix are explored. In comparing 
literary representations by Sandra Cisneros and Gloria Anzaldua, we explore how sexual 
orientation factors into a woman's link with her generative matrix. 

The fourth chapter concerns the development of the figure Pauline/Leopolda in 
Erdrich's Tracks and Love Medicine. We piece together her participation in a larger 
Chippewa drama (that of "creative cosmic confIict"),and come to question whether official 
Western institutions have "conquered" the Chippewa, or are themselves being amalgamated 
into a dynamic relationship much more ancient than white incursion. 

The final chapter is an examination of the slow conversion of an avant-garde, 
privileged "white" woman, Mabel Dodge Luhan, by the spirit of land-matrix she lives on. 
Written across a period of 20+ years of life in Taos, New Mexico, Dodge Luhan's work 
demonstrates that the Western subaltern must struggle against many layers of her own 
ideological programming before meeting with the sacred, body to matrix, without 



philosophical or sacerdotal intermediaries. This suggests something Man-centered 
Subjectivity cannot tolerate: the possibility of an autonomous, sacred, forcefield with the 
ability to call humankind- in spite of material culture or ideological self-interest -- to a 
creative, insurrectionist, alignment in the service of tife. 
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ABSTRACT 

Beginning with a redefinition of key critical terms and 
a discussion of the western academy's stake in devaluing the 
discourse of the sacred, this dissertation moves into a study 
of the sacred writings of six American women. First, we look 
at Lucille Clifton's poetry in Good Woman and Next. We 
observe the joy this poet takes through her participation in 
generative creation and continuity through the body of 
motherhood. In addition, Clifton claims kinship with "other" 
cultural groups, based on shared values, understandings, and 
vocation. 

The second chapter explores the "character" of the 
American tree in Toni Morrison's Beloved. The tree is a site 
where we can track the excruciating creation of African 
American double consciousness. Both African and Western 
paradigms of order are tested against the "behavior" of the 
American tree and its displaced inscription on the body of a 
slave woman. A sapling New World model of the socio-sacred 
evolves from this experience, and takes root. 

In the third chapter, we look at the transmutation of 
Aztecan female deities and the values they embodied, into 
"official" and non-official versions of the Virgin of 
Guadelupe. Ascribed and achieved connections with this image 
of the matrix are explored. In comparing literary 
representations by Sandra Cisneros and Gloria Anzaldua, we 
explore how sexual orientation factors into a woman's link 
with her generative matrix. 

The fourth chapter concerns the development of the 
figure Pauline/Leopolda in Erdrich's Tracks and Love 
Medicine. We piece together her participation in a larger 
Chippewa drama (that of "creative cosmic conflict") ,and come 
to question whether official Western institutions have 
"conquered" the Chippewa, or are themselves being amalgamated 
into a dynamic relationship much more ancient that white 
incursion. 

The final chapter is an examination of the slow 
conversion of an avant-garde, privileged "white" woman, Mabel 
Dodge Luhan, by the spirit of land-matrix she lives on. 
writen across a period of 20+ years of life in Taos, New 



Mexico, Dodge Luhan IS work demonstrates that 
subal tern must struggle against many layers 
ideological programming before meeting with the 
to matrix, without philosophical or 
intermediaries. 
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This suggests something Man-centered Subj ecti vi ty cannot 
tolerate: the possibility of an autonomous, sacred, 
forcefield with the ability to call humankind-- in spite of 
material culture or ideological self-interest to a 
creative, insurrectionist, alignment in the service of Life. 
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PREFACE 

"Most large words are imprecise. They are useful 
because of their imprecision" 

Toni Morrison, in an interview with Claudia 

There are some universals. One is that all humans 

groups have invented language as their primary form of 

sustained interpersonal communication. And just as there are 

different intentions and capabilities inherent in non-verbal 

forms of communication - for instance a bright fauvist 

canvas, a totemic housepole, mime, instrumental jazz - there 

are different intentions and capacities/limitations behind 

the use of different words and their groupings. For the 

purposes of writing and reading this dissertation it will be 

important to recognize the difference between the aims of 

words wielded with mythic or poetic intent and power, and the 

agenda of the word that seeks to classify. Because this 

dissertation fits within a genre entitled "scholarly work," 

there are requirements that it demonstrate the ability to 

interact with those analytical discourses important to the 

interdisciplinary fields of literature and cultural studies. 

This is a reasonable requirement. New members of any 

communi ty must be aware of, respectful of, and able to 
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participate in the complex of "storytelling" which describes 

that community's ongoing (historic) and current concerns. 

Like many non-natal newcomers to a community, I am 

multi-lingual. The first language I, or anyone, learns (the 

one recognized most easily, the "home" tongue) is that of 

the ineffable. My second language, or way of verbally 

ordering the world, is poetics: it seeks to describe/refine, 

rather than con- or define. My third language, that of the 

academic community, has traditionally been bounded by its 

application of positivist analysis as a tool toward 

understanding. 

Although poetry is a classically recognized ·(and 

compartmentalized) genre in the Western "world", it is said 

to belong to the realm of amorphous feeling. Poetics are seen 

to express not what is actual or empirically discernible, but 

the "imaginative" - that which is dangerously close to 

fiction, or falsehood. The works in this study are poetic. 

Yet these works are laden with serious critical and cultural 

theory, (from the Greek theorin), indicating that their 

authors are looking at, and asking us to look at, some aspect 

of the human condition in interaction with the "world." 

Trinh T. Minh ha quotes Barthes in a way that is useful 

for re-visioning our understanding of the terms "fiction" and 

"scholarly," in order to claim that both descriptions and 
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scientific inventories are fictional because language itself 

is fictional: therefore "fiction" may be used 

interchangeably with "jargon". Barthes wrote that: 

Every fiction is supported by a social jargon, a 

sociolect, with which it identifies: fiction is 

that degree of consistency a language attains when 

it has jelled exceptionally and finds a sacerdotal 

class (priests, intellectuals, artists) to speak 

it generally and to circulate it (71). 

Trinh notes that each "fiction" engages in rivalry with 

other fictions, referring once more to Barthes: 

each jargon (each fiction) fights for hegemony: 

if power is on its side, it spreads everywhere in 

the general and daily occurrences of daily social 

life, it becomes doxa, nature ••• (71). 

Before beginning this study, let us look at the doxic 

assumptions the academic community-at-large holds with 

reference to certain terminology. Our aim is to address 

pejorative, weighted, or insufficient significations, so 

that familiar and problematic words can be reclaimed and 

employed with temporary ease. Although specialized or 

"jargonistic" words are often used to pigeon-hole or 

stereotype, they were coined for the sake of efficiency- a 

sort of shorthand expressing lengthy, dialectically rich, and 
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problematic concepts under one small, easy-to-use umbrella. 

But buzz-words are not only innocent markers. Because they 

are ideologically torqued to veil power-value relationships, 

they are quickly traded by the ruling classes as the currency 

of "standardized" usage: doxa. 

Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary is used to 

furnish the standard definitions of the terms examined 

immediately below. 

Eurocentric the pejorative quality of this word 

becomes immediately obvious when we place it against the 

current usage of "Afrocentric." The latter implies recovery 

of a revered, valuable, and tutelary history, while' the 

former commonly infers that what is being described or 

classified has a inevitable, chauvinistic, 

colonialist/neocolonialist cultural intent. As such, what is 

connoted by the use of the term "Eurocentric" is highly 

inaccurate. Many people in Europe still live within armed 

colonial regimes - to wit, the Irish, the Basques, until 

recently the Polish, Yugoslavs, Serbs, etc. In addition, 

this term does not address the thoughts, aspirations, and 

"sub"cultures of the poor of Europe - the working and 

underclass people of Hegel's Germany, Levi-strauss's France, 

coleridge's England, or, Bloom's united states. The label 

"Eurocentric" does not consider that many French nationals 
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are of North African ancestry, hundreds of thousands of 

British citizens trace their origins to the Caribbean or the 

Indian sub-continent, and race riots are rife because native

born Germans of Turkish ancestry are said to be displacing 

"Aryan" workers, etc. The fiction behind our hasty use of the 

word "Eurocentric" is that it includes the lived reality of 

all European people in the very value system that oppresses 

(to varying degrees) the majority. This move automatically 

includes the oppressed of Europe, by association, in 

complicity with cultural imperialism, both abroad, and after 

their immigration to the united states. It encourages 

polarizations where lines of affiliation should' be 

cultivated. 

What we really want to denote here represents the aims 

and ordering ideologies of a privileged class which 

originated and thrived in Europe, and which seeks to extend 

or conserve its status through complex networks of power over 

others' lives and labor. Those who also can truly be said to 

be "Eurocentric" are subalterns who actively involve 

themselves in supporting the ruling order, in hopes that 

through alignment, they too will attain ruling class/power 

status. Subaltern involvement can take many forms: 

aspirational/ideological, mimetic, even oppositional. Often, 

wittingly or not, it is a combination of all three. 
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Eurocentric, then, for the purposes of this study, 

stands for the ideological practices which situate and 

maintain the foregrounded model of order promoted by those 

who actively and consciously benefit(ed) from the system of 

socio-economic power relations which first arose in 

Renaissance Europe. Such practices reveal the traditional 

values of the elite of Europe and their subalterns, reenacted 

through various phases of feudal, colonial and neocolonial 

dominance. At the turn of the twenty-first century, it is 

apparent that the economic practices and social relations 

which came out of Renaissance Europe have been adopted by 

countries far from the North Atlantic. 

Western is a similar term, but less local. In this 

dissertation, it will indicate the ideological practices 

which situate and maintain the foregrounded paradigms of 

order promoting the interests of the ruling-elite classes 

throughout Europe and the Western hemisphere. The cultural 

input of the underclass and original peoples living in those 

geographic regions (whether Paiute or Pict, Yanamamo or 

Yugoslav) is not a true factor. 

In fact, when we look closely the term Western has a 

decidedly postmodern, metropolitan inference. This 

cosmopolitan gloss is a palimpsest, the glamorous coating of 

"progress" upon an under image of cartel-like economic, 
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cultural, and ideological imperialism. The "West" sees itself 

as spreading rapidly and inevitably in every direction. For 

example, in his 1992 state of the Union Address, President 

Bush claimed that through its victory of the cold war, the 

Uni ted states had moved from being "number one in the West to 

number one in the world!" The standardized expansionist 

"nature" of "the West" is also demonstrated in that we might 

easily speak of applying Heiddiger's Western philosophy to 

some practice of the non-Western Aleut (who live about as far 

West as you can go and not be East). 

The above terms are clearly political in intent, gloss, 

and application. However the use of the following -- and the 

avoidance of their use in academic writing -- is also a 

political issue. 

a traditional story about' ostensibly 

historical events that serves to unfold part of 

the world view of a people, or explain a 

practice, belief, or natural phenomenon; PARABLE, 

ALLEGORY; a popular belief or 

tradition .•• embodying the ideals and institutions 

of a society or a segment of society; an unfounded 

or false notion; a person or thing having only an 

imaginary or unverifiable existence (WNNCD 785). 
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One key word above: "ostensibly" - which indicates 

something stretched (L. tendere) to show or appear a certain 

way, e.g. the truth stretched to appear to represent 

historical events, in order to explain a practice, etc. 

Immediately, we note a biographically "Western" 

characteristic-- the assumption that the "nature" of history 

is to authorize the present. This doxa is itself bound in a 

net of complicated assumptions such as the veracity of uni

linear and evolutionary time. Another possible reading of 

myth is as "PARABLE" - a short fictitious story that 

illustrates a moral attitude or religious principle; or 

"ALLEGORY" a trope. Myths, then, are those stories 

composed of figures of speech which stretch the truth by 

appearing to represent verifiable history, but are really 

"unfounded or false notions" told by the populace (fr. It. 

poploaccio, the rabble). 

But here in the united states, outside the construct 

known as Eurocentric "reality," myths are practiced by many 

people to transmit time-tested truths and values. They 

encode cultural practices of tribal and more loosely 

organized communities, express the ongoing concerns of a 

group, and most importantly often offer a highly complex 

model of the simultaneously interactive layers of a working 

universe-- interworkings not explicable in "primitive" 
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paradigms, such as ranked dualism. Relegating the concept 

"myth" to the realm of the "unfounded" --or as in "mythical" 

("FICTITIOUS" "IMAGINARY" and "false"), points directly to 

the intense Eurocentric rivalry for hegemony of ideologic 

"fictions", practiced as it defines and devalues supposedly 

apolitical terms. 

Biographical truth, however, also lies in the jaundiced, 

ethnocentric, "standard" definition of myth. For the West 

interprets what it classifies as the "myths" of its 

"sub"cultures in terms of the propagandistic trajectory of 

much of its own myth-making. A politics of suspicion 

regarding the motivation behind other peoples' myths, for a 

group which has deployed the Biblical myth of white 

supremacy, or promulgated xenophobic male authority through 

"The Rape of Europa" Ovid to Raphael -- is as much a 

logical assumption as it is ultimately a logical fallacy. 

This projection is one reason why it is still a struggle 

within academia to acknowledge that the stories of La Llorona 

have as much to teach us about the fundamental concerns of 

humanity as does Heart of Darkness. 

Yet the classroom is the Western setting which might 

best facilitate the broad resuscitation of positive myth, as 

well as examine its particular potential as propaganda. Myths 

cannot be easily grasped or maintained out of context -- they 
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are practices, arising out of oral traditions and set in 

ritual or festival frames which require participation from 

the individual members of a group. Print culture, on the 

other hand, establishes a field of communication in which the 

"teller" is invisible to the listener/reader. It encourages 

isolate-individual involvement, rather than group-individual 

contexts. In the classroom, an intentional community of 

inquiry can be established, with a goal toward investigating 

the organic applications of myth. Reading aloud and 

discussion are ways in which myths can be practiced (rather 

than identified as arcane artifacts), ways in which "the 

order of the texts remains embedded in the order of· the 

body." Harry Berger Jr. has written that: 

We characterize embeddedness as a totalizing 

effect produced by the tendency of the signifying 

body to expand into all available spaces until it 

permeates society, nature, the cosmos, and the 

gods with the resonance of its categories, 

imagery, and voice (B&T 147). 

We might modify his perception to read "interpermeates;" 

for the human organism not only permeates, it is 

simultaneously diffused into -- by moisture, temperature, 

sound, influence, etc. 
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In this study we will be directed to "myths" of people 

who claim them as venerated, hard-won, living, and closely

guarded treasures. In the attempt to avoid a distorted 

linguistic lens, let the term "myth" stand for a field of 

accreted knowledge stored in verbal form, which is repeated, 

practiced, and looked to by the people of a specific group as 

a reliable model for living. Let the pejorative usage, as in 

the "myth" of Social Darwinism" be replaced by the term: 

propaganda. 

But if the study of the myths of non-Eurocentric America 

has been predominantly relegated to the study of the 

"primitive"; to write with academic authority of the 

metaphysical is simply not done. How can we credit that 

which "relat[es] to the transcendent or to a reality beyond 

what is perceptible to the [physical] senses": that which is 

not perceived as empirically or positivistically present, but 

"abstract" "abtruse" or "SUPERNATURAL"? (WNNCD 746). The 

playing field of the metaphysical, as we know, is that 

abandoned lot of the Enlightenment -- the mystical. Among 

the standard definitions of the term "mystic" are "OCCULT" 

"OBSCURE" and "ENIGMATIC" , coupled wi th mysterious, and 

"inducing a feeling of awe or wonder" (WNNCD 785). That 

which is mysterious, awesome, and wonder-full can not at the 

same time be controlled, owned, or mastered. In other words, 
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that which is not perceived as materially palpable - ownable, 

controllable, available for mastery - is said to be obscure 

(doubtful, vague, veiled "through some inadequacy: of 

meaning. •• an imperfect or clouded revelation often with 

ominous or sinister suggestion"), concealed or withheld 

(WNNCD 815).1 And My:sticism is defined as: 

the belief that direct knowledge of God, spiritual 

truth, or ultimate reality can be attained through 

subjective experience (as intuition or insight); 

vague speculation; a belief without sound basis; a 

theory postulating the possibility of direct and 

intuitive acquisition of ineffable knowledge or 

power(WNNCD 785). 

But to the Western mind, how can the existence of 

knowledge or power be proven, exercised and claimed, if they 

are ineffable (thus un-knowable in the Biblical sense): if 

they are sUbjective experiences rather than the product of 

intellectual or physical mastery over an object? The 

metaphysical and the mystical are said to be areas unworthy 

of scholarly concern; are said to be "immaterial" when placed 

against material culture and the grave physical shortages, 

excesses, injustices, and imbalances that plague our planet. 

1 my emphasis 
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But many women writing from "sub"cultural locations of 

racial, gendered, class, age and ethnic marginalities now 

validated and "studied" by the academy in terms of material 

culture, work on a daily basis with "metaphysical" and 

"mystical" matters. This study aims to extend to their works 

the serious, Ii teral, and contextual consideration each 

author herself claims. Who knows? Maybe the term "united 

states" potentially describes more than a legislated 

conglomerate of local and intermediate governments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

since Greek and Roman times the "fiction" of the mind-

body split has struggled to embed itself hegemonically in the 

western "world".2 This split went through many legitimating 

processes before emerging in its modern/postmodern form. The 

"modern" application arose from the project of the 

Enlightenment, with its goals to accumulate rational 

knowledge in science, law, and universal morality, geared 

toward dominating and controlling the irrational in nature 

(be it human or environmental). The laudable end these means 

were to serve was a permanent reduction of want, scarcity, 

ignorance, and debilitating "superstition." Intellectual 

enlightenment, then, was to liberate humanity from its 

material struggles; to transform it into "universal, eternal, 

immutable Humanityll(Harvey 13). We recognize built-in 

problems when we note that the age of the Enlightenment was 

also the phase of colonialism when exploitation was 

scientifically "stepped up", and that the "humanity" to be 

liberated from care, to represent "universal. •• Humanity" , 

2 Though the mind/body split is often traced through the Bible to Middle Eastern tribes 
of 7,000-4,000 B.C., some scholars now dispute whether the Old Testament, particularly 
Genesis, promoted the ranked dichotomous split between the mind and the body before 
Christian hellanization, contending that dualist application is due to later European exegesis. 
See Theodora F. Carrol for such a discussion. 
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was a self-selected group of Eurocentric individuals, 

practicing their philosophy both in Europe, the united 

states, and the colonies of the pre-capitalist world. A 

crucial step in the methodology employed in this elite, white 

male project was to sever humankind from historical 

institutions and revered but rationally inefficient 

traditional mores and values. 

David Harvey informs his readers how contemporary 

critics, from the vantage point of hindsight, read the 

outcome of certain Enlightenment proscriptions. Adorno, for 

instance, noted that threads of Enlightened philosophy could 

be traced to "children of the Enlightenment" like Marx, '(who 

sought to convert his readers through'Utopian thought to a 

universal science); and at their most extreme, to Hitler's 

endeavors, fueled by the legitimating logic of domination and 

oppression (13). And Max Weber wrote that the Enlightenment's 

"purposive-instrumental rationality doesn't lead to universal 

freedom but to the 'iron cage' of bureaucratic rationality, 

wi th no escape" ( 15) • Yet today, regardless of such 

critiques, in the West the "head" or "mind" is generally 

viewed, through doxic assumption and orthodox regulation3 , 

apart and privileged from the "corruptible" "weak" body. On 

3 For an excellent discussion of the mechanics of doxa. orthodoxy and heterodoxy, see 
Chapter IV, Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977. 
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the individual level, this dichotomy is commonly internalized 

through splitting the senses: the mental awareness of an 

individual and her body are perceived as separate and 

polarized fragments (or entities), as in "The mind is strong 

but the body is weak", or "I'm in a good mood but my body 

still hurts after the accident." The subtleties and occult 

character of such a split will be dealt with in more depth 

later in this study. The fact is that most of us are familiar 

with the concept "mind/body split", if not the full 

pervasiveness of its consequences. But another split has 

occurred in the west; one which lies behind the 

inadmissability of the "metaphysical", the "mystical, II, and 

discourses of the sacred wi thin the academy, except when 

examined as primitive artifacts or anthropological residue in 

living cultures the west considers vestigial. 

In order to produce all ranked dual pairs, an invisible, 

unspeakable third element must be sacrificed. Julia 

Kristeva's model of abjection in Powers of Horror best 

enables us to examine the mechanics of the triadic 

mind/body/spirit split. Kristeva discusses the psychological 

process perceived/practiced in the West, known in Freudian 

terms as the splitting of the ego into the ranked pair of 

Subject/ Object, thereafter seen as inside/outside, or 

primary self and other. Objects offer categorical limits by 
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which the Western individual identifies the complex of 

characteristics that "mean" her or him"self"-- in other 

words, objects are used to construct the boundaries of I 

which the not-I provides. Another component essential to this 

process, however, has been jettisoned, and now "lies outside, 

beyond the set" of subject/Object: a component which "does 

not cease challenging its master"(2} throughout the 

ambivalent search for human wholeness. The search for 

wholeness as a driving human need is currently recognized and 

legitimated in the Western academy under the term desire. 

The jettisoned component, necessary to both Subject and 

Object formation, Kristeva identifies as the Abject. 

The chosen persona known as the "self" is the 

constructed I-eye from which an individual looks out on her 

world, identifying through (and often with) the object-other 

as alter ego. A process before the formation of the subject 

and its objects has taken place. But tnis process is 

immediately relegated to oblivion: "a repression that one 

might call 'primal' has been effected prior to the springing 

forth of the ego, of its obj ects and representations," writes 

Kristeva (II). In the West, the abject occurs --as the 

object of primal oppression -- in states of existence that 

conflict with Eurocentric concepts of "man", for there are 

behaviors and realities which fully (civilized) "humans" must 
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trim off in order to earn that title. Such realities are 

those identified with the pre-human; with animal behavior, 

and with a lack of full separation from the matrix 

(independence). The abject, then, is that element which 

society's image of supreme and autonomous "man" cannot 

coexist with-- that which is so intolerable to the doxic norm 

that it becomes, and resists from the position of, the "pre

nomina 1 , the pre-obj ecta I" ( 11) 4. For instance, in Western 

thought one cannot simultaneously be defined as a cow and a 

man, a child and a man, a woman and a man. 

The Enlightenment project, with its coronation of the 

rational mind -- in oppositional contrast to the irrational 

but still scientifically empirical body-- was enabled through 

the abj ection of human recognition of and dependence on 

invisible and undefinable (thus un-Knowable) supreme powers. 

The very existence of a matrix of vast, generative, but 

materially uncontrollable sacred powers confounded the 

scientific "fiction" that certain select humans could, would, 

or should become "universal, eternal, (and) immutable." 

If not the best, perhaps the most extreme expression of 

what Kristeva describes as the Western sense of disgust and 

repugnance in the face of what has been abjected, can be 

4 It also may be seen as becoming the pre-projectile, for it insinuates itself as a 
trajectory of desire. 
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found in the writings of that "child of Enlightenment", 

Friedrich Nietzsche. 

Concerned with the "morality of breeding, of race, of 

privilege" (Twilight of the Idols 58), Nietzsche railed 

against Christianity as the victory of the not fully "human" 

Chandala (untouchable)-- "the poor and lowly, the collective 

rebellion of everything downtrodden, wretched, ill

constituted, underprivileged--(which is) taking revenge on 

superior "men" through "the religion of love" (TOI58). He 

asks his reader, "What is more harmful than any vice? Active 

sympathy for the ill-constituted and weak" (The Anti-Christ, 

116). 

But if sympathy for the underprivileged is worse than 

vice, "What is good?" Again Nietzsche answers himself by 

saying, "All that heightens the feeling of power, the will 

to power, power itself in a man. 

"What is bad? All that proceeds from weakness. 

"What is happiness? The feeling that power increases -

that a resistance is overcome" CAC 115). The social-

evangelical message of Christianity, then, is seen to retard 

the full development of "men", a rare and elite group which 

Nietzsche exhorts "must be superior to mankind in force, in 

loftiness of soul - in contempt" CAC 114). 
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However, Nietzsche denounces not only what he considers 

the tangible, backward effects of religion as social 

activism: he also tells us that "'Pure spirit' is pure 

stupidity" CAe 125). In his manifesto for an enlightened 

race of men, he states: 

We no longer trace the origin of man in the 

'spirit', in the 'divinity', we have placed him 

back among the animals. We consider him the 

strongest animal because he is the most cunning; 

his spirituality is a consequence of this (AC 

124) • 

We see that the divine-spirit has been jettisoned in 

favor of the reclamation of the animal body, which opposes 

and is under the command of a "cunning" mind. It is 

important to note Nietzsche does not differentiate between 

the manipulations of arcane institutions such as the European 

Church, and the essence of religion itself. For he asserts 

"We deny God; in denying God, we deny accountability; only by 

doing that do we redeem the world" (TOI54). 

Although such a claim might still appear to be focused 

against specific Eurocentric monotheistic constructs, the 

ensuing text clarifies that all god-ness is to be dethroned: 

My demand of philosophers (is) that they place 

themselves beyond good and evil - that they have 
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the illusion of moral judgement beneath them. 

This demand follows from an insight first 

formulated by me: that there are no moral facts 

whatever. Moral judgement has this in common with 

religious judgement, that it believes in realities 

which do not exist (TOI 55). 

But what roots Nietzsche's project in the aims of an 

Enlightenment-run-amuck is stated quite explicitly in the 

following: 

A religion like Christianity ••• must naturally be a 

moral enemy of the 'wisdom of the world', that is 

to say of science it will approve of, all 

expedients by which disciplining of the intellect, 

clarity and severity in matters of intellectual 

conscience, noble coolness and freedom of 

intellect, can be poisoned and calumnated ••• Faith 

as an imperative is a veto against science CAC 

163). 

And there we have it. The object-body can and must 

persist to Cop) position the thinking Subject's application of 

science. But "faith is a veto" against the hegemony of the 

"fiction" upon which the Enlightenment rests - scientifically 

controllable "reality". The fear of moral control over an 

intellect, fighting more overtly and violently than ever 
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before for supremacy in the ranks of dualism, is obvious in 

Nietzsche's writing. We see what is perceived as the Western 

intellect's struggle to emerge from dominance and slavery 

into "freedom"; an actual life or death struggle with the 

Subject position of the intellect at stake, for like a 

Shakespearean princeling, it lies in mortal danger of being 

"poisoned" by its "enemy", faith. 5 

The power of Nietzsche's rational, scientistic horror of 

spirit is clear. But what are the effects of the spirit's 

amputation from the old, uneasy, Western "incorporation" of 

mind/body/spirit? Discredited are the complex mysteries of 

incarnation, transubstantiation, and resurrection that arise 

from interactions between measurable and imrneasurable6 

elements, or levels of existence, in the "world". We are left 

with a model of reality which has as its nucleus, 

"efficiency." It is much as if we were looking at the 

profitability of growing a crop, say wheat. We concur that 

5 A transcript of the Spring 1989 conference hosted by 
the History of consciousness Department of the University of 
California, Santa Cruz, can be written away for. It records 
the closing speech by Cornel West, who questioned why certain 
philosophers "make it across the Atlantic" while others 
don't. West urged participants to ask themsel ves why 
Nietzsche, for example, is so eagerly recuperated and 
embraced in American academia, when Gramsci or even Dewey are 
not. 

6 Due to size, scope, or incorporeality. 
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certain factors such as rain and sun are important to our 

primary object-ive, the production of wheat. Sun and rain are 

lamentably unpredictable and uncontrollable, but we cannot 

deny that they exist, because we can see them, measure 

temperature, rainfall, flooding: predict: and thereby hope to 

manage them scientifically to some extent. Air, however, is 

not deemed essential to the production of wheat. Yet air 

currents stimulate and carry the rains, and through cloud 

production may occlude the sun, thus shortening, lengthening, 

precipitating, or abruptly ending the growing season. Of the 

classic four natural elements (water, fire, earth and air) 

the sUbstance air is said to be insubstantial.· The event of 

air's velocity is known as wind, something generally 

discerned as a discrete element- other than air. Yet without 

air (avoiding the reductionist term "atmosphere"), the 

measurable affects and elements of fire, water, earth which 

all must combine in wheat's growth process would be without 

a conducting and circulating medium. In fact, without air 

the plants would smother to death. 

In a like manner, when the scientifically immeasurable 

spirit is removed from the construct of the physical body, 

the way is paved for that isolated body to become a mere 

vassal/host for the agenda of a symbiotic intellect. As in 

Nietzsche's model, the cunning animal's body takes on the 
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function of a factory-laboratory to produce "the beauty of a 

race or family, the charms and benevolence of their whole 

demeanor ••• (which is) the final result of the accumulatory 

result of generations" (AC 100-101). In other words, in order 

to achieve a race of manifestly superior "men", the spirit 

must be dismissed: the task becomes not merely the subduing 

of the body, but its enslavement to the managerial intellect. 

Nietzsche writes that in order to create a master race beyond 

the constraints of hackneyed morality, a mere disciplining of 

thoughts and feelings is: 

virtually nothing ••• one first has to convince the 

body. The strict maintenance of a significant and 

select demeanor, an obligation to live among men 

who do not 'let themselves go', completely 

suffices for becoming significant and select: in 

two or three generations everything is already 

internalized (AC 101). 

He concludes his genetic manifesto, claiming that 

"Christianity, which despised the body, has up till now been 

mankind's misfortune" (AC 101). But in at least one way, 

Nietzsche continues the teachings of his early Christian 

fathers, Tertullian, Augustine, and Thomas Aquinas, who 

themselves reach further back to Aristotle for a model of the 

"new" man. As we observe, nowhere in the writings considered 
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above is the human being known as "woman" mentioned. The 

future of a higher race, as planned by the elite white male 

progeny of the Enlightenment, is discussed exclusively in 

terms of men. When selective breeding is designed, the 

absence of she who bears the young of every living organism 

testifies to the Aristotelian declaration that women and 

their bodies are merely "passive bearers of the seed" for the 

male contribution of "formative potency" (Reuther 222). 

Forcefields such as air, spirit and women (beyond their duty 

as passive transmitters) are constructed in the west around 

assumptions regarding the value and veracity of that which is 

"officialy" considered invisible. The physically' or 

ideologically intangible confounds the dichotomous Marxian 

economy of supply-demand, in that such values always remain 

powerfully ambivalent, due to what Kristeva has identified as 

the Subject's desire for its abjected potential. 

Students of popular culture would like to believe that 

the contemporary West can demonstrate its evolution away from 

the schizophrenic rigidity which divides the world into 

exalted mind, embodied by man, whose task it is to supervise 

and utilize the dross body, represented by woman. But 

Rosemary Reuther, feminist theologian, warns us that today's 

seeming affirmation of the body, which we note through 

unparalleled interest in spectator sports, ever-higher 
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Olympic standards, debates about steroids, the current 

fitness craze etc., may also be recognized as emphasizing and 

naturalizing "total control over the body as a perfectly 

performing machine ••• (and) highly competitive" (230). If 

Reuther's assertions hold true, Nietzsche's model for the 

West seems merely to have undergone cosmetic surgery, and the 

mind's discipline over the inferior but instrumental body is 

still the major form of exercise practiced in the West. 

Emily Martin, in her prize-winning study of Western 

medical anthropology, The Woman in the Body, points out that 

contemporary social sciences dichotomously categorize human 

existence "at the level of the 'person' and at the level of 

the 'body''', organized around the ideal concepts of "two 

realms: a private realm where women are most in evidence, 

where 'natural' functions like sex and procreation take 

place" and where the priorization of affective relationships 

is authorized; and "a public realm where men7 are most in 

evidence," where culture with its art, books, schools and 

science are produced, "where money is made" and consequently 

where efficiency of production takes precedence over 

affectational relationships with fellow workers (15-16). Of 

7 I would modify Martin's assertion to read "men and 
their subalterns", for the subaltern is often responsible for 
spreading what Bakhtin calls "official" culture, into the 
subaltern's own "sub"culture. 
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course in practice the boundaries of these realms blur; 

Martin is presenting them as the Western paradigm for how 

things should be. And all such social-scientific 

classifications, she claims, depend on the central construct 

of the "person". 

According to one study, "Persons are composed of a body 

and a mind (some would add a soul) and are 'relational 

monads' who are isolated from each other but necessarily in 

relationship with others" (17). But not all humans (or 

relational monads) are constituted as full "persons," as, 

for example, contemporary u.s. law demonstrates through its 

unequal treatment of women (e.g. the need for/failure of the 

ERA, lack of equal pay enforcement, abortion and day care 

policies, etc.). Martin asserts that besides gender, the 

"other main way adult humans can be regarded as less than 

persons is on the basis of race, a social category 

masquerading as a natural one"(17)8. 

It is worth digressing at this point to look at the 

ingenious ideological process of "naturalizing" social values 

and proscriptions (such as what constitutes a full "human" or 

"person") through the authority of the body. The body, 

throughout such propagandizing, is perceived as the dumb 

8 As is gender: a woman has natural or biologically 
determined sex, but gender, like race, is a set of wholly 
social expectations. 
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bearer of immutable "nature", apart from and subordinate to 

one of its own organs, the brain, which, exert (s) its 

influence by modifying the actions of 

the hypothalamus. So even though the hypothalamus 

is a kind of master gland ••• it does not act with 

complete independence or without influences from 

outside itself ••• there are also pathways of 

control from the higher centers of the brain 

(Martin 41). 

As Martin I s text illustrates, the body is seen as a 

microcosmic system of colonial "sub"systems, organized 

hierarchically, and all operating "without complete 

independence", but under the "control" of the "higher 

centers" of the mind. Harry Berger Jr. has written 

extensively on the age-old proj ect of semiotically exploiting 

the body to legitimate social tenets and practices. In an 

essay entitled "From Body to Cosmos", Berger points to the 

fact that: 

Bodies are not only media of communication but 

also media of signification ••• in that [the body] 

is modified by the social categories through which 

it is known (and) it sustains a particular view of 

society •••• Thus the body is a representation as 

well as a presence (1). 
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One reason that people everywhere use the body to 

demonstrate or "rationalize" their official intellectual 

worldview, is that the body is socially constructed as the 

prima materia (as well as the tabla rasa) of human "nature." 

We sal' that the behavior of the body "naturalizes" a socially 

constructed assumption, because certain of its 

observable/measurable signs are of "ascribed" status. Berger 

quotes Ralph Lipton's def ini tion: "Ascribed statuses are 

those which are assigned to individuals without references to 

their abilities. They can be predicted and trained for from 

birth"(4). 

The classifications through which such statuses' are 

identified are "the ethnoscientific categories that determine 

a culture's understanding and deployment of gender, age, and 

genealogy," says Berger (I add that category considered 

most "obvious" in the united states --race) (4).9 The 

visible signs of the body listed above are "the 

representational material in terms of which social 

differences are organized and signified" (5). 

One look at.the body and it seems obvious that "nature" 

herself has purposely created people to be "different" from 

each other. From the moment of birth, there is a visible, 

9 For while all human groups practice various levels of 
endogamy / exogamy, in certain situations predications based on 
religion, caste, class etc. supersede that of race. 
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measurable, difference between brown and pink skin, male and 

female genitals, young and old musculature, a father's black 

hair and his daughter's red curls (which she therefore must 

"get" from her grandmother). These differences surely cannot 

be denied as the effects of nature. But Berger alerts us that 

the body, by lending "its immediacy and reality as an 

organism, something humans did not fabricate and therefore 

cannot change" (BAC 1) is used to authorize an effect of 

ideological transcendence, conferring an "aura of 

inalienability on social constructions by making them appear 

given, determined, unalterable •••• it situates the sources of 

social construction beyond the human maker"(2). 

In another essay, "Bodies and Texts", Berger speaks of 

additional problematics in reading the body from the location 

of a "grarnmatocentric culture". He points out that those who 

consti tute themselves, in Fish's terms, as " interpretive 

communities" are really "interpretive elites." According to 

his description, 

Interpretive elites are those who control the 

production, authorization, interpretation, and 

rewriting of the paradigms that guide practice in 

all fields(148). 

In this study we will turn, occasionally, to confront 

the elites that benefit from maintaining the ranked mind/body 
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man/woman split. The academy has made a strong beginning at 

addressing the man/woman split within its halls. The bulk of 

this work has involved acknowledging and welcoming women to 

the domain of the mind. But the superior credibility granted 

the mind's "way of knowing" over that of the body continues 

unchallenged in "scholarly" assumptions, while the spiritual, 

outside the parameters of philosophical postulation and 

anthropological study, remains inadmissable in serious 

academic discourse. 

Yet in the united states certain "sub"cultural women, 

writing from "inferior" positions with regard to class, race, 

age, sexual practice and of course, always, gender, describe 

their location at the juncture where mind, body, and spirit 

regularly meet to form a collaborative intelligence. This 

dissertation focuses on the work of several such women -

African Americans, a Native American, chicanas, and finally 

a seemingly "mainstream" "white" woman. We are specifically 

interested in the portion of their writings which maps their 

working interactions with the Sacred. The sacred writings of 

all these artists bring the influences of Western 

Christianity together with other systems of traditional 

spiritual values. I call the Sacred talk they talk "the 

vernacular sacred", in response to Houston Baker Jr.' s 

"invitation to inventive play" in Blues, Ideology and Afro-
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American Literature: A Vernacular Theory. In his 

introduction, Baker states his desire "to demonstrate that a 

blues matrix (as a vernacular trope for American cultural 

expression in general) possesses enormous force for the study 

of literature, criticism and culture", and urges his readers 

to "improvise their own distincti ve tropes for cul tural 

explanation"(14). 

The matrix of the sacred is no trope. But its 

conglomeration of liturgical expr'ession, catechism, stories, 

regalia, rituals, music, dance, prayer, performance, temporal 

geography, sacrifice, etc., is, like the blues, a language 

larger than its lyrics. Of necessity, those who are not the 

"masters" of a language, particularly those whose 

tradi tional cul tures must survi ve and propagate on turf 

dominated by another "official II syntax, must speak in 

syncretic and vernacular tongues. 

The vernacular form is a repository for the ethos and 

perceptions of a subjugated people, produced from the 

struggle between the colonized and the colonizer. The 

vernacular is the site where the oppressed shifts/creates her 

own self-representation from the range of tools/limitations 

proffered by the hegemonic culture, as well as those retained 

from ancestral traditions, and adopted from kindred groups. 
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Baker uses James Weldon Johnson's term "the desperate 

class" to refer to the creators of the' American blues 

vernacular. His emphasis on their working, "the agricultural 

rows, searing furnaces, rolling levees, bustling roundhouses, 

and piney-wood logging camps of America" points to the 

important influence of a people's "sense of production" and 

"modes of production" on the shape of the expression they 

extrude from lived reality, be it the blues or their 

interactions with the sacred.(3) Although Baker is writing 

about the origins of an African American genre, "the 

desperate class" might certainly refer to all who struggle 

against race, gender and other discriminations based on 

ascribed statuses. For the primary deployment of such 

statuses is to track the "labeled" into support positions in 

the American economy, be it field, farm, factory, fast food, 

or house work. 

But as Baker also insists, "the vernacular (in its 

expressive adequacy and adept critical facility) always 

absorbs "classical" elements of American life and art (12-

13) .Thus the vernacular is not a rare, pristine, arcane 

pocket in the Western "world": conversely, it is at all times 

pushing out the creative possibilities of what is real. The 

vernacular is culture in heated controversy with itself, a 

curious mixture of the iconoclast and the covert. In a 
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country like the United states, peopled by the progeny of 

ancient, original tribes, the children of the kidnapped, and 

the daughters and sons of European greed as well as European 

starvation and genocide, the controversy is not a simple 

dichotomy between the "official" and the vernacular, or 

between the Eurocentric and its margins. It is rather a 

polyglot, cacaphonic event. The semiotic may be immanent, but 

the vernacular is ~. 

still, in any human locale, a specific "official" 

tradition of interpretive "reality" dominates, through 

tactics of force and ideology. Baker amplifies this, saying: 

Fixity is a function of power. Those who maintain 

place, who decide what takes place and dictate 

what has taken place, are power brokers of the 

traditional. The 'placeless' by contrast, are 

translators of the non-traditional •••• their 

lineage is fluid, nomadic, transitional(202). 

While the writers considered in this study are far from 

'placeless'; by virtue of their race, class, gender or credo, 

all have at some time been relegated to peripheral places in 

the western socio-economic system of value. Although the 

evenness of their comparative artistry is obvious, to date 

only two appear to be on their way to literary canonization. 
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We want to acknowledge that their work is "transitional", as 

in "between two places", or bridge-like, while we resist the 

sense of its being transitional, as in the politics of cannon 

formation (which tolerates the occasional transitory 

anthologized specimen from the "margins"). Rather, these 

works which integrate mind, body, and spirit through the 

expression of various vernacular sacred "dialects" and 

dialectics, offer new routes for travelling the territory 

claimed by Western globalization as we enter the XXlst 

century. While their experiences sometimes conflict with 

each other's, they always conflict with the "fictions" 

promoted by the "interpretive elite." 

We say that this is an exploration of U. S. women I s 

vernacular sacred writings, and have delineated the 

"vernacular" for the purposes of this study. But what do we 

agree to mean when we talk about the Sacred? We refer, first 

of all, to that definitive tome of the "interpretive elite", 

The Oxford English Dictionary. 

SACRED - (L. sacrare, to set apart as holy, from L. 

sacer, holy; OF sacre - of twofold formation) Consecrated to, 

esteemed especially dear or acceptable to a deity; dedicated, 

set apart, exclusively appropriated to some person or special 

purpose; of things, places, persons and their offices - set 

apart for or dedicated to some religious purpose, hence 



42 

entitled to veneration or religious respect, made holy by 

association with a god or other object of worship; regarded 

wi th or entitled to respect or reverence similar to that 

which attaches to holy things, e.g. His Most Sacred Majesty. 

The structure of the Subject-Object relationship is 

repeated here, and material culture is foregrounded in the 

attempt to apprehend what is ineffable, what is Sacred. Such 

concepts as "set apart", "exclusively appropriated to some 

person or special purpose"; association with a more powerful 

like object (esteemed ••• dear to, attaches to); and metanymic 

secular status ("His Most Sacred Majesty") indicate that in 

the West the Sacred is not an autonomous aspect of "normal" 

existence. Terms like "made holy" or "en-titled to" 

respect, echo the Western structure of man carving his 

hierarchical position in opposition to the undifferentiating 

"nature" of things. The Western definition of "sacrifice", 

also from L. sacer - holy, is even more revealing in terms of 

Eurocentric norms of order: 

SACRIFICE - an offering to God or a deity. In a wider 

sense the surrender to God or a deity, some object of 

possession, for the purpose of propitiation; that which is 

offered in sacrifice, material or immaterial, as an act of 

homage or propitiation; the destruction/surrender of 
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something valued or desired for the sake of a higher or more 

pressing claim or devotion - also: the thing so devoted or 

surrendered; (rare) a victim to the will of another; a loss 

incurred in selling something below its value. 

The sacred, according to Western tradition, is 

consecrated -- made a set-apart object of veneration-

through sacrifice of an object or "thing" of value to an 

owner. The OED traces in perfectly condensed fashion the 

Foucauldian prescription for turning personal power over to 

author i ty • The use of terms such as "surrender, " 

"destruction," for the purpose of "homage or propitiation" to 

a "higher or more pressing claim," would seem to indicate 

that that which is Sacred is maintained by force. Barbaric 

cinematic sieges spring to mind with the telling "rare" or 

arcane usage of the term -- "victim to the will of another." 

We must ask ourselves if "rare" marks a meaning that is 

almost obsolete, or one that is slipping below the surface of 

"meaning" into doxa. 

Later in this work we will examine in more depth how 

the "official" western version of what is "sacred" has had 

an impact on the women whose work we study. First, let us 

agree that in the world of this text, the sacred is 

ineffable. The enormous task of these writers has been to 

delineate the pulse of a vast, shapeshifting ineffability, in 
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a language obsessed with the epistemology of Objects. Ours 

is to study a shapeshifting matrix, in a postmodern academy 

still embedded in logical positivism (updated to claim that 

the concrete is a center less , unstable flux). Perhaps the 

ineluctable "meaninglessness" of everything was the dualist 

intellect's only imaginable alternative, as western scholars 

rightfully sought to respond to the charge of an agenda of 

colonizing essentialism. But the "unofficial" voices of 

America present vibrant and challenging options to a 

postmodern positivism bereft of its own soul. 

The Yaqui word "yo'oriwame" means "sacred" in English. 

But to Yaqui people, "Wa yo'oriwame" is disguised in 

translation. For in yaqui deployment it has no ties to 

material culture, hierarchical paradigms, or even subject

Object ordering. It is not even a noun. Rather like the 

English gerund, it is a word which marks the action within a 

state of being. According to Felipe Molina, Yaqui author and 

ceremonialist, it connotes a mutual state of "respecting" 

between elements of the creation. 

The Hopi word IIsustitakaququya ll is laterally translated 

as "sacred." But one word in English is epistemologically 

insufficient to express the fullness of IIsustitakaququya" -

"that which walks about unseen; That which owns us; That 

which breathes life into us" (Sekaquaptewa). 
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In a recent speech to The Sierra Club, N. Scott Homaday 

stated that "The sacred is not a discipline, it is a 

dimension"(Momaday). And feminist theologian, Carol Christ, 

writes that all 

women's spiritual quest explores that dimension of 

stories ••• called sacred, (which) ••• orient the life 

of a people ••• to great powers that establish the 

reality of their world •••• more ambiguous than God 

or gods, these 'great powers' name the self's 

sense that it is related to and grounded in 

something larger ••.• the self is not only oriented 

to great powers, but is supported by them just as 

the ground provides a place on which to 

stand"(lO). 

There is no way to get around what distinguishes the 

vernacular sacred writings about to be studied; no way to 

translate essential criteria like "dimension" rather than 

"discipline"; "gods" "self" "women" "quest" "ambiguous"; and 

"sense" as a way of Knowing; into the sociolect of 

Eurocentric intellectuals. But since the objective of this 

work is not to translate or legitimate the unofficial for the 

official, rather to study what "sub"cultural American women 

have to teach the West; within the world of this text we will 

speak of the SACRED as simply: 
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the mutually affective relationship between humans 

and the greater powers they acknowledge as their 

matrix or source of life; generally experienced by 

humans through physical senses, due to the 

diffuse, shapeshifting, and interpermeable 

characteristics of this relationship. 

Let us return now to Baker's invitation, substituting 

"sacred" for "blues" matrix, in order to test the sacred's 

applications for cultural expression. From a position of 

analyzing Hegelian phenomenology, Baker writes that cultural 

studies can never be adequately explored in terms of the 

dichotomies that inscribe the official definitions of 'such 

terms: 

even if such dichotomies are raised to the status 

of the law, they never constitute the necessary or 

'determinant instances' of cultural studies and 

explanation conceived in terms of force 

envisioned, that is, in the analytic notion of a 

SACRED matrix as force. The SACRED, therefore, 

comprise(s) a mediational site where familiar 

antinomies are resolved ( or dissolved) in the 

office of adequate cultural understanding (6). 

Our sUbstitution works well, as Baker predicted. We can 

describe the abilities of a matrix of the sacred to mediate 
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between the fearful antimonies upon which ranked dualisms are 

based: to potentially resolve or dissolve them. The language 

function of the sacred is only one of its aspects, but 

enables a pragmatic, expressive application: 

At the junctures, the intersections where roads 

cross and diverge, the SACRED singer and his 

performance serve as codifiers, absorbing and 

transforming discontinuous experience into formal 

expressive instances that bear only traces of 

origins, refusing to be pinned down to any final 

dualistic significance. Even as they [read 

writer/writings for singer/performance] speak of 

paralyzing absence and ineradicable desire, their 

instrumental rhythms suggest change, movement, 

action, continuance, unlimited and unending 

possibility(S). 

The sacred and the human interpenetrate to inspire and 

enact creation; from seemingly disparate elements the triumph 

of fusion arises. Following through with this amplifying 

substitution, let us conclude that "As driving force, the 

SACRED matrix thus avoids simple dualities. It perpetually 

achieves its effects as a fluid and multivalent network 

(9) .10 

10 my emphasis here. 
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The sacred matrix is approached from different angles by 

different people, expressing the interaction between 'great 

powers i and lived human experience. Trinh, spivak, Anzaldua, 

Lorde: over and over "women of color" remind us to avoid 

homogenizing our assumptions of women's experience, based on 

the "standard" of white bourgeois women's "reality." Trinh 

urges that we take the honest option; "to live fearlessly 

with and within difference" (84) • However, in addition to 

their differences, within the United states it seems safe to 

conclude that: 

Even though women in our society do not form a 

face-to-face or word-to-word community, they do 

share some experiences: all are defined as 

'women,' one of two usually permanent gender 

categories to which everyone in our society must 

be assigned; all ••• occupy subordinate positions to 

men, if not in their jobs, then in their families, 

and if not in their families then in general 

cuI tural imagery and language; all have female 

bodies and experience common bodily processes such 

as menstruation and childbirth and all are 

affected in one way or another by medical and 

scientific views of female bodily processes 

(Martin 4-5). 
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Of course class, ethnicity, age, sexual persuasion, etc. 

affect how each woman perceives these commonalities. In 

addition to such shared experiences, the women whose writings 

we are about to explore have all been strongly affected by 

"mainstream" Christianity. Lucille Clifton sang in the 

church choir as a girl. Toni Morrison was raised in the 

Protestant midwest, while Cisneros and Anzaldua often refer 

to their Roman Catholic traditions. The recent history of 

Erdrich1s people recounts the religious-assimilationist 

agenda of the Indian school. western Christian assumptions 

form one coefficient of the vernacular sacred languages of 

all of these writers. In fact all women in the united 

states, whether Muslim, Jewish, even atheistic, must push 

against the Christian "norms" of women I s IIplace. II We all 

have enough IIscientific" background to agree that Thomas 

Aquinas was wrong when he echoed Aristotle, claiming that 

females are born only through Ita defect in gestation in which 

the male seed fails to fully form •••• The result is a 

defective human being, or woman lt (Becher 222) But we continue 

to practice subtle shades of the fiction that women lIare 

physically, morally, and intellectually weaker than men: 

therefore they cannot exercise dominion in society but must 

be governed with a male at their head ll (222}. Any doubt? Who 

sat on that dias during the Hall/Thomas hearings? 
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Rosemary Reuther flags the decline in reverence for 

female reproductive potency in any culture as indicative of 

the "increasing subjugation of women to male domination" 

(225) • The hellanization of the Middle-Eastern tribes 

converted to Christendom became apparent when Christ's 

maleness was created an "ontological necessity. Only the 

male can represent the human"(Reuther 224). (This remains 

the rationale behind why women cannot be ordained in many 

Christian sects). The Roman st. Augustine insisted that women 

were not made in the image of God, but could approach that 

likeness only "under headship of their husbands" (221). Over 

and over throughout the Eurocentric ages: the intellect· (the 

head) is quasi-divine, the male attribute. It authorizes his 

domination over the "deficient" woman, enmired in the 

processes of her vicarious, corruptible body. That the 

"private" realm of the devalued body remains the place of 

women today can be seen as the male magesterium of the Roman 

Catholic Church continues to dictate that female sexuality is 

"always seen as ordered toward procreation •.. [with the 

gravest sexual sins resulting] from not respecting sexual 

structure 11, so that contraception [and homosexuality] are 

judged to be graver sins than fornication and adultery 

because of their contra naturam character (196). The "nature" 

11 my emphasis. 
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of men is intellectually to divine what is "nature"; the 

"nature" of women is to breed and caretake. Lest we assume 

that only Roman Catholicism retains such an archaic stance, 

it should be noted that the major Protestant churches in the 

United states forbid contraception as recently as the 1950s 

(Carrol 163), and many still view homosexuality as a 

pathology, rather than an expressive choice. 

The body and the divine are "fictionalized," in Western 

thought, as mutually exclusive, even antagonistic, in terms 

of male-female relations. The enlightened (male) head 

"divines", hence it knows; the (female) body is sexually 

known. Subject-Object blueprint, par excellence. 

Yet the subordinate and antagonistic elements of body 

and spirituality are both located, according to the stories 

the conservative West tells itself, in woman. Woman is 

internally at war, possessed by elements the thinking man has 

sloughed off. Theodora F. Carrol, in a report entitled 

Women. Religion and Development in the Third World, writes 

that international development agencies typically refuse to 

"divine" the real concerns of women and religion in the 

regions they enter. They claim a reluctance to "interfere", 

although readily affecting the lives of women with medicines, 

pesticides, shifts of economic production and marketplaces, 

etc. Carrol writes that while help is offered in the spirit 



52 

of "humanity" and " individual dignity," development agencies 

often display: 

some of the patriarchal attitudes of the church, 

among which is the concept of a woman as a 

mystical 12 half-person •••• they set her below, 

beyond, or above the same basic considerations of 

humanity and dignity as her male counterpart 

(132) • 

Through her identification with "mysticism," as well as 

the traditional hellenized association of woman with the 

lowly body, women continue to be doubly dismissed from full 

"humanity" in the West. Apart from traditional 'male 

sacerdotal functions which propagate an official sociolect, 

the abjected human practice of spirituality has been 

relegated to woman, the constructed repository for 

experiences that must be "surpassed" for the achievement of 

full (hu)manhood (beyond good and evil) in the West. 

Tiffany and Adams tell us that: 

Woman was a spiritually superior being, but she 

was also an animal defined and controlled by her 

reproductive system ••• 'woman was a moral, a 

sexual, a germiferous, gestati ve and parturient 

12 my emphasis. 
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creature.' spirituality and the womb expressed the 

duality of female nature (15)13. 

Yet we shall see that the integration of precisely those 

human experiences rejected by the (male) "child of the 

Enlightenment", combine with the work of the mind to provide 

a non-Eurocentric intelligence. The women whose works we are 

about to learn from offer maps toward healing the western 

mind/body/spirit split. They use their heads, to ascertain 

that the body is sacred, beginning and bonding as it does 

with the Source of Life. The transmission of testimonial 

interpermations of women with their sacred matrix, in its 

various guises, enables the survival, generation' and 

celebration of cultural-individual values. 

Location counts for a lot, both in terms of "production" 

and affiliation-making in America: Adrienne Rich has 

written, "I need to understand how location affects me, along 

with the realities of blood and bread within this nation" 

(536). Aware of our different addresses, we also share a 

language, lines of oppression, and ultimately a land. Thus we 

may recognize the vernacular visions of women from American 

"sub"cultures outside our own. Such talk of locations and 

13 Viewed on a continuum, the Western woman (lady) was 
constructed with more spirit and less womb, while the 
marginalized woman was considered lascivious, prolific and 
superstitious. 
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"sub"cultures brings us, finally, to a brief discussion of 

the methodology of this study. 

Once again, the goal of this exploration is to learn how 

women writing from a variety of complex "sub"cultural 

positions in the united states encode systems of the 

vernacular sacred, which report 

interrelationship between some sacred 

experiences of 

matrix and human 

(woman's) bodies. Such sacred systems enable cultural 

retention,invigoration, and creation, and offer models for 

healing the western mind/body/spirit split. In order to 

learn from these "non-Western" alternative worldviews, we 

will attempt as much as possible to avoid reading them in 

"light" of Western canonical interpretive templates. For 

Berger alerts us: 

If 'interpretive' picks out the grammatocentric 

engagement of readers with texts, 'elites' focuses 

the political dimension of that engagement. 14 In 

particular, it indicates a problem of control 

inherent in the very structure of the engagement, 

a struggle to confine the free play of 

meaning •.• (BAT 148). 

Although there will be moments when canonical theoretical 

objectives overlap or highlight the theory-making concerns of 

14 my italics. 
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the writers and critics from their particular cultural 

groups, we will emphasize the primary text, contextual 

information, and ingroup observations, also privileging 

female theoreticians. Berger continues to assert that: 

The distinction between the knowable and the 

interpretable is that between given and taken, 

reflected and constructed, prior and consequent 

meaning - in essence, it is the difference between 

traditional and modern epistemologies and their 

objects. The knowable is what awaits the act that 

produces consequent meaning (BAT 151). 

The intellectual west has discarded the sacred because 

it is not knowable. It cannot be divined, nor can it be 

known in the biblical sense. Neither the vernacular sacred 

nor the full lived reality of the women whose works we 

explore can be "known" in·the positivistic sensei hence to 

think that they could productively become the objects of 

Western epistemological studies is fiction. We must travel 

the half-recognized terrain of these texts, alert for the 

theory they have to impart. To assume that my tho-poetic 

works offer no theory is to participate in the Eurocentric 

assumption that 

whenever marginal peoples come into a historical 

or ethnographic space that has been defined by the 



56 

western imagination •••• they no longer invent local 

futures. What is different about them remains 

tied to traditional pasts, inherited structures 

that either resist or yield to the new but cannot 

produce it"(Clifford 5). 

On the contrary. The works of these Amer ican 

"sub"cultural writers propose a better future for all but 

those whose interests are tied to the Eurocentric model. It 

would appear that through the transformations of 

Enlightenment, modern, and postmodern periods, the west 

deeply in need of solutions to psychic, social' and 

environmental dis-ease -- has resisted or coopted the new, 

but has not been able to produce it. 

Therefore, in order to maximize the offerings we are 

about to receive, let us avoid familiar western constructs of 

knowledge and their offspring, interpretive theories, aiming 

toward an interactive experience with the texts. 

Clifford has stated that 

James 

it is difficult to say very much about experience. 

Like 'intuition', it is something that one does or 

does not have, and its invocation often smacks of 

mystification. Nevertheless, one should resist 

the temptation to translate all meaningful 
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experience into interpretation •••• they are not 

identical •••• It makes sense to hold them apart 

(35) • 

In general we will attempt to hold Western 

interpretative templates apart from the experiential veracity 

of these texts. In other words, we will suspend the 

reinforcing concerns of "official" reality, which constantly 

reenforce ranked duality, in favor of what Anzaldua calls 

"the other mode of consciousness" which "facilitates images 

from the soul and the unconscious" (Borderlands 37). Like 

Anzaldua, the other writers of this study, and readers as 

well, "know things older than Freud, older than gender"C'26). 

Listening to the experiences of "the other mode" may help the 

West to resolve what are officially acknowledged as 

irresolvable splits in our inner and outer worlds. Perhaps 

ultimately all American "sub"cultures can cooperate (if not 

resonate) as parts of a "fluid and multivalent network." 
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THE GENERATIVE BODY: LUCILLE CLIFTON'S 

GOOD WOMAN 

"Intimacy (rests on) ••• a creative conviction that 
bearing means fruit as well as pain." 

Michael G. Cooke 
Afro-American Literature in the 
Twentieth Century 

In her poem "the thirty-eighth year," Lucille Clifton 

writes to her dead mother Thelma: 

i have taken the bones you hardened 
and built daughters 
and they blossom and promise fruit 
like afrikan trees. 
i am a woman now. 
an ordinary woman. 

in the thirty eighth 
year of my life, 
surrounded by life, 
a perfect picture of 
blackness blessed, 
i had not expected this 
loneliness. 

if it is western, 
if it is the final 
europe in my mind, 
if in the middle of my life 
i am turning the final turn15 

into the shining dark 
let me come to it whole 
and holy 
not afraid 
not lonely 
out of my mother's life 

into my own. 
into my own. 

15 Clifton's mother died when she was 44 years of age. 
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Ongoing life, fluid as rivers of bone, travels through 

the female line of generation, part of the everyday miracle 

transmi tted through women. Ordinary women. Devalued women. 

Women raised on the deceptive romance of having to be 

special, rare, unique ••• anything but ordinary. Much of 

Clifton's work is a joyful noise claiming the ordinary 

worlds of women. In spite of doubts, disappointments, and 

life revolving quickly from blossom time to fruition, old age 

and death; life is sacred. In her poem, Clifton clearly 

asserts that expectations of eternal youth and beauty, and 

exclusivity (with its promise of ~xceptional happiness), are 

constructs of European material culture which disempower 

women. The poem closes on a tone which is both acceptant and 

musing, 

i had expected more than this 
i had not expected to be 
an ordinary woman. 

But a look at the body of her work in "Good Woman" shows 

us that while all good women are "ordinary", that word itself 

belies a paradox. Although the "standard" use of the word has 

come to mean "POOR, COMMON, OF INFERIOR STOCK", there was a 

time in the memory of the West when its root (L. ordinarius) 

implied "to put in order." The ordinary has been "ordained" 

within the proper order of Life. Clifton's poem plays with 

vernacular tensions behind "ordinary": how can a woman 
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descended from slaves and the syntax of Dahomey, use the 

legitimating language-order of the enslaver? Precisely by 

turning words which have become sociolect in such a way that 

they interrogate themselves and their relations to others. 

Her lines of affiliation are clear though meditative: she 

accepts on the one hand, aging - a phase of life common to 

all women, but with more consequences among poor and 

otherwise marginalized peoples; and she affirms her place 

with everywoman, exposing the empty Eurocentric illusion of 

redemptive individualism. 

Naming herself in another poem a "two-headed woman", 

Clifton situates the term "ordinary" woman so that official 

and unofficial inflections face and dialogue with each other. 

She implicitly addresses the western proscription for 

exceptionalism, with its narrow fears and isolations; its 

false promises of escape from the "ordinary" lot of women, 

and its recommendation that a woman become extraordinary by 

distinguishing herself from those considered poor, common, or 

of inferior quality. She places that competitive order 

against the irrepressible order (order in terms of command, 

as well as cyclic structure) of generation. Her mothers form 

a bone-tree, herself gone from flower to blossom to branch, 

her daughters beautiful with the promise of new seasons. The 

pinched constructs of "europe' sIt temporal-material value 



61 

system are something to leave behind in order to claim her 

place as a cell of the ongoing Source. 

Locating the struggle between two modes of perception 

within her own life, Clifton testifies to a dilemma most 

Western women will face sooner or later; a dilemma which is 

trivialized as 'change of life', but reaches more deeply into 

issues such as woman's value as commodity, and the links 

between moral and aesthetic value systems. Barbara Christian 

writes that Black/women's vision, 

is still seen, even by many progressives, as 

secondary, our words trivialized as minority issues 

or women's complaints ••• But there is a deep 

philosophical reordering that is occurring in 

this literature. that is already having its effect 

on so many of us whose lives and expressions are 

increasing revelation of the intimate face of 

universal struggle(BFC 163). 

A constant movement in Lucille Clifton's poetry is the 

mirroring of the intimacy of the face of universal struggle. 

Here we distinguish intimacy from its Eurocentric slant 

toward sexual activity or private moments which exclude the 

rest of the world. Michael Cooke has written on intimacy as 

an observable phase in African-American literature during the 

latter half of this century, claiming that the prelude to 
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expressive intimacy rests on a motivation toward justice 

predicated upon the unshakable sense that "one is a human 

being first and foremost" (9). Intimacy, he writes, is the 

"freedom from compulsion and a lucid, prompt communicat:ion 

with one's spirit and the world"(8). 

Lucille Clifton grew up singing gospel music in the 

church choir in Depew, New York, just outside Buffalo. "Its 

life turned like a machine around the steel mill," she writes 

(GW 265).Her family were church-goers, young and old, 

including: 

an old man who was a deacon, a pillar of the 

church. I remember in prayer meeting, he was 

praying and the lights went out ••• a blackout, you 

know, in the second world war. And he was in the 

middle of his best praying •••• and he looked up 

and shouted "Dammit, now, God!" then went on with 

his prayer. A good prayer too (GW 265). 

"Official" Christianity was transformed into Ii vely, 

intergenerational practice in that Depew household. However, 

Clifton also writes of sacred associations far afield from 

vernacular Christianity. In her book Next, Clifton has a 

written a series of poems for Crazy Horse. Speaking from the 

first person, Clifton enters the experience of a hero who 
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died twenty-five years before her birth. Through what 

authority does the artist claim to "know" that: 

in the hills where the hoop 
of the world 
bends to the four directions 
Wakan Tanka has shown me 
the path men walk is shadow. 

i was a boy when i saw it, 
that long hairs and grey hairs 
and myself 
must enter the dream to be real ••• 

•••• and remember our name. Lakotah. 
i am released from shadow. 
my horse dreams and dances under me 
as i enter the actual world (47) 

? 

Clifton's biological ancestry is African (Dahomey) and 

European ("Connecticut Yankee"). We have been made 

rightfully aware of the dangers of cultural appropriation as 

an extension of colonialism. And colonialism is as much a 

violation in the hands of one culture as in the hands of 

another. Gerald Visenor suggests that only those of blood 

ancestry have the "rights of conscience" to depict the 

interiority a people, while Wendy Rose cautions us about 

"tourism of the soul." Yet Clifton writes four poems from 

the "i" of a Native American male. 

David Schneider I s classic study American Kinship, while 

admittedly limited, poses some interesting questions 

concerning "mainstream" assumptions of identity (for not all 

people share the same limited interpretation of blood-based 
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relationships). Schneider writes that in the U.S., the blood 

relation "means" concrete biogenetic sameness: 

The blood relationship is thus a relationship 

of substance, of shared biogenetic material ••• 

The fact that the relationship of blood cannot 

be ended or altered and that it is a state of 

almost mystical commonality and identity is also 

quite explicit in American culture (25). 

Schneider is, of course, writing about "standard" 

assumptions which form part of the ideological structure 

underpinning empirical or material culture (that based on 

substance). We know that many Native American groups 'also 

considered themselves closely related through clan 

membership, affiliation in sacred or work societies, and 

through naming: the inheritor of a name obtained the 

remarkable qualities of its previous owners, hence the names 

of the wise and brave were often purchased after their 

deaths. 

Along these lines, Clifton speaks at poetry readings of 

her initial fascination with Crazy Horse, whose beloved was 

named Black Buffalo Woman. In "the message of crazy horse" 

she writes, 

i would sit in the center of the world, 
the Black Hills hooped around me and 
dream of my dancing horse, my wife 



was Black Shawl who gave me the daughter 
i called They Are Afraid of Her. 
i was afraid of nothing 

except Black Buffalo Woman. 
my love for her i wore 
instead of feathers. i did not dance 

i dreamed. i am dreaming now 
across the world. my medicine is strong, 
my medicine is strong in the Black basket 
of these fingers. i come again through this 

Black Buffalo woman. hear me; 
the hoop of the world is breaking. 
fire burns in the four directions. 
the dreamers are running away from the hills. 
i have seen it. i am crazy horse. 
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The first authorizing kinship clifton claims with Crazy 

Horse is based on value: together they recognize the primal 

value of blackness. Both of the women partnered by Crazy 

Horse, the "basket" formed by the skin of his own cupped 

hands, and his sacred homeland, are described as "Black". The 

second relationship comes from naming: Crazy Horse I s lifetime 

love, the only person who matched or surpassed him in power 

and strength, was named Black Buffalo Woman -- a term that 

generations later would perfectly describe a poet from a 

milltown in upstate New York. 

Clifton enters the Lakotah world, then, recognizing her 

pan-cultural kinship with crazy Horse through mutual 

reverence for Blackness, the fixed color of the Lakotah 

sacred direction of the west; and the shared custom of power 
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links and transference through naming. In addition, we note 

that Crazy Horse embraces death not as the end of life, but 

an active and important phase. His is not a thanatic urge, 

but a vision across ages, lying outside Eurocentric 

evolutionary time. Both Native American and West African 

non-linear concepts of time acknowledge that the time of 

materiality moves past; inevitably, one finds oneself joining 

the ancestors (much as Clifton moves toward her mothers in 

"thirty-eighth birthday" leaving the present embodied in 

daughter-blossoms). The future will be spoken through those 

yet to come, but it remains a collaborative message, as we 

see in another poem, "new bones": 

we will wear 
new bones again. 
we will leave 
these rainy days, 
break out through 
another mouth 
into sun and honey time ••. 

other people think they know 
how long life is 
how strong life is. 
we know (GW 118). 

Crazy Horse speaks through a Black Buffalo woman who has 

new bones. 

Not the "known" reality of an Other, not the 

"interpretation" of his culture, but a meaningful experience, 

a relation based on affiliation, an affectational diffusion 

across time and cultures, has been achieved in "the message 
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of crazy horse." Sacred values have been recognized and 

harmonized by two cooperative voices, creating 

mind/body/spirit "kin" across layered dimensions. 

Harry Berger points out that what we call kinship in the 

west is often' really ancestor-centered descent. (FBTC 9). 

Kinship, he notes, is "ego-centered". I-centered kinship is 

intimate. The Lakotah nation was not consulted, but Clifton 

appears to have avoided the abstract skim of "tourism." 

Rather than interpret Lakotah history, she consciously re

incarnates certain ethics shared by the spirit that once 

animated a man named Crazy Horse. They are fellow 

visionaries, "dreamers" through time. Affinal name-kin to 

Black Buffalo Woman, Clifton offers herself as handmaiden of 

the Word. As Crazy Horse says, 

••• i come again through this 

Black Buffalo woman. hear me. 

Clifton makes similar journeys to the spiritual realms 

of others: there are poems to the "terrible hindu woman 

God/Kali/who is black" (GW 128). A limited edition entitled 

Ten Oxherding Poems is based on 12th century Buddhist 

meditations. The poet's connection here comes through the 

names of the meditative drawings which refer to the body: 

particularly the mysterious importance of hands (she was born 

with 6 fingers on each--hands that "cast spells"), and the 
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identity of the enigmatic ox. The collection ends with "Who 

is Ox? Ox is Lucille." But the preponderance of her 

"religious" poetry to date involves the vernacular retelling 

of biblical myths. Among these, perhaps the most important 

group are the "mary poems." 

In the "official" version, Mary is cast as the Western 

model of "natural" lady. Her woman's body is the perfect 

example of a passive procreative incubator. After 

parturition, she provides anxious maternal care and succor, 

and counsel that is often not taken. In the Catholic version 

she is the submissive bearer of God's potency: his perfect 

seed which is of ontological necessity, like himself, male. 

Mary is a vessel, a sacrifice. She has no interest in her own 

sexuality, since its only authorized purpose is negated with 

the "immaculate" conception of her son. 

"Our Lady" or "The Queen of Heaven" is deeply loved by 

millions of Christians today. She bears hierarchal titles 

that express her ranked remoteness from "ordinary" women, 

while implying that her extra-ordinary powers of rank enable 

her to influence the ruling God on behalf of supplicants. 

Statues and paintings of Mary overwhelmingly present her as 

a "white" or European woman. But Clifton makes other claims. 

For before Mary there was Eve, as in: 
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the names 
of the things 
bloom in my mouth 

my body opens 
into brothers (GW 91). 
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The mouth births names, the body births brothers; but 

the mouth is part of the body. As "things" are made kin by 

naming them so, so Mary, the most sacred woman in Christian 

history, is made ancestral kin to all women, as Clifton moves 

into what Michael Cooke terms the phase of Afro-American 

literary development which follows intimacy; the "spontaneous 

motif" of immersion (209). Once again immersing herself in 

the intimate possibilities of a Mary who shares certain 

physiological processes with all women, Clifton facilitates 

women's authentic .:gimmersion in a myth which has been 

distorted by propaganda. 

First of all, Mary is a "common" woman, not a "lady" or 

"queen." And Mary is Black, as her vernacular speech clearly 

indicates in "mary's dream" 

winged women was saying 
"full of grace" and like. 
was light beyond sun and words 
of a name and a blessing. 
winged women to only i. 
i joined them, whispering 
yes (GW 198). 

Intimacy is established through the sharing of the 

unofficial vernacular, and the use of first person. writing 
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from the first person insinuates an overlap of identity; it 

avoids the clear Subject/Object gaze of third person point of 

view. Mary, speaking through Lucille, is not passively 

annunciated t2, but joins the winged women by agreeing to 

their words. Mary is Black, and Mary is everywoman. There is 

no hint of exclusivity or privilegeo In "a song of mary", her 

daily life echoes the lives of millions of non-urban women 

today: "i a maiden in my mother's house/the animals silent 

outside/ is morning/ princes sitting on thrones in the 

east/ ••• i watching my mother/ i smiling an ordinary smile" 

(GW 201). 

James J. Evans Jr. writes in Spiritual Empowerment in 

Afro-American Literature that 

the fourth [and current] moment in the Afro

American cultural act ••• takes the form of mnemonic 

discourse; its goal is cultural renewal; and its 

chief means is the recovery of origins(14). 

Historically, institutionalized Christianity was used to 

control and oppress slaves in the Americas. 16 Clifton re

immerses herself in the sacred origins which lie behind 

official doxa and dogma, avoiding a spiritually bankrupt 

16 For first hand testimonies, see Before Freedom: 48 
Oral Histories of Former North and South Carolina Slaves, 
edited by Belina Hurmance; New York, Mentor Books, 1990. 
Also The Classic Slave Narratives, edited by Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr.; New York, Mentor Books, 1987. 
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oppositional stance. She names sister-and-selfhood. The 

"ordinary" life is reilluminated as holy. And she re-members 

-- puts the fragmented pieces of calcified myth back together 

in a way that makes a different kind of sense. One dimension 

of that sense is sensual. Mary says, 

••• something is in this night 
oh Lord have mercy on me 

i feel a garden 
in my mouth 

between my legs 
i see a tree (GW 99). 

As the poet serves as vehicle through which the 

ancestor-spirit of Crazy Horse speaks across time, so ,does 

Clifton restore woman's right to joyful sexuality through 

Mary's physical delight. Mary glories not in the Lord, but in 

"something in this night" (darkness, Blackness). William 

James cites several characteristics of the mystical 

experience: the first is ineffability, an unnameable 

"something" experienced via a sense of mutual 

interpermeation. The second quality which James calls, "a 

noetic quality" (Christ 21), can be read in Clifton's "holy 

night": 

joseph, i afraid of stars, 
their brilliant seeing. 
so many eyes, so much light. 
joseph, i cannot still these limbs, 



i hands keep moving toward i breasts, 
so many stars. so bright. 
joseph, is wind burning from east 
joseph, i shine, oh joseph, oh 
illuminated night (GW 200). 
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The noetic or en-lightened experience related here is 

the product of "illuminated" chaos. Neither the handmaiden's 

body nor her intelligence are constrained by conventionally 

ordered expression, providing a spacious moment for fertile 

creativity. 'Greater powers' merge with the Mary's entire 

being, through her act of essential receptivity. One with 

the source of all wonder, the "matrix of intimacy" (Cooke 

41), Mary burns and shines, "brilliant" in mind, body and 

spirit. Carol Christ modifies James's criteria' of 

"passivity" in the case of woman's mystical experience. 

Christ, and Clifton too it would seem, testify to a unity or 

integration with the powers of being "in which neither 

activity or passivity is an appropriate description" (Christ 

21). Perhaps when we consider the "mystical" in such writing, 

intent on revealing the intimate face of universal struggle, 

we should make that two-headed term face itself. For as 

Michael Cooke advises, many times what is officially 

evaluated as a "mystical" event is "one based on sympathy and 

intuition, bearing toward the intensest realism"(171). In 

other words, to claim that Mary's union with the stars is 

"mystical" intimates that it is not to be believed; that it 
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is a trope. In non-empirical areas the Western imagination 

often falls short of its aim of "understanding." It might be 

safer to say that Mary's experience of integration with the 

source of light can not be appropriately described as either 

physical or mystical. 

Mary, human constellation of brilliant complexities, 

possibilities, and choices, helps us "come to terms with the 

past and the future in the context of the present" (Evans 14-

15). She represents one potential experience of all 

"ordinary" women. In the following poem, "island mary", she 

moves past the time of bearing "fruit as well as pain," into 

a phase of culture- "grandmother": 

••• i wonder 
could i have walked away when voices 
singing in my sleep? i one old woman. 
always i seem to worrying now for 
another young girl asleep 
in the plain evening. 
what song around her ear? 
what star still choosing?(GW 202) 

Then, from protective "grandmother", Mary passes into 

mythic protective ancestress, much as dead elders in West 

African tradition leave the form of live personality to 

become part of a pool of endlessly accreting, essential, 

spiritual forces. We can form a genealogy here. 

Time stretches. Mary recedes from "i" to sacred 

ancestral archetype. At the edge of the living, the 

historically remembered matrix is Clifton's Mammy Ca'line, 
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the great-great grandmother whose photograph we see in Good 

Woman. Just as Mary's joyous and numinous conception refutes 

the Western model of "reproduction as a form of production" 

(Martin 57) and uwoman's body [as] a machine" (54), Mammy 

Ca'line subverts the slavebreeding project, bringing the 

strong fruits of Dahomey women together through slavetime and 

out the other side. 

Mammy Ca'line was captured by slavers in Dahomey, 1830. 

As an eight year old girl, she made the long march from New 

Orleans to Virginia. She married the man her master told her 

to: a fellow-slave named Uncle Louis Sale, 55 years older 

than she. They had "seven or more children" (GW '237) 

including a daughter, Lucille, about whom there isn't much 

known. For the first Lucille was a very young woman when she 

bore Clifton's grandfather, and one night shortly after, shot 

his white father dead in the woods. 

She was hanged. Mammy Ca 'line raised her daughter's son, 

then his son, the active and responsible matrix long after 

her childbearing years were through. She died at the age of 

88: this is the "death song" written by her great-great-

granddaughter: 

ca'line's prayer 

i have got old 
in a desert country 



i am dry 
and black as drought 
don't make water 
only acid 
even dogs won't drink 

remember me from wydah 
remember the child 
running across dahomey 
black as a ripe papaya 
juicy as sweet berries 
and set me in the rivers of your glory 

Ye Ma Jah (GW 33) 
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The lineage of female generation moves from Eve, her 

mouth blooming into the names of things, her body opening 

into brothers; to Mary with Eve's garden in her mouth, a tree 

between her legs. One fruit of this eternally blooming tree 

-- the juicy young papaya, Ca'line. A ripe papaya is yellow

green. It's seeds are black. And Ca' line, first child, then 

woman in fruition, then protecti ve grandmother, moves to 

join the corpus of generative ancestors. Lucille Clifton has 

moved into the time of raising the blossoms of "Dahomey 

women" • 

But also there is pain in the bearing. In poems such as 

the collection "in white america" eN 71-76) Clifton 

delineates the dialectical anger and compassion with which 

the generous of Black America elect to meet white liberalism. 

Barbara Christian has written that slavery helped shape 

certain gender standards persist in America today. The 
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construct of "white lady" was in fact facilitated by the 

oppositional construct of Black women who: 

were valued and devalued for their capacity to 

breed slaves and mother their master's children. 

They were valued and devalued for their supposedly 

incredible sexuality in a society where a true 

woman was not supposed to have [any]. They were 

valued and devalued for their physical and 

psychological strength in a society where strength 

was a masculine word .•• (BFC 161). 

One problem "Third World Women" have with Western white 

feminisms is their often oppositional stance to women's 

traditional roles. Modern Western feminists are seen as 

advocating that all women eschew the private realm for the 

public. They are often said to denigrate mothering as a ploy 

of "biological determinism." While claiming the right to 

sexual "jouissance,,17, they often priorize the "life of the 

mind" and individual will to power. Clifton rejects such an 

oppositional stance to the construct of white "lady." Instead 

she reimmerses herself, as a Black woman, in the qualities 

Christian lists as both devalued and desired by a society 

that abj ected them from its own human potential. In "my 

17 See 'Stabat Mater', Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva 
Reader, ed. Toril Moi, for a Western cultural justaposition 
to Clifton's position on mothering and sexuality. 
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dream of being white" the poet's imagines herself in reverse 

negative: "my perfect line of a nose/no lips/no behind" a 

"whi te me." But "there' s no future/ in those clothes/so i 

take them off and/wake up/dancing." (Next 36). 

Casting off Eurocentric standards of ideal "white lady" 

appearance, Clifton verifies her own connections with a 

beauty that permeates from the source of personal 

empowerment. And as Carol Christ states, after a woman 

experiences "the grounding of her [spiritual] quest in the 

powers of being, it is important for her to name her 

experience in words" (23). Christ continues to say that 

learning to value everything about being a woman "is a· key 

theme in women's new naming [of] the beauty and strength of 

women's bodies, and their own particular bodies" (24). 

Thus in the poem "homage to my hair", Clifton writes, 

when i feel her jump up and dance 
i hear the music! my God 
i'm talking about my nappy hair! 
she is a challenge to your hand 
black man ••• 

[and] the greyer she do get, good God 
the blacker she do be! (GW 167). 

[and] 

Writing an "homage to my hips" she glories: 

••• these hips 
are free hips. 
they don't like to be held back. 
these hips have never been enslaved •••• 

these hips are mighty hips. 
these hips are magic hips. 



i have known them 
to put a spell on a man and 
spin him like a top! (GW 168). 
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Clifton claims the mighty, not the delicate, as female 

magic: and refers to a mysticality, a magic, that emanates 

from the sexual rather than the ascetic body. Taking back 

the mirror, she rewrites womanly beauty: 

listen, 
you a wonder. 
you a city 
of a woman. 
you got a geography 
of your own. 
somebody need directions 
to move around you. 
listen, 
woman, 
you not a noplace 
anonymous 
girl; 
mister with his hands on you 
he got his hands on 
some 
damn 
body! (GW 169) 

The poet names/claims herself as big, as woman-not-girl, 

as some-body, rather than an ephemeral, anonymous ideal. 

Barbara Christian writes of the "mammy figure", positioned in 

literature as a direct contrast to the ideal white woman. 

"Mammy is black in color, fat, nurturing, religious, kind, 

above all strong ••• and enduring ••• an all embracing figure" 

(BFC 2). The stereotypic physical functions of the mammy 

"involve the body as sensuous, funky, the part of woman that 
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white southern America [and the Eurocentric} was profoundly 

afraid of." The mammy was created as a "surrogate to contain 

all those fears of the physical female" CBFC 2). 

What Clifton achieves for Black women, and for 

"ordinary" women in general, is the reclamation of what it is 

to be a whole woman. She acknowledges the pain her full, 

vibrant self knows when measured against the standard of the 

privileged, reified "white lady," but she never attempts to 

"pass," refusing to deny the qualities the repressed West has 

ejected. She resists reactive opposition to the abjected 

stereotype, overcoming "false naming and [the] devaluing of 

traditional women's activities like mothering and nurturing" 

(Christ 24). Clifton glories in being black, nurturant, 

religious, kind, sensuous, funky, aware that the fearful have 

given her kin a bad name. Most of all, she is strong. 

The "mammy" is the repository of the very matrix the 

rational West has feared for millennium. James Evans writes 

of the "strategy of commemoration" in African American 

literature: 

(the commemorative) is any gesture ••• to 

recover,in the name of a collectivity, some being 

or event either anterior in time or outside of 

time, in order to fecundate, animate, or make 

meaningful a moment in the present. Commemoration 
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is the conquest of whatever in society or in the 

self is perceived as habitual, factual, static, 

mechanical, corporeal, inert, worldly, vacant and 

so forth (161). 

Clifton, in her poetry, commemorates her ancestors, 

Mary, Crazy Horse, and Mammy Ca'line. Additionally, she 

insists that the present-self is worthy of commemoration. 

She recovers, in the name of an affectational community not 

limited to Blacks or women, the fecund anima of herself. In 

commemorating the fruit of the "ordinary", she points to its 

extraordinary promise of indomitable return. In doing so, she 

offers one strategy for (re)conquering the "habitual", 

"mechanical", "static" and "vacant" construct of woman, which 

Western man has so long inscribed his reality upon. 



RE-READING THE LEAVES: RECREATING SACRED ORDER 

FROM A NEW WORLD, SLAVE PERSPECTIVE 

IN TONI MORRISION'S BELOVED 

••• the forest, the creek, the mud 
the river - seemed to beckon with 
a dishonoring flourish before the 
sunlit face of the land a 
treacherous appeal to the lurking 
death, to the hidden evil, to the 
profound darkness of its heart. 

Joseph Conrad 
Heart of Darkness 
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In Toni Morrison's opus, Beloved, we are presented ,with 

a text that demonstrates the process of the development of 

what W.E.B. Du Bois called "double-consciousness. ,,18 

Barbara Christian has pointed out that many of Morrison's 

protagonists in previous novels (as well as Sethe in Beloved) 

are 

18 

Double faced ••• [they] look outward and search 

inward, trying to find some continuity between the 

seasons, the earth, other people, the cycles of 

life, and their own particular lives. Often they 

find that there is conflict between their own 

nature and the society that man has made, to the 

unlike schizophrenia, "double-consciousness" 
originates in making sense, rather than leaving it. 
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extent that one seems to be the inversion of the 

other (BWN 137). 

Christian writes about the recurring importance of 

Nature in the works of Toni Morrison, claiming that through 

the use of nature images, the author is able to project "an 

integral world view, for the qualities of creativity and 

destructiveness are continually transforming the images of 

nature." And Morrison's "use of nature images is not 

arbitrary •••• the way in which the characters perceive nature 

is crucial to an understanding of their universe"(BWN 155). 

In Beloved the tree is an image-symbol returned to 

dozens of times. It serves as the square root of double

consciousness. Not only are "dominant" and Afrocentric 

symbols set against each other in an acid test of veracity. 

But the external "official" reality of tree as pastoral 

challenges the crossroads where internal reality, based on 

cultural tradition and personal practice, test and reshape 

each other. The pastoral celebration of Arbor Day, for 

instance, lives beside the fact of "Whole towns wiped clean 

of Negroes; eighty-seven lynchings in one year alone in 

Kentucky" (Beloved 180). These external contradictions 

ultimately prove a catalyst for Sethe's heroism. Overcoming 

the temptations of denial, amnesia, withdrawal from community 

and life itself, which lure her to "lay down her sword and 
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shield," Sethe struggles to integrate double worldviews into 

a third thing -- a New World slave perspective. Morrison 

provides multifarious "readings" of the "innocent" and 

"uni versal" image of a tree, demonstrating that the most 

innocuous "givens" deny contradictory experiences, and demand 

dialectical reinvestigation by the oppressed. 

As Derek Walcott tells us in "The Muse of History", the 

West too hastily assumed successful assimilation of the 

(ex)slave because slhe used the signs of official culture 

(e.g. language, religion) • But "no race is ever converted 

against its will. The slave-master ••. encountered a massive 

pliability. The slave converted himself, he changed weapons, 

spiritual weapons" (12).19 Agreement to the social 

contract for the sake of survival in no way automaticallY 

indicates that the underprivileged will join the ranks of the 

subaltern. Rather, the creator of vernacular understanding 

and expression, whether Morrison, Sethe, or the rapper on the 

corner, carries on the collective function of "being filter 

and purifier, never losing the tone and strength of the 

common speech as he[sic] uses the hieroglyphs, symbols, or 

alphabet of the official one"(Walcott 13). 

In Beloved, Toni Morrison presents an African-based 

system of ethics in conflict with Western standards, through 

19 my emphasis 
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her two-headed presentation of that seemingly innocuous 

"natural" "object", the tree. She emerges with a vernacular 

version which, like Baker's blues, offers "a phylogenetic 

recapitulation ••• always becoming, shaping, transforming, 

displacing the peculiar experiences of Africans in the New 

World"(8). 

Vashti Lewis emphasizes the enormous importance of 

African tradition to Morrison's writings, which offer "a 

blueprint that is sorely needed for African-American fiction 

as people of African descent wrestle with problems of 

identity," moving into the twenty-first century (Lewis 316-

317). In a sense, that author's novels offer a reconstruction 

of ancestral roots in that struggle for identity. Morrison's 

African return is never sentimental or nostalgic; rather it 

concerns creative choice, for: 

the African presence and cultural rootedness is 

woven into Black American culture without 

contrivance and with such extraordinary subtlety 

that neither the characters or the reader are 

immediately aware of it: just as most of us are 

oblivious of the fact that after some three 

hundred plus years in America, African tradition 
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continues to manifest itself in our lives 

(317) .20 

The vast majority of slaves brought to the united states 

came from Africa's Western Horn. Although they spoke 

different languages, their rivers and forests overlapped: 

they traded and warred and intermarried. Their sacred 

practices were widespread, although specific deities were 

local. Thrust into foreign bondage, pan-African solidarity 

on the plantation meant survival before it came to mean 

community. Eventually, specific West African tribal tenets 

coalesced into one generally recognized system within the 

United states. The formation of a cooperative world view was 

intellectually, physically, psychologically, and spiritually 

imperative. Maya Deren writes on the effects of diaspora on 

individual West African sacred systems imported to the New 

World. She intimates that although the lexicon was 

abbreviated, the syntax remained unchanged: 

Inevitably, and even deliberately (for the 

colonists were concerned to minimize the strength 

of a people who outnumbered them), the tribes were 

broken up and scattered •••• yet all these West 

Africans had certain basic beliefs in common: 

ancestor worship; the use of song, drums and 

20 my emphasis. 
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dancing in the religious rituals; the possession 

of the worshipper by the god (58). 

In addition, certain other aspects of west African 

worldview vernacularized to u.s. African-American practice 

are important to this study. For example, the African 

timeline is not linear or evolutionary. The earth is 

inhabited by the living (or physically manifest), the dead 

(ancestors), those yet to come, and the great archetypically 

animating forces of the cosmos. The complete paradigm is 

embodied in the "natural image" of the tree. 21 African 

hamlets even today are built in the presence of particular, 

ancient trees whose deep-gripping roots are the dwelling 

place of the origin-ancestors: the once-human portion of the 

Source. The living community is the bole. The main body of 

the tree represents those now in their pr ime • The new growth 

(branches) may already be in fruit or in blossom, or may 

merely hold that magic potential until their proper season 

arrives. The leaves feed the tree/the tree feeds the leaves. 

Birds and spiders and restless spirits hover in the leaves, 

and Damballah, the great benevolent entity who watches over 

21 George Eaton Simpson, in his study The Shango Cult of 
Trinidad, records the Dahomean saying: "If you know the 
story of all the leaves in the forest, you would know all 
there is to know about the Gods of Dahomey." (p. 104) 
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all his people in the form of a snake, rests in the top, 

touching the sky. 

only the physically incarnate should occupy the world of 

the living, except during marked, ritual occasions when they 

request the earthly presence of ancestral powers. Then the 

temporary incarnation of certain disembodied forces is 

approached by masking, sacrifice, and evocation. outside this 

temporary ritual re-embodiment (and witchcraft) the planes of 

incarnate/dis incarnate must be kept in clear and separate 

order. 

The ancestor's role, when properly mourned and 

venerated, is to slowly sink into the matrix of those whose 

bodies once nourished the people, and whose wisdom and 

benevolence can still be evoked to protect and comfort their 

"children." 

Joanne Braxton writes that in a like manner, ancestors 

who appear in African-American vernacular writings have been 

evoked for "myth making, and reflect the people's need for 

heros who embody cultural values necessary to the survival of 

the group. [They] transcend the generations to become 

'timeless people'" (304). The west African deceased also 

become "timeless persons." After the "purification of time" 

which loosens the clutch of memory between living and dead, 

the ancestor moves beyond personal human identity, dissolving 
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back into the collective, generative, tribal matrix. Deren 

notes that this entire process can be visualized as a "chain 

of interlocking links life, death, deification, 

transfiguration, resurrection,IO which "churns without rest" 

(Deren 32-33). This chain can be envisioned in endless 

elliptical flux at the heart of the cosmic tree, creating, 

nurturing, and recreating life, much as the west imagines a 

chain of protoplasm, nutrients and carbon inside its trees. 

In order for this model of life to continue its reliable 

seasons and cycles, the pattern of this sacred chain must not 

be broken. 

Enter diaspora. The spirits of those separated 'from 

their bodies by "bad death" away from the rites of the 

community and the waiting body of the ancestors, may linger 

in places isolated from the living community - places such as 

rivers, swamps, graveyards, and woods. Dis-ordered Power 

disrupts. such spirits are not finished with the world of the 

living: they haunt. They do not nurture. 

In Beloved, as Barbara christian writes, "natural order 

[is] turned upside down as a result of human society" (BWN 

154) • The African tree of life -- based on personal, 

familial, tribal, and collective continual regeneration -- is 

truncated by slavery. But by the end of the book, its 
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traumatized cuttings take root, commencing an adaptive new 

cycle in this New World soil. 

Angela Davis, in an essay entitled "Black Women and 

Music", reminds her reader that economic activity, communal 

interrelationships, and spiritual pursuits were interwoven 

in West African life. Trees were not mere objects or tropes, 

but entities involved in interactive practices between 

complex layers of creation. Illustrative of Davis's model, 

trees mentored the economic activity of the markets held 

beneath them, and blessed the journey of those who travelled 

past crossroads where they stood. In addition to embodying 

the dynamic life cycles of a people, they marked the space 

for communal activities: a village gathered for songs of call 

and response in a circle of significant trees, or summoned 

the ancestors in a grove known, by the Yoruba, as "Igbo 

igbale. ,,22 Before diaspora, the voice that summoned West 

African people together in woe or celebration was the voice 

of trees (talking drums). 

This tradition travelled through two+ centuries of 

clandestine vernacular practice to the outskirts of 

cinncinati, Ohio, where: 

22 See Gonzalez-Wippler, Migene. santeria: The 
Religion, New York, Harmony Books, 1989, p. 82. 
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Baby Suggs, holy, followed by every black man, 

woman and child who could make it through, took 

her great heart to the Clearing -a wide-open place 

cut deep in the woods ••• In the heat of every 

Sunday afternoon, she sat in the clearing while 

the people waited among the trees (87). 

First Baby prays silently, then calls the people until 

"they ran from the trees", and "the woods rang" (87). There 

Baby Suggs exhorts them -- not to obedience, honesty, 

chastity, humility, temperance, or other domesticating 

values: but to love. Rather than urging them to 

selflessness, she urges them to love themsel ves, in' the 

"flesh that needs to be loved", and the" inside parts [whites 

would] just as soon slop for hogs". But most importantly 

"hear me now, love your heart. For this is the prize." 

Long after Baby Suggs holy's faith is broken, the 

Clearing remains a place of collective affirmation in the 

minds of the Cincinnati Black community. When Sethe learns 

that Halle's mind and spirit left his body 18 years before, 

she heads for the Clearing "before the light changed, while 

it was still the green blessed peace she remembered: misty 

with plant steam and the decay of berries" (89). Sitting on 

Baby's old preaching rock Sethe "remembered the smell of 

leaves simmering in the sun, thunderous feet and the shouts 
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that ripped pods off the limbs of the chestnuts" (94). The 

woods, even after the holocaust of slavery, still ring with 

the possibility of right human relationship - with self, 

earth, community, and other. The African-based practice of 

circled call and response in the presence of trees still 

"works" when displaced to the margins of Babylon. 

In addition to gathering places; in many Old and New 

World Black societies, trees are the site of ancestral 

shrines. Deren explains that the tree forms the vertical axis 

of the cosmos. Offerings are left here for the spirits of the 

great ancestral powers with whom the trees are linked, and 

who "emerge to act upon the material world" (36). She writes 

that trees in particular are the great "natural highway" of 

spirit "traffic," and "the leaves, properly plucked and 

treated, may therefore carry divine and healing properties" 

(36). In Haiti, one area of the New World where African 

sacred practices remain highly organized and vigorous in 

their vernacular forms, "the most ancient of loa [accreted 

ancestral deities] are known as loa racine (root loa): the 

songs tell of their 'racine sans but' (root without 

end) ••• [the] tree (is) a preferred avenue of divine approach" 

(36). Both Deren and Rene Depestre, in his book A-E~inb9M 

for the Christian west, refer to possessed voodoo initiates 

as "leaves," as well as "horses." 
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Sethe enters the Clearing to honor her husband's memory 

with Denver, their last-born, and Beloved, the young woman 

who had recently walked out of the water, rested against a 

mulberry tree, then made her way "through the woods past a 

giant temple of boxwood" to sit in the first handy place, "a 

stump not far from the steps" of Sethe's house (50). Trees 

are the abode of restless spirits, as well as benevolent 

ancestors. A stump is a tree cut off to grow no more, 

mirroring the truncated life of Beloved and the myriad slave

ancestors embodied through her •• 

But before such vernacular versions emerge, Morrison 

presents the official Western version of the tree; a version 

which challenges and demands the reshaping of Afrocentric 

cosmic order. For trees also figure prominently in the 

founding "myths" of the united states. What American 

schoolchild does not associate George Washington, "the Father 

of our Country" with the fable of the cherry tree? Playing 

with a hatchet, George chopped down his father's cherry tree, 

and even though he feared a whipping, came forward to 

confess: "It was I. I cannot tell a lie." 

Paul K. Longmore tells us that Washington constructed a 

self as duplicitous and ambitious as any courtier's, based on 

highly competitive "Anglo-Virginian gentry values", the most 

important of which was, 
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his reputation among other honorable gentlemen. 23 

To hold securely one's own sense of honor, oneas 

self-assessment must concur with the community's 

assessment. Personal identi ty was, then, 

inseparable from public reputation •••• always 

nagging was the internalized cultural need for 

public validation (2). 

One strategy through which Washington became a legend in 

his own time, (in those days before electronic media and mass 

mailouts) was by supporting myths which propagandized him as 

a hero, in the traditional Western sense. Tales of brave 

boys, bred to Godlike virtue, could be traced to Greek and 

biblical times. Yet" [t]he Cannot-Tell-A-Lie incident of the 

cherry tree and the hatchet is a brazen piece of fiction made 

up by a minister named the Rev. Mason L. Weems" (Woodward 16) • 

The story that the Father of this country could not tell a 

lie, is a lie. 

A contiguous lie is embedded within the Declaration of 

Independence, itself penned on the pressed flesh of a tree. 

The inalienable rights affirmed by 56 land-holding gentlemen, 

including Washington, did not extend to their "chattel." 

Washington, a tobacco plantation owner, went on record as 

opposing slavery because he found it "uneconomic". However 

23 Free, white, land-holding, elite. 
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"he never took any active steps to put an end to [slavery] 

and ••• added largely to the number of his slaves with some of 

the money that came to him [from his marriage to] Mrs. 

custis" (Woodward 167). One of Washington's chroniclers 

writes that "He expected his slaves to do their full share of 

work, and he held them rigidly to the regulations of his 

plantations. There was a good deal of the martinet in 

Washington; we see this quality appearing in all his 

relations with inferiors" (Woodward 165) • Although he whipped 

them "on occasion" and sold them away from each other, 

Washington "seems to have treated his slaves very well - not 

exactly as one treats human beings, but as one treats a 

stable of valuable horses" (Woodward 165) • 

. The "honor" demonstrated by the cherry tree fabrication 

was intended to authorize another ideological structure: the 

tree of free, white, male, lineal, ownership. A lineage that 

inherited private property and status. The use of the tree as 

Western metaphor for lineage is so unquestioned that even 

underclass Americans may inscribe biological "family trees" 

on the inner leaf of a bible, adding to the branches with 

each new birth. Such a tree, growing downward from heaven 

where the founding ancestors hopefully reside, is based on 

nuclear family, the line of inheritance, rather than extended 

or communal kinship, or value- and experience-based relation. 
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In Beloved, Washington's cherry tree is whipped, 

stigmata-like, into the back of Sethe, a 20 year old slave, 

mother of three, the fourth in her belly. What does it mean 

for a second-generation African slave woman to bear the 

stigmata of America's founding lie on her back? Morrison's 

move demonstrates "how one ideological group establishes 

power by imprinting its traces on the bodies of other people. 

[This] often involves invading, cutting, impressing and 

fragmenting" (Wall 83). But such inscriptions, borne 

variously by the racial-other, the poor, the woman of the 

West, can dialectically "act as a 'second body', that 

mediates [the bearer's] relationship to the power structure 

in such a way as to give her a voice" (Wall 83). 

Just so, the cherry-tree on Sethe's back facilitates a 

two-headed examination of one of Western America's founding 

"myths". In this and other works, Morrison often mitigates 

white consciousness along lines of class. And interestingly 

it is Amy Denver, the half-mad, run-away white indentured 

servant who saves Sethe's life and delivers her final baby, 

who gives the mass of bloody slashmarks their meditative 

form, naming them "cherry tree." 

"Come here, Jesus," the loquacious Amy cries when she 

first sees Sethe' s back. Then there is silence, as she 
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traces Sethe' s welts and ridges with her "good hands." 

Finally Amy says, 

It's a tree, Lu. A chokecherry tree. See, here's 

the trunk - it's red and split wide open, full of 

sap, and this here's the parting for the branches. 

You got a mighty lot of branches. Leaves too, 

look like, and dern if these ain't blossoms. Tiny 

little cherry blossoms, just as white. Your back 

got a whole tree on it. In bloom (79). 

On Sethe's back, the back of African slavery, then, the 

cherry tree fable is reconstructed and "split wide open." 

The official pastoral of trees as innocent aesthetic objects; 

those "lacy groves" of "the most beautiful sycamores in the 

world" (B 6) must be looked at more closely until we see 

Billie Holiday's "strange fruit." But neither can the African 

model be relied on as a map of New World reality. For both 

Western and African ideals lead to a consciousness of trees 

which is insufficient in the American dimension. 

For example, young Paul D. knew that trees were 

"invi ting; things you could trust and be near; talk to if you 

wanted to as he frequently did." So he picked the pretty 

tree he most trusted, and "His choice he called Brother" 

(21). Often Paul sat under Brother with his slave-brother 

sixo. "Now there was a man, and that was a tree"(22). Sethe 
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brought their midday meal out to the fields: they "never 

took it from her hands. They stood back and waited for her to 

put it on the ground (at the foot of a tree) and leave" (23) , 

echoing the African custom of first-offering to the spirits. 

And in those early days, "sixo went among trees at night. 

For dancing, he said, to keep his bloodlines open, he said" 

(25) • 

But after the implementation of School teacher's 

"scientific" slave regime, Sixo is pushed to risk escape with 

his Thirty Mile Woman. At the last minute he and Paul D. are 

discovered by the alerted paterollers. Knocked out with a 

rifle, sixo revives to find "a hickory fire is in front of 

him, and he is tied at the waist to a tree"(227). Although 

the wood refuses to burn him, sixo is shot to death there, 

among the trees where he once danced. 

Early in her life Sethe learns to·focus on the official 

pastoral, avoiding looking too deeply into the "shameless 

beauty" of the trees. She remembers "the wonderful soughing 

sycamores rather than the boys" hanging there, having early 

discovered the unnatural uses trees, like slaves, are put to 

in the New World. As a girl, she comes upon the body of her 

rebellious mother swinging from a tree. And later, herself a 

young mother rushing to arrange her family's escape to 

freedom, she passes "right by those boys hanging in the 
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trees. One had Paul A. 's shirt on but not his hands or feet" 

(198). Sethe must steel herself to walk on by, leaving the 

dead unshriven in order to deliver her living and unborn 

family. 

And even beyond slavery, the trees don't seem to do 

their part. On the morning of Beloved's murder/liberation, 

Baby Suggs holy is in her garden when she senses something 

"Dark and coming" bearing down on her re-assembled family of 

runaway slaves. Over and over "she looked up. The sky was 

blue and clear. Not one touch of death in the definite green 

of the leaves" (138). Because the African spirits, 

traditionally watching from the tops of the trees, fai'l to 

warn of the approaching, slavecatchers, the chain of 

protection is broken. Baby Suggs fails, as oldest living 

matrix, to protect her young from the Western defiler, so 

that Sethe yanks her babies into an empty woodshed and tries 

to send them allover to the protection of the Guinea 

ancestors. 

It seems as if the order of the tree, natural 

manifestation of proper cosmic interaction within ceaseless 

African generation, can no longer be trusted on slavery's 

soil. For Western society has inverted African nature. Here, 

young boys dangle dead from the branches where new life 

should sprout: a rotting mother's body swings in front of 
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the matrix-trunk. The leaves, where spirits should hover to 

watch and heal the people, fail to warn their children about 

the slavecatcher. The emblem of a cherry tree in sweet spring 

bloom is whipped into a woman's back with a cat o'nine tails: 

she bears for life the stigmata of the lie of freedom a 

nation was built upon. The sap of the timeless tree is 

diverted and debased 24 That young mother is driven to 

break off her own branches, smash her own fruits, rupture the 

"endless churning II of the chain of sacred cycles, in a 

desperate leap away from slavery, toward early ancestry -

no flesh and no mind left to abuse. 

The natural order of the sacred tree is dis-membered, in 

the shadow of the tree of patrilineal proprietorship. The 

chain of interactive human seasons mirrored in the repeated 

cycles of a tree has been truncated by slavery, and the 

24 victor Turner, in his seminal study of "Color 
Classification in Ndembu Ritual: A Problem in Primitive 
classif ication, II does important and groundbreaking work. But 
the desire of the structuralist to understand universal human 
nature through a specific culture may have caused him to veer 
from the lessons that specific culture had to teach the West. 
For example, when writing of the tree whose sap is white, 
therefore associated with mothering and milk, Turner's move 
was somewhat monologic. He assessed the IImeaning" of the 
milky sap of the tree semantically; that is, from its 
appearance; without exploring the Ndembu awareness that the 
sap of the tree, from root to branch, is the nurturant 
substance circulating between the limitless circles of Life. 
Hence in Beloved, Sethe's reaction to being experimentally 
nursed by Schoolteacher's nephews is a response to an 
unspeakably blasphemous interruption of a timeless, sacred, 
flow between levels of generation. 
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ancestors who died a violent, untimely death, amputated from 

the bole of community, seek reembodiment. The roots rise into 

the air and walk again. 

cut off from the natural cycles of relationships to 

self, family, and collective, the ancestral spirits of Ma'am, 

Beloved, (and how many more?) coalesce, realizing that their 

"journey toward spiritual wholeness involves ••• [their] 

participation in the human condition" (Everson 70). The 

amalgam of murdered slaves with inverted, nightmarish smiles 

(the bit stretching their mouths/the sawed smile under their 

chins/rictus) constellates in the character Beloved, ravenous 

to "reconnect with her body and with the creative power of 

eros" (Everson 72). Beloved is a desperate shadow-tree: at 

book's end she runs back into the woods, pregnant. One of the 

drives she embodies, perhaps, is to ensure that 2QIDg form of 

African life will continue, on this continent. 

Barbara Christian tells us that Morrison's "structural 

use of nature is critical to the rendering of her tales as 

fables, as stories that teach a lesson about life. As in the 

fables of old, an interpretation of Nature is critical to the 

moral code of a particular human community" (BFC 57). The 

benevolent trees standing at the heart of African communities 

no longer provide protective order in these united states, 

yet dualist power "fictions" cannot remain doxic in 
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coexistence with such worldviews, which the west labels 

"animist." The West African animist culture which Walcott 

asserts converted itself with the interchangeable use of 

spiritual weapons; that Lewis marks has subtly pervaded for 

300 years; is accretive, supple, able to reroute its symbols, 

and reroot the tree of community. 

In Africa, crossgenerational community seems to have 

been the highest sacred aspiration. But if we can separate 

the symbol from its desire, we see another value perhaps even 

more sacred: the survival of the people at all costs; the 

continuity of Deren's "chain of interlocking links 

(which) ••• churns without rest." 

When sixo is being led away to die, a recalcitrant 

"singing nigger with a gun", he shouts "Seven-o! Seven-of 

because his Thirty-Mile Woman got away with his blossoming 

seed" (B 228-229). And when Paul D., in chain-gang captivity 

in Alfred, Georgia, tries to cut off all feelings for a world 

inverted to hell, he cannot keep himself from loving the 

world "small and in secret. His little love was a tree, of 

course, but not like Brother old, wide and 

beckoning •••• [rather] there was an aspen too young to call 

sapling. Just a shoot no taller than his waist" (B 221). 

New blossoms, new saplings, joint project of African seed and 



102 

this new-old land, spring up in tough and joyful defiance, in 

Toni Morrison's Beloved. 

When Paul D. and his fellow prisoners escape to a camp 

of Cherokees, Paul's Cherokee host provides a map to "Magical 

North. Welcoming benevolent North" (B 112). 

"That way," [the Cherokee] said pointing. "Follow the 

tree flm"ers," he said. "only the tree flowers. As they go, 

you go. You will be where you want to be when they are 

gone." 

So Paul sets off, racing "from dogwood blossom to blossoming 

peach. When they thinned out he headed for the cherry 

blossoms ••• At last he reached a field of apple trees whose 

flowers were just becoming tiny knots of fruit" (B 112). 

But North doesn't live up to the myth, just as Paul D.'s 

tree "Brother", in the end, was two faced, not something to 

trust. He heads South again, winding up in the cherry 

blossoms on Sethe' s back. Tree-flowers that defied the 

founding lie of America. That symbolized new generation, 

children, what Sethe called "her best thing. II The tree 

carved on Sethe's back silently works to interrogate both 

official American and African meanings of trees. In The 

Bluest Eye, Morrison makes the mythic American ideal family 

spin into nightmarish parody by speeding and blurring the 

reading of Dick and Jane. In Beloved, lynching, burning, 
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flogging lie palimpsested above the manic whisper of Kilmer's 

"Ithinkthatishallneversee apoemlovelyasatree ••• " 

The New World, catalyst of that "double-consciousness" 

essential to African-American survival, has given ground to 

a double-faced tree. Facing outwardly, a post-slavery 

community of disparate and unrelated people work to set down 

roots again. Children are born: elders love, teach, and die 

and mentor, as ancestors. Morrison has demonstrated the 

enacted reclamation of Afrocentric reality, tested in this 

New World cycle: as Christian would say, through seasons of 

destruction and a resurging creativity. 

But the second face of this New World tree, that which 

gazes internally to make honest and authentic sense of 

things, has also been altered. Parted from ancestral earth, 

roots, family, neighbors; one's own fruits severed for 

another's profit; one must, as Baby Suggs implies, become the 

founder of one's own lineage, loving each and every part of 

the generative self. Morrison suggests that the American 

oppressed become a two-headed tree: able to take a place in 

collective root-formation, While able to act as 

matrix/fruit/blossom for the self in an estranged and hostile 

environment. As Paul D. tells Sethe, to become one's own 
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"best thing," one's own flower, even if remote from ancient, 

ancestral roots, is the sapling New World experience. 
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MOTHER/DAUGHTER/QUAN~AHUALT: THE VIRGIN OF GUADELUPE AS 

GENERATRIX IN THE WORKS OF 

GLORIA ANZALDUA AND SANDRA CISNEROS 

"Our Lady performed the Miraculous Painting 
at the foot of a tree the kind the Indians 

call Quancahualt, which is the same as the 
spider-web tree, or tree of prayer, which 
does not produce any fruit, and is a forest 
tree, and produces only its white blossoms 
in season." 

Donald Demarest & Coley Taylor 
The Dark virgin 

In the last chapters we discussed vernacular sacred 

relationships expressed as interpermeations between the 

female body and a greater source of power. Clifton's and 

Morrison's works emphasized the holiness surrounding' the 

procreatively generative matrix, on personal and collective 

levels. A kindredness is recognized between that which 

creates all life forms, and woman as species matrix -- she 

who co-creates/transmits future lines, tribes, and races of 

people, herself a part of what Deren describes as a "chain of 

interlocking links." We have been using the term "matrix," 

which the Collins English Dictionary defines as: 

a substance, situation or environment in which 

something has its origin, takes form, or is 

enclosed (L. womb, female animal used for 

breeding, from mater, mother)." 
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Again we read the time-hardened western "fiction": that 

which nurtures is specialized, gendered, "used for breeding", 

"animal;" or a fragment of the body, be it private or 

collective. In other words, the Eurocentric fiction portrays 

the matrix as part of a female division of labor. But not all 

people envision the matrix as body part, or even necessarily 

female. For example, the peoples of the Aztec empire related 

to a sacred matrix which was a shared and balanced duality, 

"Ometeotl, mother-father of the gods, the origin of all 

natural forces and of everything that was:" the royal jaguar 

(Elizondo 83). This supreme duality was called Lord and Lady 

of heaven. Virgil Elizondo writes "This great creative force 

was without historical mythology and was therefore incapable 

of physical representation. [It] is not a superman or 

superspirit, but rather a process of creativity, of 

potentiality or unfolding." Even though all living entities 

contain some of this animating power, they are not the power 

itself. Because it is not a qualitative "thing" it cannot be 

staticallY possessed. Rather, as we note in many Meso

American Indian systems, sacred power is an inter-action: it 

depends on creation, destruction, circulation, and other 

types of movement: "you share it but you do not possess it" 

(22) • 
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In our study of vernacular sacred systems found in 

writings by u.s. "sub"cultural women, the term "matrix" 

marks the place of an ungendered, non-anthropomorphized, 

interactive forcefield of creative potential, describing 

human reproductive activity. 

up to this point, we have primarily looked at human

sacred interpermeation realized through physical (ascribed) 

identifications -- the female, childbearing body and the 

black "race." But African-American vernacularisms cannot be 

traced to "racial" difference from the western norm. Rather 

they represent a constellation of values which has been 

culturally achieved. In this chapter, we will explore' how 

sacred identifications are made for Chicanas, through the New 

World vernacular entity known as the virgin of Guadelupe. 

Elizondo, in his "unofficial" rendition of her history and 

its continued revolutionary impact on Meso-American people, 

insinuates the importance of turning to the vernacular sacred 

in order to read the ongoing reality of materially dominated 

groups: 

For the powerless and defeated, history is 

recorded and lived in the collective memory of the 

people - their songs, dances, poetry, art, legends 

and popular religion. For the powerful, history 

is the written record; for the defeated, history 
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is life, for it is history that keeps telling them 

things are not as they ought to be (67). 

Elizondo insists that the history of the materially 

downtrodden "is very much alive in the oral traditions and 

popular practices of the people" (68), and can be located not 

only through archaeology and folklore, but also through 

current syncretic cultural praxis. And "[t]he one, living 

popular practice of the masses of people - Indios, Mestizos, 

Criollos, Espanoles ••• which alone ties and gives continuity 

to the three great ages of Mexican history is ••• Tonantzin

Guadelupe"(68). 

The virgin of Guadelupe, for millions of North' and 

Central Americans, is a living example of how the sacred, in 

interaction with its people, shapeshifts. It translates 

itself to answer human needs brought about by altered 

structures of feeling, themselves forced through dramatic 

changes in material practice. A true matrix, the sacred 

continuously and organically provides both the wellspring and 

protective value-parameters of a people. Often known cross

culturally as "The Creator", the sacred creates not merely 

objects outside itself (or subject-objects). Rather its 

activity is creation: it perpetually (re)creates itself in 

interaction with the world. At least that is one way to 

interpret the phenomenon of the appearance of the Virgin of 
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Guadelupe to Juan Diego, an impoverished Indian, 14 years 

after Cortes first set his metal-encased foot on the white 

sands of America. 

Let us look at identification with Guadelupe along two 

axes: both achieved relations (not "naturalized" through the 

body but distinguished as cultural production) via religion 

and history; and ascribed, through race and again the female 

bodies which Gloria Anzaluda and Sandra Cisneros share with 

Guadelupe. Beyond the common cultural practices of a people, 

we hope to pursue any differences to be found when the body 

of the woman orients itself away from heterosexual 

reproducti ve practice. How does a woman's sexual orientation 

influence her experience of identification with a "virgin", 

the "mother" of god? In addition, other subtle acultural 

experiences remind us that struggle is universal, and wears 

a personal face. It does not break into clean dichotomies of 

"them" and us", or "dominant" and "sub"cultural; rather we 

shall see that within "sub"cultures there are norms, and 

those who deviate from them often have to deal with multiple 

marginalizations. 

Wherever Chicano culture remains strong -- in the barrio 

as well as the borderlands -- "The center is the human 

community" governed by rules that make up morality. "It 

contrasts with the periphery, where unbridled, primordial 
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forces exist" (Taggart 189). The fears fostered through 

storytelling and myth from Texas to Chiapas, is meant to 

constrain the mortal to the safe and moral collective center 

-- especially the female. Taggart writes that contemporary 

Nahuat stories "describe deviant members of both sexes 

perishing or undergoing perpetual and infinite punishment in 

the periphery of the universe" (189). (The Nahuat are Mexican 

Indian tribes whom residents of Aztlan claim as blood- and 

cultural-kin -- the pre-conquest through present day Native 

American root of Chicanas/os). 

The official religion of Nahuatl people, as well as 

Mexicans, Central Americans, and millions in the u.s." and 

Canada, is Roman Catholicism. Religion is an achieved 

status. One's religion is not a difference naturalized 

through the appearance of the body, although one may be born 

into a family or group religious practice. An element of 

personal choice comes into playas the individual weighs and 

interprets the inherited religion, decides how active, 

passive, or innovative a role to play in its practice, or 

even abandons it to join or form another sect. The official 

religion known as Roman Catholicism is an ideological 

network of orthodox dogmas which sets and attempts to enforce 

"norms" or standards of order considered ideal by its 

hierarchy of magesterium across the centuries. We have 
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discussed the incorporation of hellenistic values into 

proscriptions for female behavior by the early Church 

fathers. One possible relationship that can be made with the 

New World's vernacular virgin - the virgin of Guadelupe -

lies along institutional lines. In other words, for those 

who experience the Western paradigmatic models of Mother and 

Virgin as sacred, religion may iconically translate the link 

to the New World sacred. 

One way to understand how this translation works is to 

first consider what Harry Berger Jr. has to say regarding 

citational acts -- those which support one's own experience 

or authority by affirmation through a "more illustrious or 

unquestionable source" (BAT 155). Berger writes: 

Myth and ritual, for example, are citational acts 

that perform the author function and prevent 

against interpretation by closing down on unbound 

meaning ••• the citational texts of gender, nature, 

cosmos, and divinity produced by detextualized 

(repressed) interpretation precede and enable the 

various systems of response in which they are 

communicated, interpreted, and acted upon (BAT 

155). 

In terms of religious constructs, the Virgin has been 

institutionalized. She is detextualized from her body -- her 
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sexual-procreative practice has been repressed. In a 

contemporary example of how Roman Catholic women internalize 

this model, Cherrie Morraga writes "Todavia soy bien 

catolica - filled with guilt, passion and incense" (ii). In 

her efforts to associate herself with the delusion of 

virginal "innocence," Morraga says "I became pure spirit -

bodiless" (120). 

The official Virgin, far from cutting-edge intellectual, 

is mentally docile, accepting mysteries and divine edicts 

which are "beyond her grasp." She breeds and nurtures. When 

we apply mimetic practice to this standard of female self

effacement and obedience, the Western coefficient of' the 

vernacular sacred equation seems to dominate. The citational 

(ascriptive or naturalizing) texts which support culturally 

achieved identification are as follows: gender-the virgin is 

a woman. she is a divine ruler; "the Most Holy Virgin Mary, 

Our Lady of Guadelupe, Queen of Mexico and Empress of the 

Americas" (Demarest and Taylor 2), reinscribing a familiar 

hierarchal order of power. Her nature is that of passive 

incubator, caretaker, and mediatrix with an omnipotent 

Patriarch. Her cosmic place before assumption into heaven 

(God's home) was the domestic or extended (apostolic) family 

space. Today, in households throughout Aztlan, Arizona, New 

Mexico, the barrios of New York, Chicago, Miami, Los Angeles, 
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Kansas city, Mexico, Guatemala and other central American 

states, the Virgin of Guadelupe is installed as protectress 

of the home and the family it shelters. Demarest and Taylor 

write, 

in those better off homes ••• from Bauhaus modern 

through spanish and Beverly Hills Moorish ••• she 

will be an essential part of the decoration, a 

key-note, a motif. In the poorer homes ••• she will 

be a fixture, like the stove or the ice-box. In 

the poorest homes, her altar with flowers and 

candles will be the only solid fixture in a 

household which sleeps on straw mats (2). 

An emphasis on the official RCC version of the virgin 

reinforces that "Woman is queen ••• but her kingdom is the 

domestic kingdom" (Iadarola 460) .25 The Virgin of the 

household underscores that woman cannot function outside the 

sanctity of the home without danger of becoming Eve (not 

divine; carnal, disobedient in nature, on a par with animals, 

etc.).26 In contemporary Latina culture, those inclined 

25 The admonition of Pope pius XII to women: "Many 
voices will suggest a rather proud autonomy; they will repeat 
that you are in every respect the equal of your husband, and 
in many respects his superior. Do not react like Eve to 
these lying, tempting, deceitful voices" (Iadarola 459). 

26 Another issue to be explored: the Western view on 
animals as lower than "man," while the majority of the 
world's cultures view animals as human benefactors, mentors, 
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toward official worldview (of either dominant or 

"sub"cultural groups) rely on The Virgin of Guadelupe to 

affirm links with a sacred system which reinforces/coincides 

with conservative gender order. She is the highest model of 

her sex, promoted by the official RCC as the exemplar of 

reproductively-generative and nurturant womanhood. 

In her collection Woman Hollering Creek, Sandra Cisneros 

illustrates Chicano responses to cultural aspects of the 

Virgin in a piece entitled "Little Miracles, Kept Promises." 

Not exactly a short story, the piece consists of a series of 

epistolary testimonios to various Santos, requesting or 

acknowledging Ulittle miracles" of redemption from human 

dilemmas. These dilemmas range from mortal illness to 

loneliness; from accidents to recovering lost wages or lost 

love. The Virgin is a favorite medatrix, especially 

interactive in the lives of women. 

simple message which follows: 

Madrecita de Dios, 

For example, in the 

Thank you. Our child is born healthy! 

Rene y Janie Garza 

Hondo, TX (124) , 

the reader infers that the Dear Little Mother of God is the 

celestial patroness of earthly birth. 

even minor deities. 
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Cisnero's writing, set within the genre of fiction, is 

first-person prose. In such a short piece as LMKP, through 

the device of epistolary personal testimony narrating a 

multiplicity of genders, ages, local origins, educational and 

class backgrounds, conservative or colloquial affiliations, 

Cisneros suggests that a prototypic Latina or Chicana 

religious experience does not exist. But there are 

prevailing threads: in which direction they are pulled will 

determine the vernacular experience and expression of the 

sacred paradigms they interact with. 

Another testimonio addressed to .. santisima Senora de San 

Juan de los Lagos" (the Aztlan manifestation of the Virgin of 

Guade1upe) is written by a young woman, Teresa. She, her 

aunts, sisters and mother have travelled twice to the shrine 

of the Virgin "just to visit you and make our requests" (121) • 

These women live together in a round of uneventful days spent 

arguing, watching tv, worrying about their children and 

"fema1e organs", aware of the absent center to their lives -

men. Their external community is the church (122). 

The title testimonio, on the other hand, is written by 

a "sub"cultura1 nonconformist -- a woman with the spirited 

drive of an artist. This heroine sits in the dark of her 

room panicked at the collective expectation that she embrace 

the move from housebound daughter, to wife, to mother. Only 
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after she realizes the Virgin is an historical locus of 

social change, can she accept her as mentor (126-127). 

In Borderlands, Gloria Anzaldua writes non-fiction, 

risking direct deconstruction of official religious 

practices and critiquing the secular misappropriation of the 

Virgin of Guadelupe in traditional Chicano culture. 

"Guadelupe",she writes, "has been used by the Church to mete 

out institutionalized oppression: to placate the Indians and 

mexicanos and Chicanos ••• Guadelupe [is] to make us docile and 

enduring" (31). As background, Anzaldua has previously stated 

that Chicano 

culture expects women to show greater acceptance 

of, and commitment to, the value system than men. 

The culture and the Church insist that women are 

subservient to males. If a woman rebels she is a 

mujer mala. If a woman doesn't renounce herself 

in favor of the male, she is selfish. If a woman 

remains a virgen until she is married, she is a 

good woman. For a woman of my culture, there used 

to be only three directions she could turn: to 

the Church as a nun, to the streets as a 

prostitute, or to the home as a mother" (17). 

Anzaldua implies that identification with the Virgin 

along the official cultural axis of religion is a matter 
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which demands conscious inquiry, for "institutionalized 

religions impoverish all life, beauty, pleasure ••• [they] 

encourage fear and distrust of life and the body; they 

encourage a split between the body and the spirit and totally 

ignore the soul, they encourage us to kill off parts of 

ourselves" (37).27 Yet Guadelupe, embodied as a Catholic 

virgin, has also managed to serve as a unifying and 

revolutionary matrix for an entire nation (Mexico), a race 

(the mestizo), and liberation movements across history, from 

the Mexican Revolution to Cesar Chavez I migrant worker 

rebellions. The citational myth tied to her official RCC 

identity has worked both ways; re-establishing the potential 

strength and leadership of woman in both Latin-based 

households sru;! comm':1nities, as well as authorizing the 

dominion of the church over the "conquered" of Meso-America 

and doubly subduing their women. 

A second line through which Chicanas and other Latin 

groups identify with the Virgin of Guadelupe is that of 

shared, detextualized (repressed) history, which Elizondo has 

intimated continues, alive and well, encoded in the popular 

practices and legends of oppressed peoples. As Demarest and 

Taylor point out, the virgin, "as a recent [Mexican] 

politician has acknowledged, is the only unifying factor that 

27 my emphasis. 
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holds together a country and a people separated from the 

earliest times by extraordinary barriers of geography, 

language, culture, conquest, revolutions, poverty and 

persecution" (2-3) • They emphasize that Guadelupe is the 

factor that kept Mexican Indians from the "cultural 

disintegration that overcame the Indian populations of the 

rest of the continent" (3) • While the latter statement is 

misinformed (some Mexican Indian populations face dissolution 

while many Indian populations to the north and south have 

retained their cultural integrity I supported by traditionally 

indigenous gods), it is true that since her appearance to a 

previously undistinguished campesino on a Tepeyac 

hillside, "la Virgen de Guadelupe began to eclipse all the 

other male and female religious figures in Mexico, Central 

America, and parts of the u.s. Southwest" (Anzaldua, B 29). 

In fact, some "modern sociologists like Northrup [have 

declared] that the Virgin of Guadelupe is 'immediate rather 

than mediate,' that She is worshipped for Herself by 

Mexicans, rather than as our Mediator with God" (Demarest 

30). 

The official component of the vernacular sacred devotion 

to the Virgin of Guadelupe have been traced above to her 

institutionalized Roman Catholic "meaning." However, the 

tenacity of her unofficial power makes most sense when we 
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take a brief look at the cosmography of pre-conquest Mexico. 

The Aztec world was an empire. Although many tribes such as 

Nahuat, Toltec, and Chichimeca were social underlings (whose 

displeasure with increasing Aztec religious violence led them 

to initially support the Spanish invasion), these people who 

shared the same land shared highly compatible moral and 

sacred worldviews. An excellent comparative study of "the 

cosmovision of indigenous America" and "the cosmovision of 

Spain" is to be found in Virgil Elizondo's La Morenita. As 

mentioned before, the Axtecan Creator was a balanced mother

father duality. The activity of this Mexican dual matrix was 

to maintain as well as to create. Through an increased 

emphasis on patriarchal Aztec practices such as war and human 

blood sacrifice (particularly to Huitzilopochtli, the Sun 

God), a ranked split between male and female deities was 

promoted. 

Anzaldua writes, 

My family, like most Chicanos, did not practice 

Roman Catholicism but a folk Catholicism with many 

pagan elements. La Virgen de Guadelupe' s Indian 

name is Coatlalopeuh. She is the central deity 

connecting us to our Indian ancestry (B 27). 

Coatlalopeuh was the Creator Goddess, the mother of Lord 

and Lady Jaguar as well as all other Gods. Her name means 
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"Serpent Skirt... Elizondo discusses the difference between 

Old World and New World serpent symbolisms. In the ancient 

Meso-American world, 

the serpent was not the symbol of cunning wisdom, 

trickery, and evil it had come to be in the Judeo

Christian biblical tradition •••• in fact for the 

Native American world, the snake was the opposite: 

the symbol of perfection, immortality, wisdom, and 

peace (72-73) .28 

Naturally spanish Franciscans interpreted the Serpent 

Skirted Woman in terms of Genesis. They were horrified (and 

simultaneously authorized) by arriving on shores protected by 

the mother of sin, rather than the mother of god. However, 

even before the incursion, Aztec-Mexican male hierarchies had 

begun to distort their female deities into monsters, 

supplanting them with male gods, "thus splitting the female 

Self and the female deities. They divided her who had been 

complete, who possessed both upper (light) and 

underworld (dark) aspects"(Anzaldua B 27). The Aztecs 

fractured the potentialities for female creative destruction 

(as manifest in the snake-powered goddesses Coatlalopeuh, 

28 "It was through the observation of the rattlesnake 
that the Mayan scientists had devised their complex system of 
geometry •.• and had plotted the movement of the heavenly 
bodies, thus devising their calendar which even today is 
.00001 more accurate than ours (Elizondo 73). 
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coatlicue and cihuacoatl), away from "the good mother" 

(Tonantsi/Tonantsin) (Anzaldua 27).29 

Yet although the Aztec hierarchy appears to have been 

pulling toward a ranked, gendered, dualism of its own before 

the spaniards arrived, there were other underlying social and 

sacred tenets diametrically opposed to Eurocentric concepts 

of world-order. For example, while spanish conversion was 

based on the merit of the individual soul created by the One 

God, the Mexican had zero interest in individual salvation. 

As a matter of fact, because individual contentment was 

achieved through harmonious relations within the group (the 

micro-part of "cosmic community, " emanating from' and 

maintained through the Mother-Father God), salvation of the 

individual apart from the group was the Aztec's vision of 

hell. Further important differences for this discussion 

include time-space concepts, ways of "knowing", and personal 

morality. 

While the Eurocentric focused on "now", using history to 

authorize today's behavior, and confession to hastily smooth 

tomorrow's; the Mexican time cycle was limited, measurable in 

the "footprints" left behind by ancestors. Each finite cycle 

ended in apocalypse, and a new deity sponsored or mentored 

the new cycle that followed. 

29 "CoatI" means snake in the Nahuatl tongue. 
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While the Spanish operated on the premise of the right 

to private property, claiming the New World as a possession 

of Spain; Aztecan land belonged to the gods, was sacred, and 

harmoniously husbanded •. "Private property [was] sacreligious 

and incomprehensible" (Elizondo 61). 

The European invader experienced reality through his 

intellect. More precisely: denotati ve meaning, ideally 

situated in a single concept, demonstrated knowledge ( a form 

of private property) • The intellect "knows" through 

abstractions, judgements, and conclusions reached through 

syllogism (Elizondo 60). On the other hand, Mexican-based 

cultures even today, approach "knowledge" through the face. 

The face sees, and the faces of things can be communicated 

through symbols. Symbols are read through intuition; emblems 

(stories or groups of symbols) are read as inter

relationships; and hieroglyphs --arrangements of emblematic 

groups of clustered symbols-- are read as movement (Elizondo 

60). Such readings are initially difficult for Europeans to 

grasp, for in the European mode, we first read individual 

fragments of any text, then intellectually collate the 

overview. The indigenous Meso-American, however, looks at the 

whole picture first: individual components are valuable not 

so much as separate "things", but for their activity in 

inter-relationship. In addition, Aztecs priorized a feeling 
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(rather than mental) based reading, saying that "only the 

heart is capable of obtaining the truth" : truth is not 

accessible through definition, but only through "flower and 

song: poetry" (Elizondo 60). 

Finally in this comparison, we see the clash of 

incompatible values in the struggle between Native and 

Spanish concepts of "sin." The Franciscan fathers espoused 

sacred values of poverty, charity and zeal, while the 

Conquistadors priorized gold and silver. But the people they 

invaded were shocked and disoriented by behavior which did 

not exhibit community-based values of moderation, respect 

for others, and continuation of ancestral traditions. While 

the greatest punishments levied by the Roman Catholic invader 

were against sins of heresy, apostasy and idolatry, the 

greatest sins in the eyes of the invaded were greed, 

perversion (turning away from the ways of the elders) and a 

general disrespect for Life (Elizondo 60-62). In fact James 

M. Taggart, in his study Nahuat Myth and Social structure, 

emphasizes that even today, the Nahuat, 

Despite their weaker position in the ethnic 

hierarchy •.• regard Hispanics as morally inferior 

because they believe members of the dominant 

ethnic group have immoral habits: ••• they are 

sexually promiscuous and polygynous; they fail to 
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support the religious festivals and hence do not 

maintain a sacred covenant between god and humans; 

the Nahuat resent the creation of a hierarchal 

social order that clashes with their own 

egalitarian ideal (29). 

Al though internal power distortions were busy displacing 

the gendered balance of sacred order in the Aztec empire long 

before the arrival of the spanish, those distortions were 

carried out within the parameters of a general system of 

values as outlined above-- values incompatible with and 

unintelligible to the conquistadores. To Mexicans, the 

Spanish were a most repugnant combination - men of superior 

weaponry and inferior ethics. 

Because of this enmity, the female source of what the 

Mexican philosopher Jose Vasconcelos has called "una raza 

mestiza. una mezcla de razas afines •.. la primera raza 

sintesis del globo .•• la raza cosmica" (Andaldua B 77), has 

been considered a combination mother-victim-trai tor. Cherrie 

Morraga writes of Malintzin Tenepal, the historical/myt.hical 

woman Cortes used as advisor, translator, and plaything. She 

bore a son, the first mestizo, and "is considered the mother 

of the mestizo people. But unlike La Virgen de Guadelupe, 

she is not revered ••• but slandered as La Chingada, meaning 
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'the fucked one I, or La Vendida, sell-out to the white 

race"(99). 

Henceforth, the blame for literally and figuratively 

sleeping with the enemy would be heaped upon Mexican and 

Chicana women. From the early 16th century, internalized 

ambi valence concerning La Raza I s "mixed" blood has been 

blamed on the doings of carnal woman; La Malinche, the 

traitor. Both the pre-conquest Aztec division of "good" and 

"bad" female characteristics, and the virgin-whore split 

promoted by the RCC (male) magesterium, produced and continue 

to maintain such a view of raped and exploited Native 

America. This familiar pattern is "blame the victim," 

providing a gendered locus for self-loathing based on racial 

"impurity," rather than enabling a consciousness that 

embraces the hardy, multifarious address of "the fifth race." 

Four and a half centuries later, as we shall see,the 

accusation "Malinchista" carries the heavy allegation that a 

Chicana is betraying or selling-out her culture. 

But Gloria Anzaluda claims that: 

La gente chichana tiene tres madres ••• Guadelupe 

the virgin mother who has not abandoned us, la 

chingada (Malinche), the raped mother whom we have 

abandoned, and La Llorona, the mother who seeks 
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her lost children and is a combination of the 

other two (B 30). 30 

It was the appearance of the feminine sacred in the form 

of the Virgin of Guadelupe that reconciled the interpreted 

treachery of the mestiza-matrix with the sanctity of creative 

femininity once again. The Virgin of Guadelupe, as 

illustrated by the writers whose works we study in this 

chapter, enabled the armed official culture to marginally 

tolerate her New World chosen people. But to the Natives who 

read the face of her hieroglyphic body, she restored the 

ancient coequal duality of Lady/Lord Creator, and expressed 

her commitment to the indigenous of her geograhpic and cosmic 

community. 

To the spanish, Guadelupe became "Most Holy" "Lady" 

"Queen" and "Empress." But to working class mestizos, she is 

more frequently called IIVirgencita li (roughly "my-our dear 

little virgin"), IIMadrecita li (my-our dear little mother) or 

liLa Morenita" (the dear little dark-skinned woman). She first 

30 since the Conquest the official Nahuat interpretation 
of the crying woman, La Llorona, is that she's a devil who 
has taken the form of woman to lure the unwary to their death 
(Taggart 62). But in her pre-conquest (pre-Christian) 
fullness, La Llorona's cries were part of the chain of omens 
that foretold the calamitous incursion, the inverted return 
of Quetzalcoatl (Elizondo 41). 
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appeared to an Indian convert, Juan Diego 31 on December 9, 

1531. Juan Deigo was crossing the desert scrub to attend mass 

at the mission, when she arose from the hill at Tepeyac -

the very site where lithe virgin mother of the gods was 

venerated32 ... Elizondo writes, 

In fact this was one of the four principal 

sacrificial sites of ancient Mexico. On the top of 

the hill there was a temple consecrated to the 

mother of the gods, called Tonantzin, which means 

our mother. From time immemorial people had been 

travelling great distances to offer sacrifice to 

the mother of the gods. The goddess venerated 

here was also known as the serpent woman and/or 

woman clothed with serpents ••• (72)33 

31 whose Nahuatl name was Cuautlaohuac, a place where 
the eagle has stopped. 

32 In the Aztec context, virgin mother has a different 
context than the Christian slant. Although marriage was one 
of the two most important rites of passage, and promiscuity 
or sexual immoderation was considered improper behavior with 
regard to the group-based individual, the Aztecan Mother of 
the Gods came before any other god-principle. She was virgin 
in the sense of autonomous creation; outside of the 
female/male procreative and sustaining system. The Christian 
Mother of God, however, was God's vessel. She was created by 
God the Father, and impregnated by him. She was mother to 
the Son of God, and not in herself corporeally holy. Hers 
was an achieved status. Tonantzin's is an ascribed status. 

33 my emphasis. 
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Besides appearing at the age-old temple of the Snake

Mother, Guadelupe' s appearance was a hieroglyphic performance 

laden with multiple symbols for her people to read in old, as 

well as new, ways. First, her name, translated by the 

Catholic bishop who recei ved Juan Diego's report to read 

"Guadelupe" ( a city in Spain, already favored with a virgin 

of its own), is phonetically recognizable in its Aztecan 

origins - Maria Coatlalopeuh (pronounced CWat-Ia-Iu-pay). 

Secondly, the Dark virgin wore clothing which, while 

resembling the tradi tional garb of Mary, could be read 

differently by Native Mexicans. Her cloak, for example, was 

turquoise blue-green, the color reserved for Aztec royalty 

due to its association with Lord and Lady Jaguar, Ometeotl, 

matrix of life. As a matter of fact, Aztec nobles wore crowns 

of blue-green feathers rather than crowns of gold: the 

jewelled garnishes to Guadelupe' s radiance were later written 

in by sacerdotal envoys of Spain's gold-hungry monarchy.34 

The Virgin's gown was red, the Meso-American color of 

the East, the rising sun, a new cycle dawning for the Aztecan 

peoples. Red also signified blood sacrifice, an excessive 

practice during the final years of Aztec reign (one reason 

34 A fascinating story of its own unfolds as we read the 
varying translations of Juan Diego's oral testimony by 
Franciscans, and the later letters meant to induce 
recognition of the Virgin by the European religious and civil 
magesterium. See Demerest and Taylor, and Elizondo. 
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why the Nahuat initially cooperated with the Spanish 

"explorers"). But symbolic, cyclical blood sacrifice to the 

Creator formed an integral "give-back" part of the Meso

American sacred system. The red of the virgin's gown relayed 

to her Native "children" a recognition that the blood of the 

Indian, shed resisting the invasion, was acknowledged as 

sacred sacrifice. "The blood of the Indian nation •••• had 

fertilized mother earth ••• It was the color of life through 

death, of new beginning, of resurrection" (Elizondo 83). 

This and other signs, such as the stars on her robe and 

the "angel" bearing her, indicated to indigenous Americans an 

entire hieroglyph of meaning, while to the spanish, Guad~lupe 

was a peripheral fragment of divinity, the most potent female 

mediatrix to God the Father. Because of the Natives' 

understanding of cycles of measured, finite time, they read 

omens, symbols, and emblems of "a new era: the era of the 

Lady and everything she stands for" (Elizondo 84). For 

example, the Lady wears a black maternity band. This band is 

situated in the vicinity of the navel, "considered in the 

Indian world as the center of cosmic order" (85). And 

although she wears the Christian cross around her neck, 

directly below her belt "is found an Indian cross", 

indicating a new center to what Aztecans knew as the universe 

(85) • 
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Aztecan principles formed the moral ground from which 

the "new" Virgin arose. Truly a vernacular figure, she 

includes and accretes Meso-American values within a form the 

dominant "recognizes," and therefore tolerates. She rises 

from the land and spiritual practice of the community that 

supported her foremothers. Thereafter she continues the work 

of Tonantzin, as source and protectress of all that lives. 

Gloria Anzaldua reassembles the virgin as a whole 

repository for fragmented sacred female possibilities. She 

states that Guadelupe is not only the "good" Aztec mother, 

Tonantsi{zin), but also "Coatlalopeuh" -- she who is at one 

with the snakes. Restoring the potentials split off by 

rankings of good and bad gendered behavior, Anzaldua aligns 

Coatlicue, the "dark" female muse, with the "dark" virgin. 

The Virgin of Guadelupe, in her fuilest capacity as the 

ongoing sacred source of her people, must not be reified if 

she is to carry out (and surpass) the revolutionary role the 

RCC itself assigned her in 1660 -- that of "defender (or 

patron) [which] has traditionally been assigned to male gods" 

(B 29). The Virgin of Guadelupe's continued power to place 

an intimate (Chicana) face on the universal struggle of 

oppressed peoples is evident: according to Anzaldua, "Today, 

in Texas and Mexico, she is more venerated than Jesus or God 

the Father" (B 29). 
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The fictive "author" of cisneros' ultimate testimonio in 

LMKP, a fledgling artist by the androgynous name of "Rosario 

(Chayo) DeLeon", explores many faces of the virgin's 

multifarious responses to her Chicana community. At first 

Chayo rebels against the Virgin as exemplar of silent, 

submissive, parturient, domesticated womanhood. She writes 

that she once barred her doors to La Morenita, against "All 

that self-sacrifice, all that silent suffering. Hell no. 

Not here. 

historical 

Not me"(127). It is through a resorption of her 

identity as Chicana that Chayo "finally 

understood who you are. No longer Mary the mild, but our 

mother Tonantzin"(128). Tracing the historical workings of 

the Virgin through civil wars, resistance, farmworkers' 

strikes, puts Chayo in touch with the rallying power of La 

Morenita in a way that enables her to look again at her 

mother and grandmother's patience and endurance. Now she 

recognizes that these qualities enable a special power, "the 

power of understanding someone else's pain •.• [which is] the 

beginning of healing"(128). Chayo's vision of the Virgin's 

sacred identity gradually expands to encompass a vast lineage 

of power: 

When I learned your real name is 

Coatlaxopeuh ••• when I recognized you as Tonantzin, 

and learned your names are Teteoinnan, Toci, 
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Chalchiuhtlicue, 
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Tlazolteotl, coatlicue, 

coyolxauhqui, Huixtocihuatl, 

Chicomecoatl, Cihuacoatl, when I could see you as 

[eight versions of Nuestra Senora/Our Lady], I 

wasn • t ashamed then to be ••• my ancestors' child 

(128). 

Chayo opens the doors of her awareness to what Guadelupe 

embodies: the image of the virgin is clearly only one face 

of a vast matrix. She continues, 

When I could see you in all your facets, all at 

once the Buddha, the Tao, the true Messiah, 

Yahweh, Allah, the Heart of the Sky, the Heart of 

the Earth, the Lord of the Near and Far, the 

spirit, the Light, the Universe, I could love you, 

and, finally, learn to love me (128). 

Guadelupe, then, for millions of Americans like Chayo, 

is a vernacularly manifest expression; the face of a 

relationship between human life and its sacred source. Her 

identi ty , accreted from indigenous female guardians of 

earlier ages, was newly synthesized during the early years of 

the Conquest. Her appearance allowed the "conquered" to know 

that they had not been abandoned by their Gods, while 

affording the dominant a symbol it could interpret as 
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citational authorization for Roman Catholic conversion and 

religious imperialism. 

Both religious and historical identifications with the 

vernacular figure of the Virgin of Guadelupe are important. 

such achieved links highlight the direct interworkings of the 

material world upon the sacred lens. 

interprets the sacred as the 

The Eurocentric model 

ideological labor of 

individuals. Freud, for example, asserted that human 

beings had a "need" to create gods in order to still their 

fears of the inexplicable. Another way people might order 

reality, however--particularly one which sanctions 

egalitarian "Cosmic community"-- might be to envision' the 

drives of both humans (on a microcosmic level), and sacred 

forces (on a macro level), to enact creation, impelled by 

engagement with their worlds. 

In addition to sacred associations made through cuI ture

specific achievements such as religion and history, however, 

the Virgin of Guadelupe offered herself as blood kin to Meso

Americans of Indian ancestry. with reference to Berger's 

Western application, ascription is more than factualizing 

one's own reality while fictionalizing the other's. 

Predictions "naturalized" through biological probability are 

initially neutral, until cultural and individual biases enter 

into reading the body of the text. The body of La Morenita 
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affords a specific identificat~on for Chicanas/os along the 

line of race. This kinship is dual: both biological, based 

on organic relationships; and social, based on "abstract" 

affiliations (FBTC 10), such as class, clan, or political 

consciousness (e. g. "La Raza"). Social kinship depends on 

shared culture as well as body similarity, while the 

biological is based on shared physical substance. It would 

be Eurocentric in the extreme to assume that cultures which 

speak of shared "substance" are speaking metaphorically: 

rather the Western scientific definition of "substance" may 

require broadening. 

When the Virgin of Guadelupe appeared at Tepeyac,· she 

clearly stated to the campesino, Juan Diego, 

It is my desire that a church be built here for me 

where, as thy must merciful Mother, and mother of 

all thy people, I may show my loving clemency and 

the compassion that I bear to the Indians, and to 

those who love me and seek me and to all those who 

seek my protection and call upon me in their 

travail and affliction, and where I may hear their 

sorrows and prayers and give them consolation and 

help (Demarest and Taylor 8). 

The virgin appeared to an Indian. As an Indian. She 

gave the primacy of her mission to love, and directed it 
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specifically toward Indians. She spoke to Juan Diego in 

Aztecan. Somehow her special bond with the Natives of the 

New/Old World lived through several translations into the 

spanish, through the pens of clerics whose purses depended on 

Eurocentric goodwill. 

After priorizing her connection with "Indios", the 

Virgin offered herself for general supplication. 

In addition to obvious racial similarities between the 

Virgin and indigenous Mexicans (her image was miraculously 

imprinted on Juan Diego's tilma, and can be viewed 400+ years 

later in the Basilica at Tepeyac), the virgin and Juan Diego 

addressed each other in a particular way. In the Spanish 

translations of Juan Diego's testimony, the Virgin calls him 

by name: "Juanito" and "Juan Dieguito" -- something like 

"Johnny" or "John-Jimmy" in English. But in the original 

dictation, Guadelupe addresses him as "Xocoyote." This word 

in Nahuatl is translated into spanish to mean something like 

"my dear little son" (Demarest and Taylor 42). Rather than 

addressing Juan Diego as a unique individual, the Virgin 

emphasized the kinship of matrix/offspring. And Juan Diego's 

replies, variously translated into Spanish as "Our Lady, My 

Holy One, True Mother of God" etc., in Nahuatl are addressed 

to "Xocoyota", or "my dear little daughter." We see here a 

relationship of racial-based, generative interchange, rather 
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than hierarchy. The circular use of the term "my dear child" 

highlights different attitudes held by the West and Meso

Americans, with regard to parent/child relationships and 

mutual responsibilities. These help us see that the 

institutionalized RCC hierarchical version of Mary, used to 

bring and keep her colonial "children" in bondage, cannot be 

overlaid on the Nahuatl concept without distortion. For the 

Nahuat, children are closest to the "supernatural", rather 

than incomplete adults. 

The sacred forces displaced by Aztec excess and Spanish 

violation reappeared in the physical form of Guadelupe, an 

image two worlds could recognize and respect, in spite of 

their previously irreconcilable systems of value. In 

addition, David Schneider's study of American Kinship 

suggests an expanded understanding of the mutual relationship 

between Chicanas/os and La Morenita. The Mexican family, 

like the Western, recognizes a kinship which consists of the 

unity of flesh and blood: blood is thicker than water. But 

as Schneider points out, the biological elements of kinship 

also have the quality of symbols. The unity established 

through identifiable biogenetic shared substance is 

"symbolically interchangeable with the symbol of love"(52). 
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Schneider claims that "biological unity is the symbol for all 

other kinds of unity, including, most importantly, that of 

relationships of enduring diffuse solidarity" (53). 

with what we have seen of Nahuat values, (alive and well 

and verifiable today through myth and popular practice), we 

can speculate that the appearance of the Virgin, racially 

ascribed as indigenous, implies that certain values, 

including enduring diffuse solidarity, are included as one of 

the "race" characteristics she shares with her people. 

The final vector of identification Cisneros, Anzaldua, 

and millions of Chicanas make with the virgin of Guadelupe, 

occurs through the shared experience of female embodiment. 

Guadelupe is 'greater' than, yet not Other than, Chicanas. 

The relationship formed is not I/she or us/them, but I/You, 

and We. Elizondo writes that the significance of Guadelupe, 

far from promoting an ideal of passive or pacifying 

womanhood, "is a dynamic call to action and a powerful symbol 

for the unification of a people" (90). The transformation of 

established Aztecan and European deities into a fusion 

recognized and loved by both "races", reversed the 

rape/conquest of Mexico, encouraging a new people "truly 

proud of their new existence to begin a 'raza' ••• born not out 

of a violated person but out a pure and inviolate mother." 

This Madrecita would remedy the pain and dis-order of 
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conquest and "illegitimate birth" (90). The mutuality of the 

sacred/human relationship, and the indivisibility of earthly 

and divine interests are evident when we think of Guadelupe 

as diplomat, reconciling not god-and-man, but man-and-man 

embarked on a genocidal mission: 

(After her appearance) In an unsuspected way 

dialogue began. It was the powerless that went to 

the powerful with what would become the instrument 

of their dialogue: the image of Tepeyac (91). 

At the same time, to the spanish the appearance of the 

"Queen of Heaven" was instrumental in legitimating their 

enterprize. The Virgin earned approbation at the court of 

Catholic Spain, and convinced the previously disinterested 

Native Americans to convert at last. The fact that people the 

Europeans had generally dismissed as "lazy and vicious, 

melancholic, cowardly ••• [desiring] to eat, drink, worship 

heathen idols and commit bestial obscenities" (58) were chosen 

for special attention by the Mother of God, impressed the 

conquistadores. The symbols she offered in proof of her 

identity were already part of the Spanish lexicon: a name 

they heard as "Guadelupe" (a small town in Western Spain); a 

bouquet of roses of Saville blooming in the heart of the New 

World winter desert, and her miraculous imprint on Juan 

Diego's rough tilma, (in the order of the shroud of Turin and 
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st. Veronica's face cloth). The population of Mexico, 25 

million before the Conquest, had been reduced to 

approximately 7 million at the time of her appearance 

(Anzaldua 5). It would take more than one hundred years for 

the Virgin to be officially titled by the European 

magisterium: but utter genocide of Mexican Indians was 

forestalled, and the new race was slowly able to move from 

shame to pride at its origins. The appearance of the Virgin 

to Juan Diego was 

the beginning of the 're-conquista.' A new power 

had erupted from the soil which would give a new 

identity and dignity to the conquered people.' It 

enabled them to begin the counter-attack upon the 

violence of the conquest which had been reinforced 

and deepened by the efforts to wipe out the 

religion of the people (Elizondo 91). 

contemporary Chicano Catholics express a heterogeneity 

of locations and practices. Sandra cisneros, in LMKP, 

presents a community of "I"s ethically focused around the 

importance of the Virgin. The supplicant-testifiers cover a 

wide range of Chicano possibility. From the Family Arteaga of 

Alice, Texas, who survive a fatal bus accident; to a laid-off 

restaurant worker trying to collect back-pay because his 

"wife and the kids and my in-laws all depend on what I send 
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home"(120); to a formally educated gentleman and "Husband of 

forty-eight years [who] offers this request [for his dying 

wife] with all his heart," we see a heterogeneous group of 

people turning to the embodiment of what they commonly 

recognize as a locus of 'greater power.' 

A further connection can be seen in the testimonios of 

heterosexual women. They consider the virgin patroness of 

successful parturition, of mothers with recalcitrant sons, 

and of "ladies' problems - e.g. Tia Perla with "her ovaries 

that itch, her tangled fallopians, her uterus that makes her 

seasick with all its flipping and flopping" (121). That all 

the women of the family Galinda of Beesville, Texas' are 

heterosexually oriented (as the official Virgin is known to 

be), is obvious. Yoli, the fat sister, implores the Virgin's 

help in losing weight so she won't "wind up embroidering 

al tar cloths and dressing saints," but can attract a man. 

Young Teresa, the author of the note to Guadelupe, is writing 

to acknowledge that last year's petition for "a guy who would 

love only me"(122) was granted, though problematic. Even the 

rebellious Chayo, relatively androgynous, doesn't reject 

heterosexual "norms." Although she says "I don't want to be 

a mother. I wouldn't mind being a father. At least a father 

could still be artist, could love something instead of 

someone, and no one would call that selfish", she has 
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previously thanked the Virgin "for making all those months I 

held my breath not a child in my belly, but a thyroid problem 

in my throat"(127). 

Gloria Anzaldua, writing Borderlands in an 

autobiographical/historical I-We voice, links herself 

variously with "raza", "women of color", "women" "queers" 

"lesbians" "artists" and others whose life's work requires 

that they fight off the hands of "Raza father mother 

church" (173). In addition, during her creative process 

Anzaldua melds with or internalizes sacred forces of the 

ancient aspect of Guadelupe, known as Coatlicue. It is 

interesting to explore how sexual orientation and praxis 

affects women's interactions with the sacred figure of 

Guadelupe, "norm"ally interpreted as a heterosexual, 

procreative woman. 

Anzaldua claims a strong identification with an 

amorphous community of lesbians "of color", and the 

ambisexual global community of "queers," whom she considers, 

like Guadelupe in all her aspects, "the embodiment of the 

hieros garnos, the coming together of opposite qualities 

within" (B 19). Although that reconciling potential may 

exist, she also informs us that "The Chicano, rnexicano, and 

some Indian cultures have no tolerance for deviance" (that 

which is condemned by the community): "For the lesbian of 
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color, the ultimate rebellion she can make against her native 

culture is through her sexual behavior"(B 18-19). 

Cherrie Morraga also speaks of the Chicana-lesbian' s 

culture-specific agony. Marginalized by race and class, she 

is re-marginalized within the "sub"culture she identifies 

with and depends on, because of her sexual practice: 

the woman who defies her role as subservient to 

her husband, father, brother or son by taking 

control of her own sexual destiny is purported to 

be a'traitor to her race' by contributing to the 

'genocide' of her people •••• even if the defiant 

woman is not a lesbian, she is purported to be 

one ••• she is una Malinchista (113). 

In the eyes of the official Hispanic community, then, 

the lesbian is seen as doubly transgressing the model of La 

Morenita, both by being sexual outside of marriage, and by 

being homosexual. 

Like the woman who biologically mothered La Raza 400 

years ago, the Chicana lesbian is seen as the traitor of her 

people: although male homosexuality is a tolerated "fringe" 

behavior among Chicano males, the woman who choses not to 

serve as the sexual vessel for man and Raza is thought to 

have been contaminated "by foreign influences which threaten 

to destroy her people"(113). Heterosexual practice is the 
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"standard" by which the Chicana is called to prove her 

commitment to her race. It is "proof of her fidelity to her 

people"(105) Conversely, Morraga tells us that "lesbianism, 

in any form, and male homosexuality which openly avows both 

the sexual and emotional elements of the bond, challenges the 

very foundation of la familia"(111). 

Anzaldua opens some interesting options for rethinking 

familia through expansion into non-blood based kinship along 

lines of sexual orientation, but these can not be closely 

explored within the scope of this chapter. What we find more 

pertinent here is her restoration of autonomous sexuality to 

the Virgin, through the ancient, ancestral manifestations of 

Coatlicue and Coatlalopeuh, contingently claiming the same 

sacred autonomy of sexual expression35 for herself. For 

example, she notes that the RCC took strategic advantage of 

the Aztec-ordained split between aspects of the female deity, 

instigated to strengthen the focus on an increasingly warlike 

Huitziltopochtli: 

After the Conquest, the spaniards and their Church 

continued to split Tonantsi/Guadelupe. 

desexed Guadelupe, taking Coatlalopeuh, 

They 

the 

serpent/sexuality, out of her. They completed the 

35 That is, outside what Marx refers to as the sexual 
division of labor. 
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split begun by the Nahuas by making La Virgen de 

Guadelupe/Virgen Maria into chaste virgins and 

Tlazolteotl/Coatlicue/la Chingada into putas (B 

27-28). 

Anzaluda sets out to restore the abjected Coatlicue's 

characteristics to Guadelupe and herself. Coatlicue, Serpent 

Woman, is Anzaldua's creative muse. Theirs is a sacred and 

mutual interaction, in which Anzaldua is helped to "recover 

the names" (90) of her authentic "diosas" from formulaic 

doctrine. Coatlicue embodies the forces of life and death, 

melded through a sexuality associated with the snake. The 

author enters "the Coatlicue state" when dis-eased by denial 

of feelings, those expressions of perception devalued in the 

mind/body/spirit split. The Coatlicue aspect of the sacred 

seeks her out when she has become enmeshed in "Resistance to 

sex, intimate touching, opening myself to the alien other 

where I am out of controL •• II (48) • Anzaldua permits the 

interpermeation of her mind and spirit, through her body, 

with the forcefield she names Serpent Woman. After 

struggling against the rigidity which dominates her outlook, 

a light "so intense it could be white or black at that 

juncture where extremes turn into their opposites" passes 

through her body. The experience of spiritual interchange 

she relates is centri-petally orgasmic. The Coatlicue factor 
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is released in her. Rather than diffusion, she implodes, 

feeling "everything rushing to a center, a nucleus. All the 

lost pieces of myself come flying from the deserts and the 

mountains and the valleys, magnetized toward that 

center" (51) . The experience of the resorbed 

Coatlicue/Guadelupe, for Anzaldua, enables "someone in me to 

take matters into our own hands ••• [to take] dominion over 

serpents, - over my own body, my sexual activity, my mind, my 

weaknesses and strengths. Mine. Ours." (51). 

The term "Virgo," latinate origin of "virgin," indicated 

a civil state of woman: she who remained uncontrolled beneath 

the institutionally ordained hierarchical male/female 

relationship of marriage. A woman might be virgin due to 

celibacy, religious vows, youth, etc. But in patriarchal 

societies, women unattached to men were not easily tolerated 

outside such "excuses." Barbara Christian raises some 

interesting issues re: controlling the female object of 

patriarchy. She insists that lesbians are not merely "woman

identified" or "lesbians from the neck up", but women who are 

"sexually attracted to and gratified by women" (BFC 189). This 

is an important issue because: 

I believe that in blunting the edge of sexuality 

between women .•. we might inadvertently miss 

discoveries about why societies seem to need to 
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restrict and repress women, whether they are non-

white or white, lesbian or heterosexual, working 

women or middle class"(BFC 189). 

Christian notes that the word "lesbian" came into common 

usage only in the xxth century, and seems related to a fear 

of woman's increasing sexual and social independence. She 

predicts that "homosexual condemnation has at its roots not 

only social ignorance but a philosophically active anti

feminist dogma" (BFC 199). For lesbians, sexually independent 

of men, by their mere existence "call into question society's 

definition of woman at its deepest levels"(BFC 199). 

The self and the Virgin Anzaldua works to restore is not 

the physically or materially dependent woman who can only 

express her body wi thin the ordained structure of 

institutionalized patriarchal "familia".36 One to one, 

Anzaldua implores the sacred forces contemporarily 

accumulated in the form of Guadelupe to infuse her spirit. In 

the poem "Antigua, mi diosa" she cries, 

Me consumaste enterita, 

si, mi antigua diosa, 

36 Pauline Turner refutes the traditionally Hispanic 
saying which demonstrates the mythically ordained roles of 
the sexes -- "La mujer en la casa, el hombre en la calle"-
claiming that many poor families are supported by women. 
However, as we see through the Galinda family in Cisneros' 
LMKP, the missing male remains the focus of desired order. 



sembraste tus semillas de luz 

en los surcos de mi cU1lPo (188). 

The Ancient female God has STllowed the poet whole, 

without the aid of a man, plante~ Her seeds of light in 
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and 

the 

folds of Anzaldua's body. These seeds then become a harvest 

which matures in uneasiness, until the poem is born. 

The title of this chapter comes from the image of a tree 

that grows on Nahuat soil: Quancahuatl, the spider-web or 

prayer tree "which does not produce any fruit ••• only its 

whi te blossoms in season." According to Elizondo, the 

peoples of the Aztecan empire believed that nothing mortal 

could last but the truths of the heart. The only way in 

which humans could "know" truth was through "that which 

pleases the Giver of Life - song and flower. 'Flor y canto' 

(flower and song) is the standard metaphor in Nahuatl for 

poetry" even today (14). Poetry was/is considered by 

indigenous Mexicans to be inspired by and emanating from the 

presence of God in the heart. Therefore it constitutes "the 

only truth on earth." The most famous poet-king of old 

Mexico, Nezahualcoyotl, sang, 

My flowers shall not cease to live; 

My songs shall never end: 

I, a singer, intone them; 

they become scattered, they are spread about (15). 
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Anzaldua, in addition to restoring autonomous sexuality 

as an activity of the sacred, bears the flower but not the 

fruit of La Raza. Although lesbians often chose to 

bear/mother children, Anzaldua has not. Rather, she explores 

another type of generative creativity rising from the 

interpermeation of lesbian and virgin. 

Unlike many European virgins, the image of La Morenita 

is not holding a child, nor does she appear pregnant. Her 

message to Juan Diego never mentions her son, though she does 

identify herself as "Mother of the true God" and wears the 

black band of maternity. The only children she refers to are 

Juan ("you, the dearest of my children" and "the smallest of 

my children") and "all who are with you" (Elizondo 76). She 

never situates herself in the common European position of 

intermediary between humankind and a stern Patriarchal 

Father, or Jesus. Powerfully autonomous, she states "l. have 

a living desire ••• [to] show and give forth all mY love, 

compassion, help and defense, because I am your mother 37: 

to you and all who are with you, to all the inhabitants of 

this land" (Elizondo 76). According to Elizondo, it is 

conceivable that Guadelupe has promised firsthand to 

physically and culturally generate and sustain her Meso-

American "children", for: "she identified herself with 

37 my emphasis. 
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Ometeotl [the dual Creator, Lord and Lady Jaguar] who was the 

supreme, invisible creative38 power" (88) • To lesbian 

Chicanas, then, the Virgin may be a matrix exceeding the 

ascribed role of reproductive generation: the face of 

undifferentiated creativity, she offers each individual woman 

a choice how to best express and manifest that power, in 

dialogue with the world. 

And Anzaldua vows "I will have my voice: Indian, 

Spanish, white. I will have my serpent's tongue - my woman's 

voice, my sexual voice, my poet's voice. I will overcome the 

tradition of silence" (B 59). The traditional sanction of 

female silence in both Western and Chicano cultures is 'well 

known. Beyond the cultural muzzle, the colonizer attempts to 

silence the voices of all its colonial "children." Cherrie 

Morraga insists that "silence is like starvation", and not on 

a metaphorical level. She claims that just as the starvation 

of the body obviously results in death, other starvations, 

such as "psychic and emotional starvation" (52)of mind/body 

and spiritual split, are lethal too. 

Morraga specifically links the silence surrounding 

homosexual orientation to starvation, claiming, "In this 

country, lesbianism is a poverty - as in being brown, as in 

being a woman, as in being just plain poor"(52). The "just 

38 my emphasis. 
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plain poor" might take issue with the qualitative poverty of 

upper class lesbians. But the important link here, for 

purposes of this study, is between imposed silence and 

detextualized (repressed) hunger. Guadelupe has promised to 

succor all her children. 

Anzaldua writes that "the female, by virtue of creating 

entities of flesh and blood in her stomach (she bleeds every 

month but does not die), by being in tune with nature's 

cycles, is feared"(B 17). If neither Guadelupe nor Anzaldua 

demonstrate the usefulness of their fearsome female "nature" 

through producing the "fruit" of their union with man: what 

lies in the belly of the virgin? 

For Anzaldua, it is the growing "facultad," (qualities 

Elizondo has previously assigned to Aztecan values) 

constellated in what she calls "the capacity to see in 

surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities •••• an 

instant 'sensing', a quick perception arrived at without 

conscious reasoning" (B 38). Anzaldua writes that la 

facultad, the intelligence that permeates and originates from 

integrated mind/body/spirit, 

is an acute awareness mediated by the part of the 

psyche that does not speak, that communicates in 

images and symbols which are the faces of 



feelings, that is, 

reside/hide(B 38). 

behind which 
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feelings 

But facultad, that seed of light planted by the Ancient 

Goddess in Anzaldua's "folds", needs language to flower into 

the world. It is the word to which Anzaldua gives birth: the 

light of the world is the healing, en-lightening word/Word, 

emerging from the body of autonomous woman. 

The Chicana, regardless of sexual orientation, typically 

feels ambivalent about the use of language. First there is 

the cultural directive toward female silence to overcome 

(doubly, for the nonconformist "Malinchista"). Then she is 

frustrated by the fact that the languages available to her 

originated with the conquistador or the more recent English

speaking colonizer. Both idioms are based on denotative 

ranked dualism. The voice of the Chicana must also issue 

from the mouth of a "female - a second-class member of a 

conquered people who are taught to believe they are inferior 

because they have indigenous blood, believe in the 

supernatural, and speak a deficient languagell(B 49). 

But Anzaldua perseveres, gestating the word, inverting 

belly to mouth. She writes that the pre-Aztecan olmecs 

associated womanhood with the Serpent's mouth, 

which was guarded by rows of dangerous teeth, a 

sort of vagina dentate. They considered it the 
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most sacred place on earth, a place of refuge, the 

creative womb from which all things were born and 

to which all things returned (34). 

What we are looking at here is less a Rabelaisian 

inverted body order, in which the lower organs assume the 

higher function (and vice versa), than a scrambling of order 

in which the ranked Western valuations of mind-word, body

language, animal, divine, sexuality, birth, death, silence, 

are surreally confounded, and thereby temporarily equalized. 

Words issue from our mouths; mouths are a generative locus of 

the body, as are hands, as are wombs. 

The transformation of la facul tad into verbal 

expression, in spite of the above obstacles "is a dry birth, 

a breech birth, a screaming birth, one that fights her every 

inch of the way" (B 49). But if the Chicana (lesbiana) does 

not try to make "sense" of her world, "she will remain a 

stone forever" (49). Silent. stilled. 

In her more recent anthology, Making Face, Making Soul, 

Anzaldua writes more explicitly about the process of birthing 

words: 

For silence to transform into speech, sounds and 

words, it must first transverse through our female 

bodies. For the body to give birth to utterance, 

the human entity must recognize itself as carnal-
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skins, muscles, entrails, brain, belly (MFMS 

xxii). 

She refers to the Nahuat concept of the soul (heart) 

inspired with "language" from the sacred source, the body 

bringing language into the world. For the writer, Anzaldua 

insists, "the voice without the hand is helpless" (MFMS xxiv) , 

and "Even when our bodies have been battered by life, these 

artistic 'languages', spoken from the body, by the body, are 

still laden wi th aspirations, are still coded in 

hope ••• "(MFMS xxv). 

In our postmodern, scattered, nomadically fragmented 

societies, the body goes on the errand of the voice -- in 

oral-based cultures, through the face, throat, dance; in 

print culture through the hand that holds the pen. Birthing 

the word then, is not metaphoric. Originating from an 

amorphous matrix of energy, fed and formed by the artist, the 

word is delivered as product of her intercourse with the 

world. Birthed by the body if uttered, by the body if 

penned; the word has a body, a shape, of its own. 

Transforming sacred luz into facultad, then facultad into 

naming, is the maternality Anzaldua claims in common and 

concert with La Morenita. 

The women of Cisneros' testimonios and stories make 

their body-centered connections with Guadelupe through mutual 
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heterosexual body practices. These revolve around love of 

men (or desire for it) and the fruition of that love 

heal thy babies. This is one possibility the image of the 

official Mother of God promotes. 39 

But Anzaldua's interaction with the Virgin is different, 

linked to sexual orientation and body practice. In the 

classic western sense, they are both virgins -- women living 

apart from the institutionalized dominion of men. Both are 

in control of their creative functions and sexuality -- a 

sexuality Anzaldua restores to Guadelupe by reintegrating her 

Coatlicue qualities. Living outside the ordained 

western/Chicano dominant/submissive proscription· for 

marriage, neither La Morenita nor Anzaldua allow their 

sexuality to become the instrument of their oppression. 

Cherrie Morraga writes, "Lesbianism as a sexual act can never 

be construed as reproducti ve sex. It is purely about 

pleasure and intimacy. How this refutes, spits in the face 

of, sex as rape, sex as duty!" ( 125). And it is not 

surprising that Chicanas, who identify with the Indian mother 

rather than the conquistador father/violator of the race, 

have a special feeling for La Madrecita Morena. 

39 Taggart presents a contemporary Nahuatl folktale in 
which "Our Little Mother" runs off with st. Joseph against 
her father's wishes: "Within half a year she had a child" 
(103). So much for virgin birth. 
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The virgin of Guadelupe, imprinted on Juan Diego's 

tilma, has appeared through the centuries, in flower. "The 

fruit of [her] womb, Jesus" is not included in the verbal or 

visual image. Elizondo suggests that when the virgin of 

Tepeyac stood on the hill and requested that the Spaniards, 

through the intervention of her xocoyote (Demarest and Taylor 

104), build her a temple on the site of the shrine of 

Tonantzin, the "temple the Lady asked for was the LIVING 

Temple of the collective consciousness of 'La Nueva Raza'" 

(Elizondo 89). If the body is also the "temple of the soul", 

Guadelupe may be eternally pregnant with her own people -

body/mind/and spirit. 

Like Guadelupe; like the prayer tree; Anzaldua sends 

flower-songs, not fruit, through her words. Clifton, 

Morrison, and Cisneros have written of spiritual 

relationships with a generative matrix who echoes and 

celebrates the pro-creativity of the reproductive body. The 

writings of a Chicana lesbian who describes her congress with 

the forcefield embodied as Guadelupe, presents alternatives 

which seem related to woman's sexual practice. 

Cherrie Morraga has critiqued the fact that no 

liberation movement has been willing (or able) to take on the 

task of linking spirituality and sexuality when seeking an 

end to oppression. She insists that the end of human 
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oppression will entail walking "a road that is both material 

and metaphysical. Sexual and spiritual. Third World 

feminism is about feeding people in all their hungers"(132). 

Anzaldua's project includes the restoration of full 

possibility to the modern embodiment of the Mother of Gods, 

including autonomous sexual and creative powers. The 

sexuality she restores, through the once-abjected coatlicue, 

is not male-identified, but occurs outside civil structures 

such as marriage. 

Not only does Anzaldua link spirit and sexuality in 

sacred and human realms, but she models an almost unspeakable 

possibility to the Freudian West, for whom the ideal mother 

or child are asexual, or strictly controlled within 

patriarchal family/institutions. 40 She suggests that 

mother and child can experience and accept each other as 

active, choiceful sexual beings. The episode with coatlicue 

cannot be said to be truly incestuous, for the light passing 

through the author's body which produces the "collapse" and 

completion she describes, entails a reclamation of "lost 

pieces of myself come flying" (B 51)41. Naming "Coatlicue" 

enables a certain formation of forces: greater forces, yet 

40 See Volume I of Foucault's History of sexuality for 
an elaborate discussion of the development and deployment of 
this discourse. 

41 my emphasis. 
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the same that course through Anzaldua in the joint project of 

non-reproductive creation. 

Through such relations with her matrix, Anzaldua enacts 

a fusion, an end to mind/body/spirit split. Beyond this, the 

clear physio-spiritual interpermeation with matrix cauterizes 

the self-other split. The sacred internalized through the 

body becomes self: direct comm-union with the Mother, rather 

than mimetic recognition of like images. 

The official interpretation of the Virgin renders her 

holy by virtue of kinship with the "product" she "labors" to 

grow and deliver (Martin cf.). But Anzaldua's virgin 

externalizes the sacred through the birth of her own gr.oup

identified voice, words, and the "flower-song" of poetry. A 

final split is melded: through cycles of fusion with and 

expression of the sacred (a breath-like process), the split 

between profane (human) and sacred is transcended. The 

sacred has its viscera: and the human is also "woman-god" (B 

173). 



GENERATIVE ADVERSITY: SHAPESHIFTING 

PAULINE/LEOPOLDA IN TRACKS AND LOVE MEDICINE 

"We're neither of us bad guys; 
just adversaries, that's all. II 
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James Welch, The Death of Jim Loney 

The ~tudy of the vernacular sacred within a positivist 

academy becomes increasingly problematic when, through 

literature, we enter a "sub"culture in which the human body 

traditionally experiences the sacred through shapeshifting. 

Several factors then exceed the limits of what ranked 

dualism's fundamental IIfictions" can tolerate, and still 

remain doxa. 

The body engaged in non-empirical communication with its 

source or 'greater powers,' is troublesome enough. But human 

beings shapeshifting into animal form - that category of 

being which must be abjected as "lower" order before one can 

claim human status - has horrified and stymied the Western 

imagination for hundreds of years, as evidenced by European 

and colonial witch hunts and executions. Further 

complications arise when the matrix itself, in addition to 

accreting multiple human guises (as in the last chapter), 

presents certain of its faces in animal form, and is 
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identified through the distinctive interplay of its 

components, rather than through stable, static Being. The 

matrix as more than an entity, rather the equilibratory dance 

of a forcefield, which not only tolerates but constantly 

recreates dualisms which refuse ranking, further challenges 

the capacity of the Eurocentric scholar. Louise Erdrich, in 

Tracks and Love Medicine, invites us to learn from such 

vernacular sacred Chippewa ways, applied to "official" Roman 

catholicism, and vice versa. Erdrich's character 

Pauline/Leopolda, a woman peripheral in many ways to her 

traditional chippewa community even before becoming a 

Catholic nun, is the complex focus of this chapter's study. 

Devotees of Erdrich's work first met Pauline in 1984 

under a different name. She appears as sister Leopolda in 

Love Medicine, in the chapter "Saint Marie," and later in 

"Flesh and Blood." The protagonist of both these chapters is 

Marie Lazarre. But not until 1988, with the advent of Tracks, 

do we learn that Marie Lazarre is the daughter of Sr. 

Leopolda, once a young mixed-blood named Pauline Puyat. Only 

then, in retrospect, does the visit of Marie and her daughter 

to the dying old nun take hint at lineage or apprenticeship. 

For in "Saint Marie" Leopolda has attempted to initiate Marie 

(who remains ignorant of their blood relationship) into 



160 

something much more arcane and violent than twentieth century 

convent life. 

The convent is the site of the highest institutionalized 

power available to Catholic women, this side of sainthood. 

Pauline, after her "conversion" and the taking of holy vows, 

applies certain traditional Chippewan practices to 

Eurocentric dogma, which in turn (problematically) occludes 

and protects the continuation of those indigenous Ways. 

At this point, let us digress to examine certain 

traditional Chippewa sacred tenets. Chippewa peoples 

(Ojibway, Menominee, Chippewa, Anishinabe), are Central 

Algonquin tribes who migrated westward to the forests of the 

Great Lakes region long before the white incursion. In 1634 

Jean Nicolet, a fur trader, first travelled through these 

lands and recorded the presence of the people (Keesing 6). 

Today they live on reservations, in Indian communities, and 

in mixed rural and urban settings throughout Wisconsin, 

Minnesota, Dakota country, and parts of southern Canada. 

Rather than discuss Indian religion, many Chippewa speak in 

terms of medicine. In Two Cultures Meet: Pathways For 

American Indians to Medicine, Larry P. Aitken explains that 

while the West fragments discrete "disciplines, " Nati ve 

American "medicine" is really an interdisciplinary network 

of religion, philosophy, spirituality, health care, 
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psychology, ecology, natural history, and more. Medicine in 

the indigenous context is a way of life. As such, health 

care, "spirituality, the physical world, intellectual 

capability, and emotional strength" are important components, 

but still only a part of the main source (matrix). Aitken 

writes, 

The main source [of Chippewa medicine] originates 

from a spiritual sense which reaches out like a 

web and connects everything •••• it connects all 

the fibers of life ••• our codes of conduct, i.e., 

how people relate to one another and to all that 

live on this earth (35). 

That earth is traditionally conceived of as an island, 

itself floating in an illimitable round ocean, which it 

divides in half, into upper and, lower portions. Al though 

early anthropologists (Hoffman 1896, Skinner 1921) and the 

Jesuits interpreted the upper portion as belonging to 

exclusively benevolent spirits, the lower to malevolent, we 

shall see that these were predictable Eurocentric overlays 

onto a system in which good and bad are not static locations, 

but positions in an inter~lay continually engaged in 

creation. Simmons tells us that when the European 

"conversion" mission infiltrated native tribes, great 

confusion reigned due to: 
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the totally foreign European concept of evil. For 

the Indians, be they the Aztecs of Mexico or the 

Pueblos along the Rio Grande, a strict division of 

the universe into opposing forces of good and evil 

was incomprehensible. They viewed evil as a 

shadowy negative force present to some degree in 

every man and god and an immutable part of life 

one simply endured (14). 

Spindler provides a useful cosmological map when she 

explains that the Menominee earth is divided into four 

ascendent and four descendent tiers. The sun is the most 

prominent "face" of the sacred in the highest tier. 

Beneath the highest tier, and in descending order 

are 1) the Thunderbirds, gods of war, and the 

Morning Star 2) the golden eagle and the white 

swan, and 3) birds of other species, headed by the 

bald eagles. Beneath the earth and in the lowest 

tier is the Great White Bear with a copper tail 

who is purported to be the traditional ancestor 

of the Menominee tribe and is the main power for 

evil. 

The Great Underground Panther comes next in 

ascending order •••• Then comes the White Deer, who 

is important in the Medicine Dance. And finally, 
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is the Horned Hairy Serpent ••• who inhabits the 

lakes and streams and tries to capsize boats in 

order to drag people to the Underground Place 

(711) • 

Again, these entities and positions are not vertically 

ranked as "good" or "bad" by the Chippewa: to excise the 

western from that interpretation, perhaps it is helpful to 

imagine two hands holding a vericolored ribbon of existence 

between them; the higher one appearing as the glow of the 

sun, the lower hand, deep within the earth, the paw of a 

bear. 

But as we know, Native American concepts of completed 

order are based on the three-dimensional circle. The 

boundaries created by this vertical axis of horizontal tiers 

are travelled, encircled, and crossed in ritual. Beings, 

such as the culture hero Wenebojo; disembodied forces; 

humans; animals; can and do orbit between planes. Humans 

affect such travel with the help of "complex sacred bundles" 

which contain appropriate medicines, as well as through 

"ritual, song, and reverence." Depending on the 

practitioner's application of the above, forces can be 

conjured for either "good or harm" (Spindler 712). 

In Wisconsin Chippewa Myths and Tales, victor Barnouw 

tells us that 
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"[s]upernatural power could be used for either 

good or evil: so ambivalent attitudes were felt 

toward persons with power. A shaman cures people, 

but he may also kill others through sorcery. An 

animal which is normally feared may act as a 

benevolent guardian spirit, [for example] Owls are 

associated with death and with sorcery, since evil 

old men may take the shape of owls [yet in one 

story in the collection] a guardian owl wraps its 

wings about the hero to keep him warm on a winter 

night (254). 

Although Spindler claims that the dualist sacred system 

of the Menominee is ranked, dependent as it is on "a 

continuing cosmic conflict" between the higher "good" spirits 

and the evil spirits below (712), it seems more likely that 

an entity does "good" for its affiliate, which may mean 

"evil" for someone else. And another way to look at 

continuous conflict, apart from morality tales, is in terms 

of agitation -- a catalyst for generating cycles of creative

destructive change. In a forcefield characterized by active 

creative conflict between all types of beings on any given 

plane, it makes sense that "the fundamental relationships 

that existed between the Menominee and the supernatural can 
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only be understood in terms of power and power 

gainingll(Spindler 714). 

However overtones of hierarchy and coercion attached to 

the western term "powerll do not translate laterally into 

chippewa, where power was/is seen as life force itself. Power 

is generally perceived as balance within and without -- in 

ones relations with self and the world around one. Power 

was/is not an individual-commodity (e.g. charisma), but more 

a kinetic alignment between any number of simultaneous 

entities in the sacred universe. The social organization of 

the Chippewa bears evidence that power or dominance over 

other members of the tribe was undesirable. Again, though 

anthropologists have labelled the Chippewa/Menominee 

lIindividualistic ll or lIatomisticll (Barnouw 7), it would appear 

that such labels have more to do with Eurocentric 

expectations of Indian organization than the subtle bonds 

cUltivated between tribespeople. 

Hickerson posits that lithe precontact Chippewa had 

cohesive communal bands, whose cooperative way of life was 

disrupted by the fur trade and the incursions of the whites" 

(Barnouw 7) while Keesing notes that the "Menomini 'family' 

was a larger and more inclusive kinship group than that 

typical of modern white society, and appears to have been the 

basic unit of economic life and effortll (42). The extended 
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family or group of families banded together, interacted 

according to affectational and material need. The smaller 

band as basic Chippewa unit limited itself to a specific 

forest/waterway area so that hunting, fishing, and harvest 

crops such as wild rice and berries would not become 

depleted. Group hunts for bison, however, were a regular 

larger collective event. 

The Southern Chippewa were more open to attack from 

Siouan peoples, but in the main, Chippewan lands were 

geographically protected from both white and Iroquois 

incursions, which accelerated with the development of the fur 

trade. Because group hunting was only occasional, and warfare 

rare, a strong central chiefdom was less necessary than among 

other tribes. Thus the Jesuit father Allouez marked that 

"the Menomini [are] a people who have neither laws, nor 

police, nor magistrates to check disorder" (Keesing 40), while 

Perrot, the first fur trader to journalize "contact," wrote: 

the savage does not know what it is to obey ••• the 

father does not exercise authority over his son, 

nor does the chief dare to give command to his 

soldier (Keesing 40). 

Perrot, product of Europe's patriarchal disciplinary 

order, criticizes the lack of civil structure enforcing 

Chippewa/Menominee behaviors, yet in a later section of his 
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Memoirs, exhibits a glimmer of understanding as to what 

motivated cooperation and self-control,preventing anarchy or 

chaos in a rather fluidly organized tribe: 

The Harmony which sUbsists among the savages is in 

truth displayed not only by their words, but in 

their actual conduct. The chiefs who are the most 

influential and well-to-do are on equal footing 

with the poorest •••• They warmly support and take 

in hand the cause of one another among friends; 

and when there are any disputes they proceed 

therein with great moderation (41). 

While eluding European stereotypes of Indian 

organization (e.g. enforced communality under a strictly 

ordered hierarchy of male war and hunting chiefs), 

Chippewa/Menominee peoples created a system in which 

individuals lived in extended family or in bands of families, 

coming together regularly with other groupings for material 

purposes (e.g. hunting, warfare) as well as to participate in 

collective sacred societies and ceremonies. 

Yet while not "individualistic" in the western sense 

(i.e. believing that the interests of a single human being, 

in contrast with a social group or class, are "ethically 

paramount" WNNCD 615), the Chippewa group was an interactive 

collage of relationships between unique individual humans, 
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animals, spirits of the land, and the animal "faced" 

guardians of clans, as well as the aforementioned sacred 

players residing along the tiers previously discussed. 

Spindler informs us that power was "so important and 

precious that it had to be guarded at all times"(714). Power 

alliances were sought by the individpal from early childhood. 

Young boys vision quested for a powerful spirit guardian, 

while girls waited for the same in their first menstrual 

seclusion lodge. Beyond these rites of passage, "the central 

experience of Menominee religion was the dream revelation" 

(714). Parents taught their children to fast, blacken their 

face with charcoal (dead to human appearance) and ·keep 

vigils, in order to attract "supernatura.1" visitations from 

sacred beings or powers. Such powers usually embodied 

themselves in animal form. The individual brought his or her 

dreams to band elders (Old Ones) for interpretation as to: 

the future destiny of the individual in the sight 

of the Powers and of fellow tribesfolk, his or her 

rights or duties in the religious sphere, fortunes 

for good or eviL ••• [Keesing writes that] This 

importance of indi vidual dreams seems to have 

given a marked personal character to religion and 

ritual, on the one hand excluding the possibility 

of developing highly institutionalized religious 
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forms and on the other giving a potential of 

variation that was to be significant in the course 

of modern change (47).42 

It was not "individualism," but the responsibility of 

every individual to her or his world, to engage with human, 

non-human, and superhuman allies. Through maintenance of 

kindred relations with such allies on dream, vision, and 

ceremonial planes, a resistance to Western religious 

imperialism and a flexible means of propagation of 

traditional Chippewa sacred ways was established. 

Let us remember that within this indigenous worldview, 

life forms were not ranked in importance: all are essential 

to the great round of life, else they would not have been 

created. Because all beings residing across the eight tiers 

of the earth have various strong powers (including the human 

dead, whose spirits inhabit the lands of the living long 

after the flesh is abandonned): and because the continuous 

conflict between "good" and "evil" is holistic (thus can 

never be eradicated if creation is to remain a current 

activity rather than a past event), the seeker after power 

usually accepts the visit of the powers that choose him/her. 

To an extent, the character of the guardian will affect the 

destiny of the Chippewa/Menominee: its powers, behaviors, 

42 my emphasis. 
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temperament and desires lie in certain directions, and are 

transferred to the human partner. For example, we have seen 

that the Great Horned Serpen~ resides in waters, trying to 

pull people down to the 'Underground Place'; while 

Thunderbirds are the spirits of friction, change and war; and 

the owl is the harbinger of death. 

But on the other hand, the human-spirit alliance is not 

hierarchal. The human is not a hostage to the sacred, rather 

an affine. This is a sought, rather than imposed, 

relationship: the spirit is mutually seeking an ally to 

travel with. So the human's ethos, experience, and purpose 

also factor into this mutual attraction, and ultimately 

influence the face and focus of the power that presents 

itself. 

Chippewa/Menominee tradition provides for regular 

interchanges between beings in different physical forms. 

Aitken writes, 

••• connectedness has its origin in the fact that 

the Great spirit is the source of the spirit of 

all else. And because the spirit of each is also 

part of the same spirit that lives in everything, 

having the same origin, being just a little bit of 

the same spirit, it is likely that all spirits can 
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communicate ••• because coming from the same origin 

they 'speak the same language' (37). 

Therefore, the spirits of beings can unite to take each 

other on "cross-cultural" journeys. communication through a 

common language and merging into a single body are common 

ways in which the spirit of an animal guardian can walk and 

work on the human plane. So, conversely, the human can expand 

its abilities into other realms of power ( e.g. aqueous 

existence, flight, night vision, superhuman strength and 

bravery, etc.). This merging of human and animal forms is 

known as shapeshifting. 

Although it strains the Westerri imagination, for Native 

Americans (and other U.s. "sub"cultures as well), 

shapeshifting on many levels is a desirable and common 

occurrence. While it is empirically obvious that life forms 

differ physically from one another; and in Native American 

traditions, that each has its "unique manner of existence

its essence, its spirit that makes it what it is" (Aitken 

35); all are interconnected in kinship (shared substance) 

through their matrix, the Great spirit-creator. Keesing 

writes that "just as the original totemic spirit beings 

metamorphosed into man so it was believed that humans could 

change into, or marry animals, and vice versa" (45). Although 

for many Southwest tribes, to take on the skin of an animal 
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is always sorcery, for Chippewa it can also be an act of 

healing (as in Medicine society ceremonies). 

Shapeshifting involves letting go one I s exclusively 

human nature, characterized by analytic thought. Aitken 

reports that Chippewa/Menominee elders urge younger people to 

"Trade places. The Old Ones say there will be those people 

who will laugh at us, because we trade places with a flower 

or a tree" (36-37). It is understandable that while native 

medicine practices, such as shapeshifting, are alive and well 

today, Chippewa people protect them from exposure to derision 

and misuse. In terms of the original "definition" we gave to 

the term "sacred" for the duration of this study, 

shapeshifting -- sharing the same body with a spirit being of 

different form -- is one more form of interpermeation between 

human and sacred sUbstance. 

Previously, we have mentioned the interdependent 

alliances between humans and their guardians from other tiers 

of existence. These powers, embodied as guardians, accrue 

from clan totems, societal memberships, dreams, vision

seeking experiences, may be inherited from departed 

relatives, and in addition, "a small child may be a powerful 

reincarnated elder, whose power must be protected" (Spindler, 

715). Aitken has this to say on reincarnation: 
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["Mainstream" Americans] think sometimes that we 

are locked into our human element that holds us 

within limits. It is really difficult for people 

to understand that when someone leaves their 

physical existence, a spirit remains behind, and 

one's spirit may be revived and relived someday in 

another form, in the hereafter, the above, the 

below, or wherever. Here is where we (Chippewa) 

differ from Christian theology •••• we must accept 

the possibility of reincarnation of the spirit in 

different forms (37). 

Sacred spirits, passing from form to form along 

something like Deren's "chain of interlocking links - life, 

death, deification, transfiguration, resurrection" which 

"churns without rest" (see Chapter II), influence and broaden 

the potential of their human affiliates, contributing special 

abilities and perspectives. And vice versa, to the degree 

that the human "controls" the bond through ceremony, song, 

and other evocative honors and offerings. The human also 

controls to what purpose she/he will dedicate her/his 

increased spiritual power. Although Chippewa "pagans,,43 

and most syncretic Christians interrelate to some extent with 

43 A name assigned by the Chippewa themselves. The 
communi ty of Zoar, Minnesota, for example, is a proud "Pagan" 
or overtly traditionalist settlement. 
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the spirits of many different life forms, three main 

classifications of medicine practice have been categorized. 

The first formal option for Chippewan participatation 

with what westerners define as "supernatural" powers, was 

the Midewiwin, or Medicine Lodge society. Its ritual and 

beliefs remain the core of Chippewa/Menominee medicine today. 

Once, membership was available to all through invitation or 

inheritance of a medicine bag (spindler 715), however Aitken 

informs us that contemporary membership is limited to those 

who speak the Ojibway language fluently, for 

a literal interpretation of word definitions alone 

does not lead to understanding; there is something 

additional tied to the language •••• There is much 

more to the Indian word.than [definition] •••• the 

anthropologists, the historians, the researchers, 

the teachers ••• they had to interpret what we were 

trying to tell them, with the connotation of a 

feeling ••• There's a feeling, there's an essence 

that goes with our language, and you don't even 

have to change body expression, or talk with body 

language; just the words themselves convey the 

meaning" (22) .44 

44 my emphasis. 
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We may conjecture that some differences in the 

structure, sound, and connotative (rather than denotative) 

application of Chippewa/Menominee language affords the 

communication Aitken refers to - a common language with other 

life forms. 45 English is considered inadequate for 

conveying or understanding the principles of the Great 

Medicine, which is not so much a society or religion as a way 

of life. Spindler informs us that the members of the 

Medicine Lodge declare their intention to come together to 

ensure the long life and good health of its members, and that 

"All medicines and power were declared to be benevolent and 

protective" (716) in ritual application. spindler, Keesing and 

Barnouw, relying on previous anthropological accounts as well 

as the journals of traders and Jesuits , give details of 

Midewiwin ceremonies observed by whites, but such 

performances are not directly mentioned in Tracks or Love 

Medicine. 

A second option for directing the coalition of 

human/guardian powers, were practiced by medicine men and 

women known as jugglers, or Je'sako. The Je'sako, or tent 

shaker, "summoned spirits into a j izikun, a barrel-shaped 

structure covered with hides or blankets. The spirits were 

45 e.g.: English: "the sound of wind in the trees", 
is, in ojibway: "si-si-gwa-d" 
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asked to give information and advice about problem 

situations" (Barnouw 9). (Barnouw notes that in contemporary 

times, as before, some people are both Mide, tent shaking, 

and conjuring "priests," while others focus on one practice) • 

Spindler elaborates: jugglers were diviners and doctors of 

great power who entered small birchbark lodges to implore the 

spirits to heal the sick. "The lodge swayed from side to 

side ••• wind was heard and voices spoke to the seer" (715) • 

This type of practitioner worked to determine the cause of a 

patient's illness (usually witchcraft), enact a cure with the 

help of affiliated spirits, and enable the return of the soul 

to the body. 

The above two practices which focus the amalgam of power 

resulting from one's bond with a "supernatural" guardian were 

formalized with the intent of maintaining or restoring 

harmony and health to one's people. These, in Western terms, 

are forms of "good" medicine, or good "witchery." However, 

in keeping with the dynamic continuity of conflict between 

"good" and "evil", a third option existed for formalized 

medicine practice. This was a small, elite order: the 

wa'panows, or Wa'bano. 

Only Ch.ippewa traditionalist elders could furnish us 

with full information on the Wa'bano society. The 

information gathered by outsiders is sketchy, but important 
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Ourada tells us that the Wa'bano were a cult of "prophets, 

who derived skills from the Morning star" (6-7), while 

Kessing wrote, 

Both Wabano and Je'sako ••• the 'witches', seem to 

have worked more or less entirely as individuals, 

and probably represent the older Indian religion 

back of the Mitawin [Midewiwin]. Those practicing 

the black art were considered to be in league with 

the evil Powers, and could change shape, make 

themselves invisible, steal the luck of hunters, 

and dispatch objects or spirits into the bodies of 

their victims at will (50). 

And Spindler writes: 

The wa 'panows are basically medicine men [sic] 

with special powers. Early reporters of 

Menominee culture often equated them with witches. 

They were said to be able to furnish hunting 

medicine, prescribe herbal remedies, and sell love 

powders and charms that would cause an indifferent 

person to fall in love with the owner (715). 

The wa'panows were members of the witches Society, and 

"said to perform special cannibalistic rites. This society 
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was reported to have had eight members, four using the Bear 

as tutelary spirit, and four using the Owl"(Spindler 715). 

While Je'sakos (ce.sahkows) were also considered witches, we 

have seen that their work was restorative -- divination and 

healing. However, Hoffman's informants (1896) related that 

Wa'banos, under the guidance of the Morning star, 

were engaged in practices known only to "evil spirits [who] 

favor the shamans' desires" (Spindler 717). Skinner, in 1921, 

collected the first data on the witches society: 

He describes witches as persons who have obtained 

the patronage of some evil power, in return for 

which they are able to slay relatives as votive 

offerings. They are able to transform themselves 

into balls of fire, owls, bears ••• and other 

animals, and can travel with great speed at night 

(Spindler 717). 

Skinner also reported that the eight-member witch 

society performs cannibalistic rites, robbing the heart and 

lungs of victims at the graveyard: Keesing in 1939, and 

Hilger in 1960 collected information about the same beliefs 

among traditional Chippewa/Menominee. 

The struggle between a culture hero and wa'panow is a 

frequent topic of Chippewa/Menominee oral literature. Once 

again we have a glimpse of a non-Western sense of power. For 



179 

personal power is deceptive: although great hunters and 

shamans were known to possess plenty of it, one could never 

tell if the most unlikely layperson was involved with a 

potent guardian: miscalculation of power forms the basis of 

many tales (Barnouw 8). Unlike the West's application, 

Chippewa power was not sought in order to dominate the 

ideology, labor and material production of others. Rather, 

it was an accumulative alignment between variously embodied 

and disembodied life forms which resulted in strengthened 

health and fortune, or conversely, in dis-ease and death. 

Players who enter the "continuous cosmic conflict" between 

"good" and "bad" spirits (which may ultimately be see,n as 

forces of life and death), such as those in stories of 

culture heros vs. wa'panows, accept defeat as the outcome of 

present natural order: 

In a struggle between a great mete'w and a 

wa'panow, one of the central figures admits that 

his power is not strong enough to withstand that 

of the other, and so gives in without further 

contest. If he loses a struggle or if life turns 

against him, it is not so much that he is weak or 

defective; it is because his power is insufficient 

(Spindler 718). 
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Let us return to our study of Pauline/Leopolda with this 

in mind: to explore what traditional Chippewa principles 

live on through her vernacular Catholic practice, and to what 

purposes. 

Moving chronologically (the reverse order of Erdrich's 

books, which thwart western assumptions of unilinear time) 

we meet Pauline in Tracks. The year is 1912: the book stops 

in 1924, the year in which, "On June 2 ••• all Indians of the 

United states of America were given the privileges of 

American citizenship" (Keesing 236). But in 1912, Pauline is 

15, and working in a butcher shop in Argus (North Dakota), 

down the road from the reservation. The chapters of Tracks 

alternate in first person narrative between the points of 

view of Pauline and Nanapush; therefore we learn about each, 

as self and other. Pauline, when we meet her, has already had 

some schooling. Although she never speaks about her school 

experience, we know from readings on Carlisle, Phoenix, and 

other early Indian schools that their mandate was to remove 

and alienate children from the reservation. To inundate 

stUdents with "uplifting ••• object-lessons of civilization; 

they are entirely removed from the dreadful down-pull of the 

camp" (Trennert 11). 

The goal of Indian schools was assimilation into 

Eurocentric American society; that is, that society's moral 
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proscriptions and order, rather than its socio-economic 

benefits. Indian children allover the united states, during 

the close of the XIXth century, were pushed to learn "the 

superior methods of the white man" (17). Trennert relates 

that " 'Be a Phoenix student not a reservation bum' was a 

well known student slogan symbolizing the commitment to 

assimilation" (112). No matter what Christian denomination a 

school's administration, teachers of strong religious 

persuasions were sought in order to "train pupils who, for 

the most part, if not positively pagan or heathen, are at 

least those who have had little or no religious training" (17) 

Throughout Chippewa/Menominee lands, as early as 1875, 

there was a concerted movement to assimilate the upcoming 

generation through education. Keesing writes that although 

the elders resisted, 

The removal of Menomini children for most of the 

year from their home setting to one under full 

control by whites was perhaps the most potent move 

made up to this time [1876] by the. government in 

its attempt to 'civilize' the tribe. 

the people speak of the boarding 

Numbers of 

school as 

contributing the really destructive blow to old 

beliefs and customs (175). 
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The Roman Catholic Church (some of whose traditional 

"official" values we have reviewed) took over a preponderance 

of lower education in Chippewa country. By 1900, all Indian 

children were obliged to attend through fourth grade: 

further education was continued at more remote boarding 

schools, such as those mentioned above. In these schools all 

students were under "an order .•• put into effect prohibiting 

the use of the vernacular in Indian schools, so that all 

children had to learn English"(188). The determination of 

the educational assimilation project should not be 

misunderstood as an innocent/ignorant gesture on the part of 

white officials to share their "superior" values~" In 

Menominee country-- Shawano county, Wisconsin-- the following 

appeared in an 1882 newspaper editorial: 

no power in the country can keep up the robbery 

and rascality which have characterized our 

dealings with the Indians through many 

administrations. Nevertheless the young Indian 

should be educated for his own sake, his family's 

sake, and that of the nation, particularly as it 

costs a hundred times less to educate him than to 

kill him, which is the only alternative that has 

ever been discovered (Keesing 190). 
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Fifteen year-old Pauline Puyat, 30 years later, feels 

the pulse of her times: to be Indian is to be inferiorized, 

disadvantaged, in danger. Pauline has mixed blood. Like many 

Black women of her era, she hopes to pass; "to be like my 

mother who showed her half-white •••• [or] my grandfather, pure 

Canadian"(Tracks 14). Like the heroines of Nella Larson and 

Jesse Faussett, passing seems to Pauline a way to avoid 

squalor and oppression, for II even as a child I saw that to 

hang back was to perish"(T 14). 

"I was made for better" than the epidemic-ridden 

reservation, Pauline tells her father (T 14). But though 

she goes to the white town with dreams of learning a lady's 

trade (lace-making) from the nuns, she winds up sweeping the 

floor of a butcher shop, and minding a child. 

A hasty swipe at analysis might leave us dismissing 

Pauline as a grandiose, selfish adolescent, who has deserted 

her family to seek personal fortune. But repeatedly we read 

her anxieties concerning estrangement from her family, 

notably her womenfolk: "That winter we had no word from my 

familyll (T 15), and "I had a dream I could not shake. I saw 

my mother and sisters ••• buried too high to reach, wrapped in 

lace I never hooked"(15). 

Not only is her yearning for family apparent, as in "I 

tried to stop myself from remembering what it was like to 
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have companions, to have my mother and sisters around me" 

(15), but the band as kin is sorely missed as well: n[and] 

when Fleur came to us that June, I remembered. I made excuses 

to work next to her, I questioned her"(15). 

Larry P. Aitken writes, "For any Indian, the greatest 

punishment is to be banished ••• lt was the loss of personal 

identi ty and of common ground with the nation that then 

resulted in personal loss of direction and purposen(93). 

Not only do we find young Pauline longing for family/group 

connection, but later when she resists birthing her 

previously unwanted child, she thinks, "If I (Jave birth I 

would be lonelier •••• I would be an outcast, a thing set aside 

for God's use, a human who could be touched by no other 

human" (135). She decides to die rather than suffer that 

fate. But the midwife restrains her, pulling the child 

(Marie) out with forceps; and against her will, "We were 

divided" (136). 

Leaving her child behind at the Morriseys' (home of its 

father), Pauline enters the local convent as a novice. But 

on a visit to the house at the lake, Fleur Pillager taunts 

her,"your new little cousin ••• the one Bernadette took home, 

a child of your relative. It's a quick little baby, agile 

and strong." Lonely Pauline replies much too eagerly, much 

too quickly "I know nothing about her ••. tell me"(143). In 
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Love Medicine, Pauline/Leopolda tells the adolescent Marie 

she has been waiting for her. waiting to give her twisted 

love, the composite desire that her child achieve worldly 

status and power, veiled by the church, and that she follow 

a vernacularized Chippewa medicine practice. The endless ache 

behind Pauline's marginalized existence, then, is her longing 

for connection. 

But let us return to 1912, when Pauline is a young girl, 

about the age Chippewa girls were when they fasted for vision 

inside their first menstrual lodge. In that year she becomes 

an orphan. Paul Radin, in a study of the neighboring 

Winnebago, writes that "an orphan is not only a person of no 

social importance, but actually belongs to a lower social 

class" (TCOTW 75). In addition to her orphan status 

(paradoxically often the mythological site of hidden 

strength), Pauline informs us that her family were not 

village luminaries, but were quiet, "mixed-bloods, skinners 

in the clan for which the name was lost" (14). In a society in 

which all members take power from birth through their 

alignment with a clan animal-spirit, Pauline is doubly 

orphaned. The name of her totemic connection has been lost. 

spindler writes that usually the children of the tribe 

were watched carefully because they and the elderly were 

closer to the "supernatural" in different ways. "Frequently 
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it would be found that the source of [a child's] trouble was 

that his proper name had not been recognized and that he was 

the reincarnation of a deceased ancestor or one of the 

supernatural powers"(718). 

We have read above of the importance of family/band to 

the Chippewa/Menominee individual: the affectational ties to 

such groups motivated the voluntary cooperation and control 

that so surprised the -juridically-restrained white man. 

Nanapush insinuates what it means to be outside family or 

clan in the Chippewa community of Erdrich's tale: 

Pauline was the only trace of those [skinners] who 

died and scattered. She was different from- the 

Puyats I remembered, who were always an uncertain 

people, shy, never leaders ••• She was, to my mind, 

an unknown mixture of ingredients •••• We never knew 

what to call her, or where she fit, or what to 

think when she was around. So we tried to ignore 

her ( 39). 

What we are moving toward at this point is the extremely 

complex set of circumstances that shaped a powerful medicine 

woman: Pauline. Circumstances of dominant incursion, double 

orphaning through death of parents/siblings and loss of name

access to traditional clan guardians; devaluation on multiple 

levels (e.g. racial impurity, lower "class" standing) by the 
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larger band she returns to, press on Pauline. The need to 

cope with violence -- to find powerful allies -- from the 

position of mixed-blood isolate, is urgent. 

We seldom find Native Americans telling stories as 

simple as those early Western anthropologists told about 

them. Chippewa/Menominee needs and conflicts regarding 

greater than human powers cannot be reduced to morality 

tales. As seen above, a bundle of dialectical difficulties, 

both extra- and intratribal, shape the decisions 

Pauline/Leopolda makes. Painful decisions, to say the least; 

but as we shall see, decisions that Chippewa traditions 

accommodate and absorb through dynamic patterns of af~ine/ 

enemy interactions. 

If a concerned elder were there to watch Pauline in 

Argus, s/he would have noticed dangerous signs. Pauline 

tells us she was "fifteen, alone, and so poor-looking I was 

invisible," (T 15) a skinny big-nosed girl who "blended into 

the stained brown walls"(16). Invisible as a female in terms 

of physical beauty; invisible to her lost clan guardian (and 

it to her); orphaned and fatherless in a patrilineal band; 

unconventional enough that most of the time her community 

treated her as invisible ("we tried to ignore her"), Pauline 

begins to look for some advantage to being ignored. Fading 

into corners, squeezing beneath a shelf, unnoticed and 
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unwanted except when there's work, she listens and watches. 

She who is peripheralized from the social body begins to 

develop traits that funnel toward the vocation of the 

sorcerer. Lamphere, in her work with the Navajo, found such 

traits to include "meanness, jealousy, ••• 'thinking against 

someone'" (53), and behaviors of "the social isolate" (54). 

Simmons, in his study of witchcraft in the Southwest adds 

"revenge, envy, and simple spite" to these (82); and Barnouw, 

"competition" (254). 

At Kozka's Meats, we find Pauline resentful of Fleur's 

sexual presence; her physical strength ; little Russell's 

shift of affection ("He vanished when I called, took none of 

my orders, but I soon learned he could always be found 

alongside Fleur's hip"(16). Most of all, she resents Fleur's 

personal power. Pauline describes her with "glossy braids 

••• like the tails of animals ••• held-in and half tamed. But 

only half" (18). The whites, those with only mortal powers, 

missed the magical signs and absences of Fleur's body: "They 

were blinded, they were stupid, they only saw her in the 

flesh" (18). 

with these observations, we see that Pauline is in 

adversarial relationship to Fleur. At first healthy respect, 

if not fear, keeps Pauline wary. But after the larger girl

woman carries her to sleep one night, and she senses the 
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"flaw" in Fleur's power -- tenderness -- she sets aside fear 

(if not jealousy), and becomes Fleur's "shadow" --lithe shadow 

that could have saved her" (T 22). 

On a night which is a turning point in the lives of all 

involved, Fleur enrages the drunken butchers by beating them 

at cards. They follow her to the dark pigpen. She, little 

Russell, the huge sow, fight as best they can to keep the men 

away. But the butchers win. They drag Fleur off. Pauline 

tells us "I should have gone to Fleur, saved her, thrown 

myself on Dutch •••• [but] I closed my eyes and put my hands on 

my ears, so there is nothing more to describe but what I 

couldn't block out" (T 26). The first part of her two ... fold 

choice is to turn away from the girl she has envied, whose 

affection she longed for. The second part comes hours later, 

when she locks the three men in the coldhouse, committing her 

first murders in guilt and revenge. 

These decisions around the rape of Fleur turn Pauline's 

life firmly onto a specific path of action. outsiders will 

never "know" the full complexities of Chippewa/Menominee 

medicine and cosmology. We do not need to. But in this 

study of the vernacular sacred writings of women, permissible 

parameters are formed by the awareness that Erdrich would 

never have published the secrets of her people. We can 

assume that what is written is a gift, safe for us to learn 
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from. What would be unsafe has not been revealed. Therefore, 

let us return briefly to the three classifications of 

medicine (or witchcraft) practice among the 

Chippewa/Menomiee. 

These differ from the multiple power associations 

traditionally sought by each member of the tribe. For in 

medicine practice, personal power alignments are wielded to 

affect the lives of other people. 

The Midewiwin "priests" and the Je'sako divine, heal, 

and protect; the Wa'bano practice sorcery or "evil" medicine 

-- that which produces dis-ease or death. This power triad 

fluctuates in constant dynamic relationship in Tracks, 

embodied by Fleur, Nanapush, and Pauline. 

Fleur, we are told, is of the Bear clan. This, as we 

remember, is the origin ancestor of the people; he is 

additionally one tutelary spirit of the Witches society. He 

can, if angered, be a source of enormous vengeful energy: he 

can also be called upon as the brother of humankind. When 

Fleur suffers complications during her first childbirth, a 

drunken female bear bursts into the cabin, lending her the 

fusion of fear and power she needs to expel the baby at last. 

Because Fleur hunts so well, eats the entire heart of a 

deer Eli brings her in one sitting, and can predict the 
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location of deer before the hunt, we may speculate that she 

also has affinity with the White Deer. 

Repeatedly, however, Erdrich lets us know that her 

guardian, if not her spirit-lover, is Misshepeshu, the Great 

Horned Serpent. This serpent can shapeshift into the form of 

a beautiful man, with copper skin, green eyes, (the same 

coloring as Lulu, Fleur's first baby) and "a mouth as tender 

as a child's"(T 11). 

As many Chippewa do, Fleur has association with many 

powers, some of them lying along the vertical axis of the 

universe itself. She can draw from the unnamed or unformed as 

well -- her family dead seek to protect her, as will" the 

spirits of the forest, which she loves and guards from human 

encroachment. The one bout of retaliatory sorcery we find 

Fleur involved in occurs when Boy Lazarre cuts off the braids 

of her mother-in-law. But primarily, Fleur chooses to 

exercise her powers along the path of the "tent-shaker," 

Je'sako. 

Though it is not a tent that shakes. Rather, the entire 

town of Argus, North Dakota, where Fleur's violation took 

place. Early the morning she leaves town, a tornado appears 

on the horizon. Pauline records that the wind blew, the men 

vanished from Kozka 's Meats, and "the whole place was 

trembling as if a huge hand was pinched at the rafters, 
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shaking it"(T 27), while the "old smokehouse Fleur had slept 

in [scene of the rape] was crushed to a reddish sand" (T 29). 

True to the phases of tent-shaking tradition, "then we heard 

a cry building in the wind, faint at first, a whistle and 

then a shrill scream that tore through the walls ••• and at 

last spoke plain"(T 27). As in shaking rites, the voices of 

the spirits come to advise. For Pauline, they will advise 

murder: as Nanapush would say, she had convinced herself the 

other way (T 107). But true to the constructive commitment 

of the Je'sako, though Argus "fell apart and got turned 

upside down, smashed I and thoroughly wrecked I" no one was 

hurt by the storm itself. On Fleur's part, "It was a fair

minded disaster" (T 29). 

Nanapush, whose verbal tracks alternate throughout the 

book with Pauline's, is clearly a Midewiwin "priest" of the 

old tradition. He blackens his face to seek the counsel of 

dreams, has enough power songs to sing Lulu through a night 

of torment, shapeshifts to guide Eli on the hunt, keeps 

medicine bags under the bed, and in addition calls on spirit 

through drumming. The ni.mihetwan -- Dream Dance or Drum 

Dance organization arose when the Great Spirit gave a 

young sioux girl the original drum and rituals. In the 

Chippewan vernacular, "it is crucial that a man obtain 

supernatural power ••• [which is done by] petitioning the 
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spirits through the sacred drum and the ritual related to it" 

(spindler 716). 

Moses Pillager appears to be the "drum owner." But the 

drum owner is usually an older man; "the authority on proper 

ritual, and he is supposed to look out 'like a father'" for 

the people of the drum and their families. Nanapush, rather 

than the reclusive Moses, seems to carry out these functions, 

as well as acting as "drum keeper", he who stores the drum in 

its sacred wrappings, and keeps a lantern lit by it at night. 

During a song service "when drumming, singing, or praying is 

not going on, someone is speaking" (716). That's Nanapush! 

He speaks so much, death gets bored and passes him. by! 

Spindler writes, 

One of the old men exhorts all present to do the 

right things, which means that one should respect 

the rights of others, and not arouse antagonism, 

live quietly, observe the sacrifices required to 

maintain good relations with the sources of one's 

powers, and be modest, even-tempered, and guard 

against undue pride"(716). 

Here we recognize the purpose of a tribe's story 

telling, usually performed by older, wiser folks. Time is 

collapsed in story telling, an activity that aligns people 

across time, for the past, when spoken in the present, is 
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alive now. In addition to verbal medicine, Nanapush is an 

herbal doctor, saving Lulu's legs from amputation. Also a 

sucking doctor, he is able to plunge his arms into boiling 

liquid or poisoned guts. His medicine or witchcraft focus, 

like Fleur's, is "good": benevolent to the people. 

The third category we have discussed is Wa'bano, the 

sorcerer. Pauline is Wa'bano. situations have accumulated 

which render her an anti-social, isolate individual. She 

feels longing, jealousy, envy. Born without the requisite 

clan guardians, she also loses her parents. Their souls are 

not properly laid to rest, and so attract her to the dead. 

Shortly, we shall look at the natural link between. the 

symbols of Roman Catholicism and Chippewa/Menominee sorcery. 

But first, remaining with traditional links, let us note 

Pauline's physical likeness to the KoKoKo: the owl. 

Pauline tells the reader that at age 15, she is bone 

thin, "my back was already stooped, an old woman. Work had 

roughened me, reading had made my eyes sore, forgetting my 

family had hardened my face"(T 20). But Nanapush describes 

her as a liar whose "eyes skimmed from wall to floor, never 

meeting anyone's glance, so anxious to be believed. Her 

brown hair poked in straggles around her ears. Her hands 

shook like ragged wings when her voice went high ••• her voice 
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screeched [but we] only stared as if she were a talking 

bird"(53). 

Nanapush often finds the bodies of small animals that 

have been eviscerated by owls out on the trapline. Later, 

during the aborted healing ceremony for Fleur, he recalls, 

"the still look in Pauline's eyes made me wonder, so like a 

scavenger, a bird that lands only for its purpose. I saw 

those eyes on Fleur" (189). 

Over a decade later, when young Marie Lazarre decides to 

join the convent, she describes Pauline/Leopolda with "a big 

stark bony nose stuck to the front of her face" (LM 43) in a 

beak-like manner: "her lips were a wounded brown and her. skin 

deadly pale. Her eye sockets were two deep lashless hollows 

in a taut skull"(LM 46). The image of an owl, the "wounded 

brown" of the blood of its prey on its mouth, is vividly 

evoked. Later still, we hear the nun's laughter - "a dry 

crackle like leaves crushed underfoot"(LM 117). U[H]er 

strength was the strict progress of darkness" (LM 122), her 

hands are "claws", and when she dies she will swirl off and 

be nothing (LM 120). 

Bakhtin is helpful as we begin to consider Pauline's 

physical appearance. While the signs of her owlish 

grotesquerie would register with more complexity for 

Chippewas than Bakhtin, (who read Rabelais' "gay" grotesque 
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body, engaged in the "joy of change") (48), it is true that 

Pauline's body is a fissure, an entryway, "the potentiality 

of another way of life. It leads men out of the confines of 

the apparent (false) unity, of the indisputable and 

stable •••• the existing world suddenly becomes alien"(48). 

Bakhtin also points out that in "the system of grotesque 

imagery, ••• death is not a negation of life seen as the great 

body of the people, but part of life itself" (50) • The 

grotesque body is in a process of becoming: its imagery 

simultaneously contains death and renewal. It is not static, 

but demonstrates the incomplete, unfinished nature of 

embodying an "unofficial" human being. Bakhtin writes of the 

nose as a site of transformation of "the human element into 

an animal one; the combination of human and animal traits is, 

as we know, one of the most ancient grotesque forms" (316). 

We have read of Pauline's bony, beaklike nose, her bald, 

darting, birdlike eyes. Let us read the inner life of what 

Bakhtin refers to as the grotesque's "double body", in which 

"one link joins the other, in which the life of one body is 

born from the death of the preceding, older one" (318). 

When Pauline and Napoleon Morrissey get together for the 

first time, some sixth sense prevents him from finishing what 

he started. He leaves her in a deserted house, listening to 

the mice in the walls, and she falls into a vision where she 
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finds fulfillment after all: "we coupled in blinding 

darkness, moved too fast to think •••• I snapped him in my beak 

like a wicket-boned mouse. He crushed me to a powder and 

spread me across the floor. Yet when morning invaded the 

empty windows and doors, we woke whole, unhurt, prepared for 

more pleasure" (73). Her owl-nature's source of thrill is 

clear, as is the game-like slant on the dance of destruction 

in a culture that accepts reincarnation. 

Pauline's alignment with the owl of the witches society 

is also discernible in her line of work. Barnouw's Chippewa 

informants told him that "Owls are associated with sorcery 

and death and generally seem to be rather uncanny" (141)., and 

"the owl is on the road to the other world"(142). Pauline 

associates herself as much as possible with death. 

Accompanying Bernadette Morrissey (who the nuns called holy 

because she visited death) on her deathbed vigils, she 

settles into her sacred-secular calling, bringing life across 

to the waiting hands of death. 

Until this time, when her medicine is named, Pauline has 

been haunted by dreams of the rape scene at Argus, in which 

she now comes to inhabit the body of the girl she refused to 

help. But one night, on a sickcall to the house of an old

classmate at the nun's school, "I was excited to be out in 

the moonless dark and Kokoko, the owl, floated off a branch 
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like smoke and called" (67). Later, after this summons, 

Pauline sits by her sick schoolmate and, in a sense, dreams 

her to death. The girl struggles, and though Pauline perhaps 

"could have drawn her back to shore," she becomes convinced 

her patient wants to die. That is why "I put my fingers in 

the air between us, and I cut where the rope was frayed down 

to string" (68). Immediately after the passing of the young 

girl's life, the first shapeshifting occurs. Pauline merges 

with her spirit protector, the owl. 

Standing, she feels light enough to rise into air: "I 

hooked my hands on a chair just to hold steady, " then 

blackness lifts her, 

out the room, through the door. I leapt, spun, 

landed at the edge of the clearing. My body 

rippled. I tore leaves off a branch and stuffed 

them into my mouth to smother laughter ••• And 

that is when, twirlin9 dizzily, my wings raked 

the air and I rose in three powerful beats and saw 

what lay below{T 68). 

From her aerial view, Pauline looks down on the world of 

mortals and finds them stupid, for "I alone, watching, filled 

with breath, knew death as a form of grace" (68). Later, when 

dawn comes, the family and Bernadette are terrified to find 

her hanging seven feet up in a tree that has no lower 
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branches. But Pauline knows that "after I circled, studied, 

saw it all, I touched down on my favorite branch and tucked 

my head beneath the shelter of my wing. Then I slept, black 

and dreamless, beautifully complete"(68-69). At last 

Pauline, bereft of human and clan protectors, realizes that 

"I had the merciful scavenger's heart"(69). 

Barnouw, in study of Chippewa myth, tells us "while it 

can be assumed that shamans and good hunters have much power, 

one cannot be sure how powerful other persons may be. A meek 

and humble person may have great supernatural resources. 

That is why one should never be arrogant or laugh at 

anyone"(254). Pauline hides her lethal new powers beneath a 

mockingly humble and holy facade. She lies, manipulates, and 

lives for the moment of others death. Although she claims no 

interest in what happens after life, (the moment of the 

other's crossing brings her peace), we see her engaged in one 

clearly cannibalistic episode. When Fleur's second baby 

dies, due in part to Pauline's negligence, she attempts to 

take its heart as an offering for her "God" in the new way, 

through baptism. But Fleur knocks her to the ground. The 

infant's coffin is a shoebox, which its father buries the old 

way: "he tied the box with strands of his own hair high in 

the old growth of oaks, out of reach of anything that moved 

on the ground below. A mistake"(163. For Pauline can shift 
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into the form of her guardian, so that "I've read its 

[corpse's] name in the pattern of wet twigs. I've heard it 

crying to its father, the presence of the lake" (163). Through 

Nanapush's eyes we have seen owl-ravaged carcasses out on the 

trapline: we may imagine what happened up high, one night, in 

the wet twigs. 

For a number of reasons we have touched on, Pauline 

turns to the Church. Educated in Catholic school, feeling 

the power of its struggle against the old ways of her people, 

she disguises herself in meekness and holiness after her 

spirit-tutelary presents itself. And later, realizing that 

bearing an illegitimate child will mean the horror of 

becoming a full outcast, an untouchable, Pauline turns to 

ally herself with the highest "official" source of 

guardianship available -- the Roman Catholic institution. 

Historically, Keesing tells us that the Jesuits of the 

XVllth century were graciously received by the 

Chippewa/Menominee, who were, after all, familiar with shifts 

in the shape of cosmic power's appearance. The overlap of 

practices such as fasting, seeking of spiritual powers and 

mediators, similarities between medicine bags/bundles and the 

paraphernalia of the mass, the concept of intense conflict 

between powerful universal forces, the use of chanting and 

song, all aligned with known observances. An early Jesuit 
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deduced that the reason a certain missionary was so eagerly 

followed by the people could be "found in certain spiritual 

songs he was wont to have the children sing to French airs, 

which pleased these Savages extremely" (60) • The Jesuit 

"always moved in the rarified atmosphere of the supernatural" 

-- Keesing notes, "He came under the Indian category of 

shaman" (80). As we saw in the last chapter with regard to 

Aztec peoples, the recognition of surface similarities belied 

unyieldingly opposed systems of value. But the early 

Chippewa/Menominee were interested in spiritual efficacy, "in 

view of the superior material equipment and political 

dominance of the strangers. All were willing to give the new 

'medicine' a hearing, some even to venture a trial"(80). 

Nearly a century and a half later Pauline Puyat, driven 

by the losses of history, epidemic, alienation, and in the 

end her own behavior as "death's bony whore" (T 86), walks to 

the white town and the pseudo-community of the convent. As 

the Wa'bano are prophets, so the appearance of the Weeping 

Virgin portends the relationship to "God" Pauline is to have. 

This scene is preceded by the witchery of Fleur's lover, Eli. 

Seduced by a love powder and Pauline's sexual energy shifted 

into the body of the nubile "empty vessel" of Sophie 

Morrisey, he betrays his wife (Pauline's rival). The plaster 

Virgin, rushed down the muddy path to the clearing at the 
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lake in order to save the traumatized Sophie, stares straight 

at Pauline. Tears slide from her flat, blue, serpentlike 

eyes. The Virgin, it seems, weeps not for those who, unlike 

herself, have "known the curse of men. " She weeps in 

sympathy, having been violated by 

God's spiritual embrace. She experienced a loss 

more ruthless than we can imagine. She wept, 

pinned full-weight to the earth, known in the 

brain and known in the flesh and planted like dirt 

(T 95). 

Pauline, in order to gain the embrace of Kokoko, her 

spiritual guardian, also suffers ruthless losses and sUbmits 

to the violation of that "God's" knowledge. 

For as in traditional Wa 'bano cannibal rites, the 

cannibal Christian Lord wants hearts. He sends his initiates 

scavenging for them. The lateral move from Chippewa owl into 

contemporary Christ is a type of cultural shapeshifting. One 

that Pauline finds essential to group survival, for: 

Our Lord ••• had obviously made the whi tes more 

shrewd, as they grew in number, all around, some 

even owning automobiles, while the Indians receded 

and coughed to death and drank. It was clear that 

Indians were not protected by the thing in the 

lake or by the other Manitous who lived in trees, 
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the bush, or spirits of animals that were hunted 

so scarce they became discouraged and did not 

mate. There would have to come a turning, a 

gathering, another door (139). 

The press of white domination and fear of genocide lie 

behind the above passage. The skew of sorcery lies in her 

lust for control, as she twists this critical cultural moment 

toward personal aggrandizement in opposition to her tribal 

kin, continuing, "[a]nd it would be Pauline who opened it, 

same as she closed the Argus lockers. Not Fleur Pillager" (T 

139). 

If we haven't already, we will soon infer that Pauline 

is not a one-time-around individual.' For in her dream of the 

"terrible night" of her human and, animal relatives, she 

recalls the atrocity of the buffalo massacres and hears the 

groaning of a species that foresaw its own end. In the next 

portion of this dream, Pauline sees "the people I had 

wrapped, the influenza and consumption dead whose hands I had 

folded ••• taking a different road. A new road •••• I saw their 

unborn children hanging limp or strapped to their backs" (T 

140). Watching those she has scavenged through the ages for 

death, arrive at the shape contemporarily recognized as 

Christ, she asks "What shall I do now? 

many souls. " And true to the nature 

I've brought you so 

of the cannibal, 
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insatiable for human hearts to devour, "He said to me gently: 

'Fetch more'" (T 140). 

Margaret Murray has written that "when a new religion 

takes root, the god or gods of the old faith become the devil 

of the new •••• The Devil thus served two functions: he was 

the source of supernatural power for those dedicated to 

witchcraft; and, for Christian inquisitors, his existence 

offered an irrefutable basis for the charge of heresy" 

(Simmons 6). In general Native peoples feel that "the White 

community is thought to contain few if any witches, primarily 

because it places no faith in the craft"(Simmons 83). 

When Pauline takes the veil, she gains camouflage. 

Veiled from the nuns is the fact that she is Indian. Veiled 

behind the institution's allegedly evangelical mission is its 

cannibalistic characteristic of killing something in order to 

scavenge its heart. The bosom of the White community, with 

its official disbelief in witchcraft, is the ideal front for 

its practice. 

Displacing the god with the devil is a demanding round 

of acti vi ty in Love Medicine and Tracks. A continuous 

reinscription or shapeshifting must take place. The 

Christian "God who has seen fit to prove thyself through the 

vessel of a woman, through me," has united with Pauline to 

bungle the birth of Fleur's second child with toward the 



205 

intended (but foiled) result of two (pagan) deaths. This God, 

"who bound my wrists, who tripped me, [is] Lord and Author of 

all Lies" (T 158). veiling the god with the devil and the 

devil with the god, is an oscillating operation Erdrich 

exposes in her works,perhaps implying that the God of the 

dominant is the shape a much older Power has shifted into. 

I would like to suggest that in many ways, though 

Pauline functions as a murderous Wa'bano in Tracks and Love 

Medicine, in other ways she works counter to the death of her 

culture. 

It cannot be denied that Pauline has a strong link with 

owl, tutelary spirit of the witch society and harbinger of 

death. She renews that bond through each death she attends, 

and those she brings about -- the men in Argus, Fleur's 

second child's, and Na"poleon Morrissey's. She also refreshes 

that link through blasphemous interference in holy rites: 

for example, after interrupting Fleur's healing ceremony, she 

misappropriates Midewiwin practice, plunging her hands into 

the boiling stew as a required Wa'bano offering to her guide. 

But the end result is that the skin of her hands grows back 

new, "smooth and pink as a baby's, only tighter ••• so that my 

fingers webbed and doubled over like a hatchling's claws. 

Then I went out" (196), this time to hunt in her own body, 

which is, after all, transforming into something midway 
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between bird and woman. Those transformed hatchling's claws 

soon find the superhuman strength to strangle Napoleon 

Morrissey to death with a rosary. 

She also, at first, appears to promote the death of an 

entire culture, as she fanatically attempts to "convert" the 

Chippewa from their cooperative ways toward individual 

salvation. From this delicate base of cooperation, human 

individuals and the beings of land, animals, and the 

amorphous greater powers have taken care of each other over 

the centuries. 

Pauline's bond with the Owl of death is not hierarchal: 

she is not hostage. As he helps her to feel the "peace" of 

life-and-death control over others; she helps him, in his new 

guise of Christ -- a "weak" "tame newcomer in this country 

that had its own devils in the waters of boiling-over 

kettles"(T 192) -- to toughen into an equal adversary for 

older, rooted forms of Power. She hopes to surmount and 

manipulate the very guardian whose power she initially seeks. 

They tumble over and over in their relationship of power. 

True affines, struggle and pain are their mutual delight. The 

source of her major power tortures and tricks her: is he 

Christ or Lucifer, "the Light of the World?" (T 193). 

Whomever he is, he is the essence of Owl, "for Christ's 

purpose is not for us to fathom. His love is a hook sunk 
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deep into our flesh" like the talons of the owl into its 

prey. Those claws, Pauline tells us, pierce in the form of 

"a questionmark that pulls with every breath. Some can dull 

themselves to the barb's presence. I cannot" (T 205). 

But through Pauline, the expansion of Chippewa medicine 

practice into the Roman Catholic institution bespeaks a kind 

of inverse assimilation. Keesing tells us that though 

Christianity disapproved, the Menominee, Chippewa, and 

Potawatomi kept their "Pagan" elements "vitally preserved" 

(179). Although Skinner, in the 1920's, felt that "[t]he 

present Menomini religion is a complex of ancient and modern 

beliefs, many of which seem confused and contradictory" (210-

211), we are looking at the view of the outsider, who 

expected to observe pure dual categories, rather than 

syncretic applications. 

A Midewiwin medicine man reported that if a person does 

"only what is good" (the cooperative tribal definition of 

which differs from the Christian opposition to "sin"), "he 

will be helped by that Spirit who created all things ••. here 

on earth let us try, then, to live righteously, that our 

Father may give us mystic power" (Skinner 211). As Keesing 

notes, "On the whole the essentials of belief and ritual had 

been preserved into modern times: the Powers that governed 

life [are] those known to the Algonquins of older days" ( 
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211). More recently (1980), studies with Chippewa Catholics 

in Minnesota reveal that interviewees "espoused at least a 

few practices and beliefs considered by more strict Catholics 

as 'superstitious Indian beliefs "' (Paredes 217). People 

told of cures, tent-shaking'ceremonies, and being chased by 

fireballs (one form Wa'bano witches take), generally 

"indicating a belief in both the Indian and Catholic 

religions"(217). 

But how can Erdrich's witch pauline, who is murderess, 

cannibal, midwife of death, be said to embody the life of her 

traditional culture and its continuity, rather than function 

as the harbinger of its demise? 

To end this discussion, we must first look at the 

Chippewa perspective on death. We will recall Simmons' claim 

that early Native Americans were unable to grasp the 

dualities of "sin" and "grace" in the context of an "evil" 

that could/should be eradicated from the world. To them, and 

many non-Western peoples across the globe, evil was a 

component of every person; every god; life itself. Yet we 

also know that the distinction between "good" and "evil" 

sorcerers had to do with the type of power-control exerted 

over another entity. Hence Midewiwin and Je I sako, who worked 

to divine and cure, were benevolent or "good" witches; while 

We'bano, who sought to dominate others in the service of dis-
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ease and death, were considered "evil." syllogistically, if 

bringing death makes medicine "evil," then death itself is 

what is evil. 

But we cannot move with Western syllogistic linearity 

here. In the last chapter of Tracks, old Nanapush says of the 

forest about to fallon the heads of those who had come to 

violate it, "all substance was illusion. Nothing was 

solid"(223). Larry P. Aitken elaborates this philosophy when 

he says, "spirit is never lost. It has no physical essence" 

(37). The interconnectedness between life forms that Aitken, 

a modern-tradi tional ist OJ ibway , writes of, is kinetic: 

"one's spirit may be revived and relived someday in another 

form" hence "we must accept the possibility of 

reincarnation" (37). 

spindler has also indicated that children's behavior is 

watched for signs of ancestor or spirit reincarnation. 

Perhaps the myth that Jesus returned Lazarus and himself from 

the dead is compatible with Native awareness of 

reincarnation. Reincarnation is a type of shapeshifting, in 

which the spirit of one substance, in order to become 

embodied for direct action in this world (tier), enters a 

form which is not "native" to it. As such, it is a form of 

metamorphosis. Myths around the world, as well as in Native 

America, testify to the non-empirical knowledge of 
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Barnouw writes that in Chippewa 

storytelling, "A key concept, as we have seen, is the notion 

that visible forms are deceptive and that human and animal 

forms are interchangeable. A spirit may appear in either 

human or animal form" (247). 

He emphasizes, for the denotative mind, that 

human/animal shapeshifting is not a literary convenience, but 

bespeaks the arbitrary nature of outward appearance (248). 

"Related to the interchangability of human and animal form," 

Barnouw claims, "is the reversibility of life and 

death •••• The notion of return to life is implicit in the 

Midewiwin ceremony •••• It is this belief which make.s it 

possible for hunters to kill animals without guilt. Death is 

seen as only a temporary interruption" (252).46 

An interruption that few, Chippewa or otherwise, are 

eager to experience. still: if death is an interruption of 

life, and life is going on concurrently along various tiers 

of existence; if children are sometimes reincarnated elders 

or spirits: then those whose hearts the owls take across will 

cycle back to the drama, one way or the other. For the only 

death a Chippewa cannot recover from is drowning, Pauline and 

Nanapush agree, and none Pauline "helps" into death die that 

way. In fact, alone on the lake, she challenges Misshepeshu 

46 my emphasis. 
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to drown her, ending her lives forever. We do not know why, 

but we do know he declines. 

In 1983, the ojibway elder Ignatia Broker recorded her 

own oral history for her children and grandchildren. In it 

she alludes to: 

five generations of Ojibway who will make a 

circle. The first people will start the circle 

and the others will move away from the Ojibway 

ways. There will be those who will ask questions 

and those who remember, and the last generation 

will again act as the Ojibway have acted in years 

before. Then the circle will be closed (8) •. 

That these generations are not the standard twenty-year 

periods seems obvious, when Broker continues, "I do not know 

which generation the children of today are, but the questions 

are beginning" (8). 

What anthropologists may have missed, in their 

understandable impulse to apprehend the Chippewa world in 

their own terms, lies outside dualist orderings. Chippewa 

meaning appears to lie beyond ultimate "good" and "evil", 

though unlike Nietzsche I s model it is far from amoral. 

Through the interactions of three traditional methods of 

practicing Chippewa medicine Midewiwin/Drum Dancer, 

Je I sako, and Wa I bano - or Nanapush, Fleur and Pauline -
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sacredness is exercised. That exercise is the delicate, 

shifting creation of dynamic balance. The struggle between 

shamanic forces embodied in human form or character is a 

sacred, ongoing drama. Erdrich presents a model not of a 

static western-utopic state of balance, which Native 

Americans understand does not exist, but a participatory act 

or dance of balance between aspects of life, named "good" and 

"evil. " We see the types of human behavior that attract 

certain affines (human, animal, ecological, philosophical, 

etc.). The "continuous cosmic conflict" between such bundles 

of affines -- those benevolent to the community of earthly 

life, and those isolate-individuals who sow disorder, 

disease, death-- is extended, through Pauline, into the 

"official" white world. The Chippewa/Menominee do not lose 

their powerful way of life, fictionally or literally, through 

the "dominant" religion. What we have here is much more 

complex than variations on a Eurocentric morality tale. 

Lamphere hints at possibilities when she writes how the 

Navajo community deals with witchcraft. She tells us that the 

Navajo charge the sorcery, rather than the individual, as the 

cause of illness: partly because the focus is on alluding to 

the witch-archetype as ultimate social deviant, and partly 

because the focus is not on finding the individual culprit, 

but prescribing the proper ceremonial cure (53). This points 
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to the generative component of sorcery. The antagonistic 

actions of witches -- whether isolate men and women, or 

overbearing gods -- serves to impel the occasion which brings 

groups of people together around shared needs and goals, 

seeking working moral alignments from all the tiers of the 

universe. 

When Ignatia Broker writes the oral history of her 

family for future generations, she speaks of the coughing 

sickness which came on her people their second winter on 

reservation lands. This sickness had two effects: it killed, 

but once again "the people practiced the herb healing in 

secret. The will of the Ojibway was one again and the tie to 

the old ways was strengthened" ( 8 7) . In a like though 

reversed manner, it is Pauline who feeds on the "lamblike and 

meek" Christ, strengthened daily on his privations; and who 

will now be his savior, his champion. The image of Christ 

will be used by Owl. But in the round of balance, Nanapush' s 

Midewiwin narratives begin and end the story, for "New devils 

require new gods"(195). 

Perhaps, then, the sorcery Erdrich presents in her 

vernacular sacred portrait of Pauline, is a triumph of 

necessary, shapeshifting forces, which like sand in the meat 

of the oyster, impels the pearl. This is not dualism, or 

dogma; not the cloak of belief, or 
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epistemological/ontological surety; but the forced recreation 

of Chippewa values. The Wa'bano, among other things, is the 

instigator, the activator: moving her into the culture which 

allegedly "dominates," inverts the big picture. Rather than 

assimilation, we may easily conjecture that the dominant is 

now part of a Powerful network which accretes and embraces 

all life forms; all shifts of shape. As such, the "dominant" 

will skillfully be employed in the drama of experiences which 

impel people to gain Power through forming transsubstantial 

relationships and communities. Whether energy-to-mass, 

animal-to-human, "Pagan" culture hero-to-Christian deity, 

truth-to-lie, lie-to- truth, the ·same Powers Kessing tel'ls us 

the Chippewa always recognized as responsible for their 

lives, shapeshift to agitate the creation of a proper life. 

The final meditation of this chapter comes from Paul 

Radin's work with Winnebago oral literature, The Culture of 

the Winnebago; As Described by Themselves. The Winnebago, 

neighbors to the Chippewa, have two distinct types of folk 

literature: the waikg, in which actors are always of divine 

origin and time, and the worak, in which the actors are 

human, the time set within human memory, and the tone of 

which is always tragic. His research indicates that "The 

transformation of the waikg into the worak has, apparently, 

been brought about by introducing a human hero and having the 
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action transferred from the mythical, to the present human, 

era" (76). In a feat of literary shapeshifting, Erdrich seems 

to have repeated this Winnebago transformation, in Tracks and 

Love Medicine. 

Giving contemporary Chippewans, Native Americans, and 

other groups, stories embodied in human flesh and 

consciousness, rather than speaking of the generative cosmic 

conflict between Bear and Misshepeshu, white Deer, the ghosts 

of the dead, Owl and Thunder and Wolf and Sun Beings, renders 

them accessible and relevant to "ordinary" people. By making 

the mythic, which operates on an eternal vertical axis rather 

than across horizontal time, a personally meaningful 

experience; and by demonstrating the closeness of life forms 

through the practice of shapeshifting which unites human, 

animal, thought, and other life forms, Erdrich herself 

accepts for a time something like the role of the Chippewa 

cuI ture hero -- Ma' nabus - he who instructed newly made 

humans in the right order of the sacred, on behalf of 

'greater powers.' 
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INSISTENT IMMANENCE: THE CONVERSION OF MABEL DODGE LURAN 

Bt MOUNTAINS 

"To lose a master desire, one 
might say, is to see a 
different America -- singing. II 

Houston Baker 
Ideology 

Jr. , Blues 

The universalizing categories by which we lump people 

together as "men," "women," "Black," "white," "Indian," 

"old," etc., demonstrate a strange paradox concerning the 

Western focus on individualism (vs. group focus).; Quite 

simply, no single assumption can be drawn concerning the 

ethos shared by all members of any: group. As Anzaldua 

teaches us, for instance, Chicanos do not agree on the role 

of women in the culture: nor do women agree on such a role, 

depending on sexual preferences and creative aspirations. 

The use of fictional, sociolectic labels in academic 

discourse, assumes the stable location of group members due 

to shared material experience. For example, it might be 

assumed that an individual born and bred to material and skin 

privilege would be said to have no motive to move in any real 

way beyond variations on the ideological paradigms which 

protect his or her socioeconomic advantage. 
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But such assumptions can be returned to the 

Enlightenment logic of linear and material inevitability. A 

logic that requires (and thus legitimates) positivist 

empiricism. The basic building block of such logic is the 

primacy of material objects: the act of identifying, 

classifying, and interpreting them affords the constant 

(re) creation of the Western Subject. The sacred, in terms of 

this paradigm, is seen as a cultural object, a material 

production of Man which expresses his needs and desires. Such 

official thought processes cannot coexist with the 

acknowledgement of the autonomy and agency of a sacredness, 

with (perhaps inscrutable) interests of its own. 

In this last chapter we turn to the work of Mabel Dodge 

Luhan, an affluent, white-skin-privileged, cosmopolitan 

individual. For two reasons. First, to neutralize the 

"dominant" impression that there is culture; and then there 

is subculture. outside the socioeconomic sphere, all U.S. 

cultures "marginalized," subaltern, or ruling class 

varieties are "sub"cultures. In addition, most Americans 

corne from not one but a mixture of "home" cul tures, 

vernacularized in interaction with "outside" influences. 

Clearly, economic viability has the greatest impact on 

social status, and cultures often speak in 

socioeconomic affluence or repression (to 

response to 

which race, 
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ethnicity and gender are tightly linked). But culture exceeds 

the functionalist agenda promoting the sociolective ordering 

of those who "dominate" the material resources of any group. 

We have seen that not all members of a "race" share the same 

cultural practices: sexual orientation, for example, and 

various traditional options toward accommodating cultural 

imperialism, mitigate "the integrated pattern of human 

knowledge, belief and behavior that depends on learning and 

transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations" (WNNCD 

314). Not all white people, even the independently-wealthy 

(who obviously want to remain that way) share identical 

cultural objectives. 

All groups form their own vernacular expression; Yuppies 

are as quirky as communards, literary critics as exotic as 

voodooists. Those with the most economic and legislative 

clout legislate their own cultural "standards," in Iraq, 

England, South Africa, Mexico, or the United states. We see 

what happens when their socioeconomic control weakens. The 

cacophony of loud, living polyglot voices moves from its 

constant hum to a (sometimes dissonant) heeterogloss anthem 

at first opportunity. 

Although they must work within the same culturally 

produced/sanctioned structures of feeling, baseline feelings 

of oppressed groups are not identical to those of the ruling 
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classes and their subalterns; and structures, if not kept in 

good repair, crumble over time. Indeed, in terms of a 

"superior" worldview, (rather than an economic position) 

which "dominates" reality, it is readily apparent that the 

Eurocentric model is far from doxa. Houston Baker writes 

that, 

Recognizing the ••• 'invention' in cultural 

explanation entails the acknowledgement of what 

might be called a normative relativity •••• [But] 

the assumption of normative relativity, far from 

being a call to abandonment or 

retrenchment ••• constitutes an invitation· to 

explorations that are aware both of their own 

partiality and their heuristic transitions from 

suggestive ••• images to inscribed concepts (10). 

For the purposes of this study we must exclude the 

concept of one dominant u.s. culture, while acknowledging 

that there are definite areas of socioeconomic and linguistic 

control. 

One reason we choose to examine the works of Dodge 

Luhan, who unlike the other authors in this study is no 

longer living, is that a survey of her writings across the 

years affords us an unusual opportunity to look at the actual 

process of creating a vernacularized change of consciousness. 
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It is often assumed, in material-based theory, that the 

worldview of the privileged is entrenched and unchangeable. 

This coincides with Western intellectual concepts that human 

beings invent the sacred to assuage or explain their fears 

about non-empirical, uncontrollable forces in the universe. 

In other words; the gods are created in the image and 

likeness of "man," and a sacred matrix does not really exist 

- or if it does, is impersonally "superior." 

But when we read across twenty years of Dodge Luhan's 

work, we mark the sacred "progress" of a woman from one of 

the most socioeconomically privileged subcultures in the 

united states. Impulsive, full of reversions, and struggling 

for change while enmeshed by options which admit no change, 

we trace MOL's unremitting search for an authentic encounter 

with a matrix that calls to her, in a new language. Dodge 

Luhan must break through Eurocentric structures which shape 

her feeling -- fetishization of the Other, sexual and gender 

transference, and reinscription of the sacred within the 

tradition of Eurasian transcendence. only her final work 

describes a newly vernacularized position. Flawed, 

incomplete, but free of the Western tendency to structure the 

Southwest as "sublime", Dodge Luhan writes of a joyful, awe

ful, direct interpermeation between the geography of her own 
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mind/body/spirit and the land and people that hold and 

surround her. 

When Mabel Dodge first travelled to New Mexico in 1917, 

the play of shape and shadow, the scent of sage over a 

Southwest that seemed resistent to compressed modernist time

space, captivated her imagination. Her second husband Maurice 

sterne had scouted the area, tantalizing her: 

Dearest Girl -

Do you want an object in life? Save the Indians, 

their art-culture - reveal it to the world! ••• 

That which Emilie Hapgood and others are doing for 

the Negroes, you could, if'you wanted to,' do for 

the Indians (Rudnick xi-xii).47 

While still en route to her rendezvous with Sterne via 

Santa Fe Railroad, she looked out over the "loveliest 

light ••• an empty road leading away, and ••• the bluest 

mountains I have ever seen," asking herself "Why does it feel 

like church?" Those mountains, the first bodies that 

attracted her in her "new world," would persistently move 

into the forefront of her life over the next two decades. 

Dodge Luhan hauled her valises and furs from the 

traincar, engaged a local taxi, and (at least in neoprimitive 

revery), "left behind the staleness and the dull, enduring 

47 my emphasis. 
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humans, all dressed in browns and blacks, with their grimy 

handkerchiefs in pockets gritty with the deposit of their 

dull lives"(Edge of Taos pesert 9). In this short, cavalier 

statement, we encounter all the disdain of the white elite 

for what its lower classes embody --mundane,plebeian, 

insecure existence. 

Dodge and her entourage soon "discovered" Taos. She 

moved into the foothills of those bluest mountains, and began 

a love affair with New Mexico that moved from mind through 

body and spirit, to last a lifetime. Her journey, from the 

historical hindsight of those about .to enter the XXIst 

century, was hardly unique: one that dozens of female and 

male artists, anthropologists, ethnographers, vacationers, 

and shoppers have made to America's "little Egypt." In brief 

synopsis, the journey traced through her books Edge of Taos 

Desert, Lorenzo in Taos, and winter in Taos is that of a 

woman who feels herself enchanted by the "green world" of the 

Southwest. She re-Iocates at the center of her new(ly 

discovered) and numinous periphery. As is typical of the 

Western female hero's journey of rebirth, she abandons the 

disappointing culture she has "escaped," vowing never to 

return. She falls in love with and marries a Taos native, 

Tony Luhan, to whom she gradually relinquishes a certain 

agency she so assertively wielded within rich, white America. 



223 

Tony, her green world guide and lover "gave the impression of 

bearing with ease a whole cosmic universe ••• [he] was part of 

the fine, sunny morning; he matched the mountain and the 

trees and the authoritative sun that marched like him with a 

measured stride"(E 285). Dodge, in contrast, "felt I could 

throw my burden of nervousness and uncertainty upon him, and 

he would take it for me and transform it (285). 

In like moves, we see her constructing Tony as glorified 

object-- what James Clifford might refer to as the western 

creation of its alter ego. Because nurturance is gendered as 

feminine in Western society (and many others), Rudnick writes 

that Tony is constructed "as much parent as lover, as"much 

female as male ••. his horne 'impregnated with a fulness [sic] 

of life I" (xv). But not only is Tony represented as ideal man 

by virtue of his opposition to what Dodge construes as her 

own jaded "civilization". Initially, he also serves as 

displaced matrix. For not only does he not "try to tap her 

creative energies for his own use, nor does he enshrine her 

as an idealized 'other'" as her previous lovers have done 

(Rudnick xv); he provides energies for her to attempt to tap, 

an ideal for her to enshrine at last. 

Tony, in keeping with the neoprimitivistic agenda of 

Edge of Taos Desert, is represented as less than multi-
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faceted human being, more as souvenir of desire. In .Qn 

Longing, Susan Stewart writes, 

Because the world' of the souvenir offers 

transcendence to the viewer, it may be seen as a 

miniaturized one [the] reduction in physical 

dimensions corresponding to an increase in 

significance, and as an interiorization of an 

exterior (144). 

While Tony is presented as physically full-scale, if not 

my tho-epic at times, he and his culture are represented as 

readily digestible or assimilable to Luhan within nine short 

months. In order to interiorize the mysteries 'of their 

exteriority, a reductionist move must be made; the vastness 

of their country, the opacity of their language, customs, and 

demeanors, to the outsider must be rendered small, hence 

easily conflatable or surmountable. 

stewart describes the Eurocentric longing for "detail, 

precision and balance," perceived as intact in pre-industrial 

societies. We may add the Eurocentric longing for an absence 

of chaos and anomie, also attributed to simpler "primitive" 

cultures. "The antiquarian is nostalgic for use value," 

claims Stewart, as well as for objects which, "surviving 

their original contexts, are seen as traces of the way of 

life that once surrounded them" (144). Admiration of Tony, 
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Indians, and the lifestyle or society attributed to pre

industrial groups has more to do with the subject than the 

object itself: the "miniaturized" souvenir is no longer a 

model in itself, but serves as sentimental momento of "a mode 

of consumption that is now extinct"(144). 

Whether examining what the West constructs as inanimate/ 

animate souvenirs of more "exotic" or "edenic" times/places, 

stewart's analysis is helpful in discussing the dynamic of 

their semiotic deployment in the hands of the [literary] 

possessor: 

They have moved from the domain of use value to 

the domain of gift, where exchange is abstracted 

to the level of social relations and away from the 

level of materials and processes (144). 

At first the gift of a green world, complete with its 

lover-guide in the guise of Tony, appears free of mundane 

material exchanges and processes to Dodge. 48 But by 1921 

she was already expanding her spiritual quest beyond the 

intermediary-maternal body of Tony, to solicit formal 

48 There is no question that a lasting and genuine bond 
existed between Dodge and Luhan: they lived together for over 
40 years until her death. He great attachment to him, above 
and beyond his status as cultural icon, is increasingly 
apparent as we read her progressive memoirs. 
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reinscription of her "Red Atlantis,,49 within European

derived mysticism. 

After a lengthy epistolary seduction ("Come Lawrence! 

Come to Taos! "), she convinces D.H. Lawrence to emigrate with 

his wife in summer of 1922. The intent: to develop a 

religion of which Tony was the Native embodiment; herself the 

Muse-Earth Mother; and Lawrence, the Wizard-Apologist. 

Mabel, then, had returned her "primal experience" to a 

Western avant garde genre, in an impulse to enact what Berger 

calls an iconic recoding of the New World "primitive" (BAT 

156) . Berger I s process, while honed toward verbal 

representation, is useful in our study. He notes that during 

the detextualizing work of iconic recoding, 

The verbal sign is opened up and its signified 

transplanted in the referent, which then becomes 

the wordlike signifier of other meanings, and the 

sign of the referent. Paradoxically, in this 

process, the effects of polysemy is not ambiguity 

but redundancy, 50 the iteration of a single 

system of meanings in a variety of media (BAT 

156). 

49 A term coined by John Collier. 

50 my emphasis. 
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So that Tony #1 as referent, signifying the lover, the 

intimate and personal guide between "dominant" subculture to 

a "discovered" New World eden, "becomes Tony #2; the private 

body gone public; the prototypic "Indian," native iconic body 

of Luhan-Lawrence enterprises. Not only is Tony missing as 

an independent sign in the erection of this version of 

American neoprimitivism, but the pseudo-sacred construction 

is flat and two-dimensional; for as Berger continues, 

The semiotic richness inherent in the tension or 

slippage between the signifying and signified 

elements of any sign is controlled by the 

referential primacy achieved by iconic recoding. 

(BAT 156). 

In Lorenzo in Taos we read of the multi-leveled 

deceptions, power plays, intrigues, and thwarted desires that 

soon transpired within and between couples Lawrence and 

Luhan, culminating with Lawrence's flight to Guadelajara. For 

the second time, Dodge-Luhan had unsuccessfully displaced the 

sacred, this time from male body to male mind, the female 

(Mother Earth) interpreted once again as a "muse" behind the 

actor. 

Not until Winter in Taos, published privately in 1935, 

does the aging Luhan abandon the construction of male 

intermediaries, and open to direct sacred connection between 
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In her final text, she 

creates a sort of verbal umbilicus between the substance of 

the Earth and the landscape of her woman's body, in non

metaphoric fashion. 

"Metaphor," in its standard application, implies an 

overt "fiction": something "literally" untrue, as Nietzsche 

agonized in his essay "Truth and Falsity in its Ultramoral 

Sense." A metaphor indicates that connotative speech is being 

used: therefore a deception is taking place, for a word or 

phrase which should denotate a specific "meaning" is being 

used in a way that defies measurable accuracy. Connotative 

language operates on the assumption that the greatest of 

'things' is ineffable; uncapturable; like the unseen currents 

of air that form and drive what is tangible -- rain, clouds, 

blue skies. 

The concept of the accuracy of metaphor. Such a small 

thing really. Yet able to undermine the entire underpinnings 

of Enlightenment world view. When we say that there is a 

connection between the body of the land and the body of Dodge 

Luhan, we speak of an actual, though immeasurable, 

interaction. The transferences and projections of female 

longing for the body of the matrix onto the body of man; the 

swift "knowledge" and masterful interpretations of a culture 

alien to her own in many ways -- these are Dodge Luhan's acts 
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of "metaphor," in terms of its "official" usage. Only when 

the mind/body/spirit of the woman moves against/overlaps 

those of the "bluest mountains," do we get down to business, 

leaving the intermediary-figurative behind. 

We have defined vernacular expression as one produced in 

the struggle between the colonized and the colonizer, and 

read Martin's non-essentializing claim that the terrain of 

woman in the united states is always colonized to some extent 

by patriarchal definitions and limitations (though the closer 

she approaches underclass status, the more her oppressions 

multiply). Mabel Dodge Luhan, member of the upper class and 

a privileged artist-intellectual, was woman as well, 

perceiving/resisting her own colonization, while unwittingly 

replicating it when she sought to assimilate the Southwest as 

panacea for soulsick anomie. 

Colonized people often seek to align themselves with 

select "superhuman" powers in order to create a space or 

territory which has possibility; a latitude more ample and 

desirable than that delimited by the colonizer. The 

colonized draws from her/his own traditional systems when 

confronted with dominant hegemonic incursion, producing a 

living guideline of how the world "ought" to function and 

interact. 
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Gayatri Spivak, in her essay entitled "Can the Subaltern 

Speak?" popularized the term "subaltern" within the American 

academy. The concept is: helpful in deconstructing the 
I 

subtlest forms of colonialism, organized down through the 

strata of ideologic power. Women of any class in the united 

States, juxtaposed with the men of that class, are "sub", in 

terms of socioeconomic status. The double bind of 

heterosexual woman is obvious. 

But women of educated classes appear to buy into 

"official" norms and paradigms more than their underclass 

sisters, and hence tend to promulgate the "official" line. 

Emily Martin writes that "working class women are more likely 

to envision the need for fundamental changes in any society" 

(191). In explication, she refers to Alison Jagger's 

statement that: 

Because their class position insulates them from 

the suffering of the oppressed, many members of 

the ruling class are likely to be convinced by 

their own ideology; either they fail to perceive 

the SUffering of the oppressed or they believe it 

is freely chosen, deserved, or inevitable (190). 

Of course Mabel would never have agreed that "her 

Indians" deserved to suffer, or that it was necessary for 

them to do so. What we are getting at here is how, with the 
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best of intentions, the subaltern unwittingly brings forward 

cloaked assumptions that fUrther Eurocentric views. Jagger 

continues, 

[The subalterns of the ruling class] experience 

the current organization of society as basically 

satisfactory and so they accept the interpretation 

of reality that justifies that system of 

organization •..• oppressed groups, by contrast, 

suffer directly from the system that oppresses 

them ••• [the] intensity and relentlessness of their 

suffering constantly push oppressed groups toward 

a realization that something is wrong with the 

prevailing social order. Their pain provides them 

with a motivation for finding out what is wrong, 

for criticizing accepted interpretations of 

reality and for developing new and less distorted 

ways of understanding the world (Martin 190). 

A "career" as subaltern is sometimes pursued, but often 

unconscious. The worldview of a class may be inherited; and 

even though a person may criticize the prevailing social 

order, she/he may merely entrench the "inevitability" of the 

ruling paradigm through op-position, a form of complaint that 

maintains the focality of a certain ideology, through 

resistance. This works parallel to Berger's iconic recoding, 
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above, in that unwholesome circles of reinscribed dominance 

(rather than problem solving), result. As Barthes asserts in 

Mythologies, the avant garde rises as a critique of bourgeois 

values (what Dodge-Luhan refers to as 'dull people') from the 

position of the bourgeois class itself. And it is doubtful 

that those who remain affiliated with the privileges of that 

class can simultaneously rally for wholistic change. 

Because Dodge is in many ways a subaltern of Eurocentric 

ideology, when confronted with its incursion against her own 

mind/body/spirit she can only produce, at first, variations 

on a dominant theme. It will take her a long time to 

extricate the agenda of the colonizer from the needs of the 

colonized within herself. For the "dominant" is her 

traditional system. Arif Dirlik writes that "Future 

culture ••• is the product neither of arbitrary eclecticism nor 

of abstract intellectual design, but of social praxis" (5). 

Dodge-Luhan's vernacular sacred expressions arise not from 

fantasy or escapism, but from legitimate feelings. 

Unfortunately these feelings are structured by her social 

practice. It will take radical shifts in social practice 

during her time in Taos to fray the cords that bind her to 

doxic Eurocentric order. 

But spivak, writing on the inauthentic voice of the 

subaltern, tells us that Marx was not "working to construct 
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an individual subject where desire and interest 

coincide ••• [he was] obliged to construct models of a divided 

and dislocated subject whose parts are not continuous and 

coherent with each other" (276). 

We find such discontinuous, confused, and at times incoherent 

interests and desires in the works of Mabel Dodge Luhan. 

Point in case: her strong desire to abandon official "white" 

culture and relocate with Pueblo Indians in a pristine 

landscape of renewal along margins she interprets as 

transcendent: yet her insistence on ruling through gaze, 

words, assimilation of native voice, and, of course, capital, 

over the very environs which "humble" her, through gaze, 

words, assimilation of native voice, and, of course, capital. 

Inner conflict between Luhan's skin and class privilege, and 

gender oppression/possibility make for a messy, partial, 

confusing conversion process. 

Spivak cautions us against "the positivist inclusion of 

a monolithic collectivity of 'women' in the list of the 

oppressed ••• [speaking for themselves] against an equally 

monolithic 'same system'" (278). Accordingly, we must 

examine Dodge Luhan' s writings with an eye to what "dominant" 

propaganda she furthers, as well as where her desires and 

interests are at odds with each other, and where the spoken 

represents the unspeakable. Thus the layers of one woman's 
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writing across time afford an opportunity to desert the 

subj ectl obj ect battleground-- evade the habi tual image of 

marginalized self vs. external oppressor. Hers is a self

contained site of struggle. Although Spivak has urged an 

awareness of the "topographical reinscription of 

imperialism", it is also important to note that in the case 

of a subaltern like Mabel Dodge Luhan, "the notion of what 

the work cannot say becomes important" (286). And Mabel is 

greatly vexed, both by the possibilities of the word, and 

what it cannot say. 

The first book of the three which mark her journey into 

"new" inner worlds, Edge of Taos Desert, demonstrates th.e use 

of word as propaganda. As Rudnick tells us, Mabel "never 

wrote publicly of any aspect of pueblo life that would 

detract from the myth of... [Native] human and communal 

perfection" (xiv-xv). Dodge-Luhan cleaned house: the early 

Taos we're presented with is a shangri-la rather than a 

community humanized by struggle -- internal, as well as in 

interaction with other subcultures. Mabel herself explains 

that "1 did not want to connect this new world with the old. 

1 wanted it to be itself alone and not a part of any past I 

had known" (Rudnick xi v). Avoidance of such connections 

conforms with a proselytizing agenda, but also allows the 

subaltern to divest herself of troublesome historical 
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associations that might preclude the "soulmate" bond she 

longs to actualize among "her" Pueblo people. 

Dialectically congruent with her self-conscious and 

unconscious manipulation of words for propagandistic 

purposes, Dodge Luhan writes, 

I learned very early from the Indians that they 

believe the power goes out of a truth as seen as 

it is told, spoken, or written down •.• It has 

always been true that the hermetic religions 

preserved the life-forces of the people ••. I 

learned from Tony to respect the inviolate, 

unspoken mysteries(EOTD 281}. 

Here, verbal ambivalence 

universalizes a preservative 

is apparent. 

character to 

The 

all 

author 

world 

"hermetic" religions, most of which we must assume she has 

learned about through reading, and one of which she 

undertakes to partially explicate for her reader. Yet she 

acknowledges that "life-forces" and "mysteries" are 

ephemeral: words "violate" them, drain their force. 

Contemporary Pueblo writers like silko, Gunn Allen, and 

ortiz, however, speak of the power of words to both evoke and 

order, in their cultures. Thus it would appear that Dodge 

Luhan's preoccupation with Native taciturnity, might relate 
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to differences in the deployment of words, between western 

"intelligenzia" and Pueblo peoples. 

In the u.s. we can follow a distinctive historical 

development in the language used by the dominant to interpret 

the Indian. From the savage/civilized opposition which 

legi timated armed conquest; to the concept of "noble savage," 

doomed both by progress and failure to progress; to 

neoprimitivism; the Native American fed the authorizing 

fantasies of the colonizer. Primitivism rode on the wings of 

the romantic movement. Michael Bell explains: 

The romantic movement provided the precedent for 

the literary recreation of psychological s .. ~ates 

whose qualities, putatively at least, were 

commonly lacking in the civilized 

personality •••• [It was] given a further impetus by 

the concurrent interest in anthropology and 

psychology (61). 

In addition to the above, we add an interest in 

ethnography. For if anthropology and psychology seek to 

universalize an understanding of the species, ethnographers 

attempt to "understand" individual human cultures. We may 

infer from stewart's earlier comments that one small, 

contained, local culture lends itself more easily to 

appropriative "knowledge" through miniaturization, than would 
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a large-scale, complex assemblage. Thus the exterior-

Pueblo culture -- is internalized into "My Indians," a group 

no white but Mabel shares such an instant and proprietorial 

affinity with. 

James Clifford has recently pointed out the epistemic 

difficulty lying in wait for any but the most scrupulous 

ethnographer. For one cannot automatically take one's 

experiences in the midst of an "other" people as the basis 

for truth. Experience, says Clifford, 

evokes a participatory presence, a sensitive 

contact with the world to be understood, a rapport 

with its people, a concreteness· of 

perception •••• The senses work together to 

authorize an ethnographer's real but ineffable 

flair for 'his' or 'her' people. It is worth 

noting, however, that this world, when conceived 

as an experiential creation, is subjective, not 

dialogic or intersubjective (37). 

In line with Western sUbject-ive positioning, it is 

notable that the words of native women are absent from Dodge 

Luhan 's texts. Tony's voice, the voice the author selects to 

represent the entire culture of the Pueblo, appears in 

dialogue only when dispensing little kernels of wisdom. These 

sometimes point out Western culture's limited worldview, but 
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never fail to support the author's new and improved 

consciousness. However, the thoughts and hearts of Tony and 

the other Taos natives are most frequently described by 

Mabel, like the silhouettes of their bodies which pass her in 

noble, reverential silence. She feels herself attuned to 

them who are laconic, when not linguistically 

incomprehensible --through something like sympathetic magic. 

As for Tony (the iconicaly encoded who enables her to read 

and personalize an entire culture), there is no need for his 

testimony, for "Right from the beginning I had the power to 

reach into his mind and catch the pictures he saw" (EOTD 

197). When she finally gets a letter from him, "It was a 

scrawl of unaccustomed, barely formed 

hieroglyphics ••• meaningless phrases that he had tried to 

recover from the meager schooling he had received" (EOTD 209)-

She does not share the contents of this letter with her 

reader, for "There was not a word of actual meaning from 

himself to me, yet there was carried in those imprints some 

of his essential self"(209): a self the author makes it her 

mandate to interpret. 

Retracing the building blocks of American primitivism, 

Michael Bell explains, 
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One important effect of the rise of anthropology 

was to give documentary support to the romantic 

sense that the essential difference between the 

civilized and more primitive or 'natural' states 

is as much a different mode of the inner life as a 

different external situation ••• the influential 

view that the primitive psychology is radically 

different .•• supports the romantic belief in a 

comparable polarity in modes of mental life ••• it 

is theoretically possible for anyone to enjoy the 

more primitive mentality if he can make the 

necessary inner adjustment (62-63). 

Of course this is not a two-way street: the' savage I or 

'primitive' cannot make an inner adjustment and presto! "be" 

dominant. 

By 1921, Dodge Luhan was no longer mesmerized by her 

private Indians, but was searching for companions in shangri

lao The intimate was about to be marketed. Choosing D.H. 

Lawrence as the captain of her enterprize, "I thought: 'Here 

is the only one who can see this Taos country and the 

Indians, and who can describe it so that it is ••• alive.' For 

Taos had something wonderful in it, like the dawn of the 

world" (Lorenzo in Taos 3-4). Her desire was to attract the 

belle monde of Eurocentric neoprimitive artists to "know that 
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country before it became exploited and spoiled, before good 

roads would let in the crowds" (LIT 4), so that Mabel wrote of 

"a lofty, pastoral land far from railroads, full of time and 

ease ••• [and] an almost heard but not quite heard music, and 

where the plainest tasks took on a beauty and 

significance ••• " (LIT4) • She qualifies this universe of 

simple, happy workers, again reminding us of her class 

position and Stewart's dynamic of antequarian nostalgia for 

modes of production/consumption, for "I had no tasks. I used 

to sit most of the time, sort of listening, before Lawrence 

came"(LIT 4). Class privilege gives Mabel time to write, as 

well as a gaze which desires nothing more than "a lofty 

pastoral," a means of escape from a world gone mad with the 

advent of the machine age and the Great War. But also, 

sitting and waiting to produce, promote, control and 

proselytize, Mabel begins to feel the tug of the land as 

matrix. For example, she writes, 

I told him [DHL] how in that place a woman would 

come to the door and stand smiling towards the 

Sacred Mountain, after she put her cake into the 

oven. For it was like that. The mountain and the 

fields were not separate from one's own life. One 

did not go out to things, one was part of them. 
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The mountain, if anything, came to one, came into 

the house .•• (LIT 4-5). 

But at this early stage of Phase II in what we might 

call her slow conversion by the land, she continues "one ate 

it with the cake," at once devouring and dominating the 

Sacred in an image of domestic cannibalism something like 

Catholic communion. 

The Luhan-Lawrence project was geared toward Eurocentric 

recuperation. As Lawrence wrote to her, "I believe what you 

say - one must bring together the two ends of humanity, our 

own thin end, and the last dark strand from the previous pre

white era" (LIT 6).51 Dodge Luhan chose Lawrence after 

reading his works, for "he seemed to me to have more 

consciousness than anyone alive"(LIT 14). His writings on 

the "primitive sensibility" and purer "unconscious" existence 

of Indians convinced her that together they could develop a 

"spiritual path" to revitalize the Western creme de la creme. 

For "something in us longs to live and to be happy in this 

slum of the universe! To seize now the partial ecstacy; to 

conform and obey; to overcome the inhuman daemon that cares 

51 Useful meditations: where were the "dark strands" of 
African-America, Hispanic America, Oriental-America? Why had 
the Pueblo Indian been selected for orientalism, while other 
"dark strands" were rendered invisible? What was the price of 
violating the "lofty pastoral" through recognizing mundane 
struggle? 
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nothing for systems, but only for life"(LIT 15). It was the 

chaos of Lawrence, his anti-analytical stance toward life, 

and the fact that "He wanted it clean. He wanted the dawn of 

the world •.• there waiting for him all the time" (LIT 19), that 

convinced Mabel to invite him into partnership. 

And Lawrence agreed, finally, to come to see "[t]he 

Indians, yes: if one is sure that they are not jeering at 

one." At the time he was visiting Ceylon, where he found 

that "all dark people have a fixed desire to jeer at 

us •••• But heavens, I don't see much in them to admire, 

either .•.. [and] Buddhism seems to me a very conceited, 

selfish show, a vulgar temple of serenity built over an empty 

hole in space. No, no these little darkie people don't 

impress me, upon actual contact" (LIT 19). But somehow, for 

the avant garde of Europe and America, by the second decade 

of the twentieth century, the Native American --particularly 

of the Pueblos-- had been adopted as "the better man" while 

the white man is "Deeply ••• ruined-spoiled-inferior

lost, lost!" (LIT 31). Dodge Luhan herself positions the 

Indian-Other to rail at dull, decadent, spiritless white 

culture in a poem entitled "Difference," 

Indian alchemy is not lazy, stupid, dishonest

It is swift, true, and infinitely knowing. 
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It is your inner chemistry that has lost its 

'natural' 

And grown lazy, stupid and dishonest. (LIT 31). 

She addresses her verses to "you , white man." Cross 

class and ethnicity, she claims that "white man" has run 

headfirst into "bad ways" and "mirage horizons," while the 

Indian, son of the "sun, moon and earth, the rains and 

rivers" is a model of "well-being" "immediacy" and "joy" (LIT 

31-32). 

Asking herself again and again, "Why did one feel this 

solid comfort in Indian life?" (EOTD 263), she responds to 

her own question, musing that 

competition, self-assertion, the feeling of 

personal influence, was probably the greatest 

enhancement my generation knew .•• building thought 

systems to dignify their imperfections, and making 

a virtue of necessity ••• [while there] did not 

seem to be that kind of habitual and inevitable 

weakness [in the Taos Indian]. He wasn't 

enslaved. He belonged to a subjugated race, but 

somehow he was free in himself, and his people 

were free in comparison with their conquerors 

(EOTD 274-277). 
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We have seen, then, MDL's initial attraction to the 

land, and its rapid conversion to romantic obsession with an 

individual male Other. That Other is literarily deployed as 

an iconically codified object. First a sexually fetishized 

and personalized Other, he is miniaturized, then projected as 

the representative of his entire culture, and even at times 

his "race" (comprised of hundreds of cultural groups). As 

such, the male-Indian-icon allows the body of a Eurocentric 

woman to "know" the partially displaced other, under the 

direction and interpretation of the mind. Several Western 

conventions appear here: the Eurocentric ethnographic quest 

for abjected self, short-circuited due to repetition of 

dichotomous Subject-Object relations; racism -- both overt 

and inverse; the fetishization of the Other as sexual savage; 

the female Other's absence from the ethnographer's study; and 

the displacement of sacred authority onto male secular 

authority. 

In addition, primitivism itself, far from "new" or 

"free" expression, is one of two basic choices for 

structuring Western sacred feeling. Max Weber, in Economy and 

Society, writes that primitivist mysticism is one pole of 

oscillating Eurasian traditional sacred practice. The other 

is asceticism. Weber notes that both are world-abandoning, 

rather than world transforming, projects (cf). 
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In summary, to this point, there was obviously much for 

Dodge Luhan to overcome when stretching toward an authentic 

vernacular sacred experience. She had inherited hegemonic 

tools with which to re-shape reality, including: 1) a 

latinate language based on denotatively ranked dualism, 2) a 

residual-structural option of either asceticism or mysticism 

with which to design a "new" sacred order 3) a contemporary 

trend toward primitivism, rising from elitist psychological 

and anthropological strategies, 4) a set of gendered power 

relations governing body/spirit relations (ascetic/repressive 

and mystic/eroticized), and 5) a choice of dualist sacred 

models, coupled with classist prejudices, that offered world

abandonment, rather than embracing struggle and social 

change. Such constraints distorted Dodge-Luhan' s initial 

search for a meaningful experience with the sacred. Entangled 

in ideological strands that invisibly supported 

mind/body/spirit fragmentation, Dodge-Luhan initially 

projected the sacred connection she longed to participate in, 

onto miniaturized male icons -- a Native lover, a European 

guru of eros. 

At this earlier stage in the development of her 

vernacular sacred connection, Dodge Luhan privileged the 

Eurocentric construction of (New World) Golden Age, ("It was 

the Indian life I was entering .•• a kind of living I didn't 
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know existed anywhere. I had heard, of course, of the Golden 

Age and the Elysian Fields ••• [now] I found out what they 

meant" (EOTD 177». The Western construct of a golden or 

green world is the fiction which naturalizes Disenchantment 

as the logical response to current conditions. The movement 

then shifts toward nihilism or Re-enchantment; a recreation 

of the surface of Golden Age/Green World, (as in 

neoclassicism, neoprimitivism, etc.), rather than deep social 

change or insurrection. As Harry Berger Jr. points out, Re

enchantment can be seen as a deployment which produces re

incorporation within the bounds of the institution ( 

Interview 3/90). In other words, one's own subversive 

impulses are auto-subsumed within a form historically 

provided by dominant ideology. 

Dodge Luhan, for many years, was the unwitting 

promulgator of a "topographical reinscription of imperialism" 

over Taos Pueblo cuI ture, retracing the steps of 

Disenchantment/Re-Enchantment and creating for herself the 

ancillary relations of owner to souvenir. Of course in no 

way did the people become souvenirs. But here we are 

tracking that difficult thing, a change of consciousness 

transgressing the bounds of ideologic structures of feeling 

provided as doxa by one's own, dominant, culture. In doing 

so, it helps to follow the steps Mabel took from her early 
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position on the Southwest. Susan stewart might speak of MOL's 

early contact in terms of an appropriation of the exotic 

object with as little risk of contamination as possible: 

The exotic object represents distance 

appropriated; it is symptomatic of the more 

general cultural imperialism that is tourism's 

stock in trade. To have a souvenir of the exotic 

is to possess both a specimen and a trophy; on the 

one hand the object must be marked as exterior and 

foreign, on the other it must be marked as arising 

directly out of an immediate experience of its 

possessor (147). 

Dodge Luhan, and Lawrence in The Plumed Serpent, 

fantasize themselves as avant garde conquistadores, winners 

of trophies for "understanding" what they consider arcane and 

esoteric. Remote through class-and skin-privilege and 

subaltern status, Dodge Luhan dialectically places the 

miniaturized objects of her fascination "within intimate 

distance; space is transformed 

'personal' space" (Stewart 147). 

into interiority, into 

Through this process, the 

intimate face of universal struggle is short-circuited, 

creating an illusion of intimate distance, meant to transcend 

universal struggle. 



248 

As noted above, MDL addresses "you, white man," lumping 

together the entire "white race", with all its variants of 

class, ethnicity, gender, etc. And problematically, white-man 

seems synonymous, in her early works, with "people." Indians 

and Mexicans are exempt from people status: 

never read of "Indian people" or "Mexican 

people, white people, Indians, and Mexicans, 

for example we 

people," but 

Here, we may 

observe inverse racism through a misanthropic disenchantment 

with white "people." For example, of her fellow train 

passengers to New Mexico in 1917, she writes, "Dreary drab 

people - I wish I could cut myself off from you forever" 

(EOTD 9). And proposing her first trip to Taos with sterne, 

she declares: 

" ••• but I'm going. Tomorrow. Are there Indians 

up there in Taos?" 

[sterne replies]"I guess so. There are Indians 

allover this country. 

"To get away from 

irritably (EOTD 24). 

But,_why go so far?" 

these people," I replied 

And once in Taos, looking around, Dodge Luhan writes, 

"There is something so real about this country. It makes 

people seem trivial and false" (EOTD 25). Taos has a "high, 

happy vibration of its own, but wherever people landed and 

attempted to dig into it and live, they seemed to be in a 
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strong and unbearable contrast ••• dingy and alien"( EOTD 32). 

Clearly Native residents are not the subject of this 

generalization about the innate destructiveness of "people" 

in Taos; nor when Mabel writes, "I never saw such a kit of 

poisonous, ingrown people as there are here" (EOTD 119).52 

Dodge Luhan clarifies that "people" are "Americans," 

enfranchised whites, as in her description of the plaza in 

Taos: "there were wood carts ••• led by dark Mexicans. The 

first Indians I had ever seen, except at the circus, were 

there in the Plaza •••• The only Americans I saw who looked 

like people I was accustomed to, were the shopkeepers" (EOTO 

19). 

Living on easy money, MOL projects a double standard of 

contempt for a western world that places matter over the 

thrill of the spirit onto the imaginary figure of a 

prototypic white man. While declaiming material 

accumulation, she acquires and appoints two homes. Yet in 

Manby's hallway, she describes a "dark brown place full of 

things that had died" (EOTO 47). Engaged in appropriating Taos 

culture for her own purposes, she writes, "Why can't people 

realize that nothing exists except in use, and that most 

'collections' are only symbols that once had life, and now 

are not only dead, but deadly?"(EOTO 51). 

52 my emphasis. 
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Her dichotomous vision is given face: white man as 

sterne, the dilettante husband she is about to leave; and 

Native redeemer as Tony, the lover she moves toward. For 

example, during an outing of the threesome, she: 

had a strange sensation of dislocation, as though 

I were swinging like a pendulum over the gulf of 

the canyon, between the two poles of mankind, 

Maurice and Tony: and Maurice seemed old and 

spent and tragic53 , while Tony was whole and 

young in the cells of his body, wi th his power 

unbroken and hard like the carved granite rock, 

yet older than the Germanic Russian whom' the 

modern world had destroyed(EOTD 193). 

Mabel seeks to save her own hide, changing horses from 

a war-torn, economically tawdry, "valueless" Western world to 

a world of magical renewal, constructed "unbroken," "hard," 

solid as a rock (the prima materia of mountains). 

Exhuberantly undomesticated through independent wealth, she 

also recoils from cultural anomie, longing to feel 

"sheltered," "at home," like [Indian] women whom she 

perceives are "held close and protected from 

encroachments ••• I longed for the inSUlation of the shawl" 

(EOTD 179). creating a myth of tribal life, Dodge Luhan 

53 though in fact, he was younger than she. 
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imagines the tribe at this point as "the body of some vast 

Being ([while] in my world ••• we had grown up to believe that 

the part is greater than the whole)"(EOTD 62-63). At this 

point, her crawl toward connection with something sacred is 

uncomfortable to observe, caught as she is within a grid of 

"official" options and perceptions. Her "connections" are 

still head-centered, rife with pseudo-scientific ethnographic 

observations. Not only do Indians lack individuality (rather 

must combine to form one coherent body); she follows with 

this amazing leap: "To hear them sing, one might think they 

had never known individual sorrow or pain ... for it is tribal 

music, and tribally they do not suffer: tribally they are 

free"(EOTD 109). 

Dodge Luhan is desperate for access to the vast Being 

she imagines Pueblo natives to be the body of. Because of 

their connection with that sacred body (she does not yet 

perceive her own), her association with Tony takes on 

vicarious urgency. Sexual congress with the surrogate body of 

vast Being, twice removed, is a pattern which parallels her 

later position as Muse behind the Native Body and European 

Mind combo of Tony-Lawrence, in a dream of a revitalizing 

"new" religion. such a location does nothing to disrupt the 

doxic structure of patriarchy. 
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Yet despite the anterior position of muse, in her 

writing she attempts dialectically to devour the Other 

through "knowing" him. "Indians," she asserts, "are safe 

from fear buy virtue of a living religion that has its source 

in love •••• their flesh and their hair had a radiation and 

gave off a sparkle of vitality. Taken in terms of flavor, 

they had more savor and tang than we" (EOTD 65). 

with the colonizer I s love of distantiated, vicarious 

experience, she laments that "We did not experience their 

mystical communion" with the land (EOTD 66), but hopes to see 

"through Indian eyes ••• the positive and beneficent spirit of 

this place, the spirit that dwelt in the sacred mountain" 

(EOTD 137). The plan is for the culture of native Taos, 

through Tony, to adopt her: to carry her across the bridge of 

its body toward reintegration with vast Being, away from 

spiritual and cultural vacuity. Hence in her early days in 

Taos, "This earth and Tony were identical in my imagination 

and his, and I wanted to become a part of them"(EOTD 232). 

And when she is accepted, through Tony, by Taosm "it was as 

though I had been accepted by the universe ••• and ceased the 

lonesome pilgrimage forever" (232). 

Forever lasts four years. By 1921 she circles back 

toward Western endorsement of her proj ect. In Lawrence I s 

Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious she had found "allusions 



253 

here and there that seemed to point to capacities in him that 

would enable him to understand the invisible but powerful 

spirit that hovered over Taos valley" (LIT 12). Identifying 

Lawrence as a genius of letters, she writes that she believed 

him "the only person living, so far as I knew, who could 

penetrate and define54 that maqic, in which we moved, but 

which we were powerless to understand", anthropomorhizing it 

as "the laughing, aloof, genius55 of Taos" (LIT 12). 

Together with Tony as Body; Lawrence as Mind; and herself 

behind the scenes as controlling "Muse", Luhan attempted to 

translate/possess the power of Taos into a cult of 

regeneration for weary Europeans. After only four years; she 

admits, she wanted Lawrence to "take my experience, my 

material, my Taos, and to formulate it all into a magnificent 

creation. That was what I wanted him for" (LIT 71). 

Yet by this time, the body of the sacred was already 

detaching itself from the body of the Indian, making way for 

broader options which included the woman-outsider herself. 

Now she wrote of that power in the Taos Valley, 

One could not say whether it emanated from the 

Indians or whether they as well as the rest of us 

54 my emphasis. 

55 my emphasis. 
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dwelt under its wings •••• I did not know, really, 

whether they were r~sponsible for the spirit of 

the place or whether there was over and above them 

all a consciousness that permeated all that 

place ••• that called it Home(LIT 12). 

sliding and squirming beneath the constraining/shaping 

possibilities of Western psychoanalytic "norms" (avant garde 

at the time), Dodge Luhan moves toward the power of her own 

body (beyond "primary sex") to connect with spirit. 

Recording her first meeting with Lawrence, she notes, 

that very first moment when we all came 

together ••• I sensed Lawrence's plight and ••• the 

womb in me roused to reach out [but] I remember 

thinking, 'He is through with that -he needs 

another kind of force to propel him ••• the 

spirit ••• ' The womb behind the womb the 

significant, extended, and transformed power that 

exceeds primary sex (LIT 37). 

Definitely a "male-defined" woman (Dodge Luhan longs "to 

be used - to be put to his purpose") (LIT 37), she transfers 

direct power from the indigenous man to the European, at the 

same time orchestrating their behavior through her words and 

funds. Yet because of the disappointments inimical in such 

displacements, she begins to separate the sacred from the 
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constructed sacerdotal intermediary, and to link it with her 

own embodiment, if only through genital metaphor. Already, 

before the battle of egos with Lawrence (which curtails both 

her design for a primitivist religion, and her quest for male 

spiritual gurus), Dodge Luhan's bluest mountains are moving 

closer. 

In her final book, winter in Taos, MOL finally pushes 

through to direct relationship with the land around her, 

especially the Sacred Mountain. Aging now, she ponders that 

mountain all winter long-- its distance, vast bulk, its 

shapeshifting.. and speculates "upon mysteries it hides 

within its canyons and deep folds. "(WIT 52). It is difficult 

to avoid associating the description of the mountain's 

terrain with the cycles and terrain of the female body. She 

writes, 

In the other months one loses the mountain in the 

nearness of the mossy banks ••• and, looking up 

through green branches, one finds the sky is 

hidden by leaves... There is a canyon running 

diagonally up across it that seems to lead into 

its center, into the interior of the earth; a 

canyon with a fast-flowing stream coming down into 

the plain - and it too is edged with feathery 

cottonwood trees (WIT 52). 
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This is not to say that Dodge Luhan engages in some sort 

of counter-Lacanian move, nor to synecdochally 

anthropomorphize the earth and its 'greater powers'in terms 

of her body. Rather, we suggest that she begins to recognize 

herself as a part of Nature's function, Nature's body, 

Nature's kin. The artists are gone now, but for rare visits. 

Mabel settles more and more deeply into the cycles of the 

land, life-forms, and community around her. For example, 

when spring comes, 

Walk and walk and walk, in the lovely lightened 

air, breathing deeply, with a high heart. 

And all this time, day after day, the fields are 

opening to the plow and the harrow. The Indians 

are busy in their earth, the Mexicans in theirs 

(WIT 129). 

Though heterosexual imaging seems inevitable to Luhan, 

that act is expanded from private to cosmic: 

Pushing open the furrows, loosening the tightened 

soil, men travel along the straight rows preparing 

the land for the seed (WIT 129). 

The earlier interpretation of "union" as something 

occurring between self and surrogate matrix/exotic object, 

ripples outward into universal activity, sexual in only one 

of its expressions. Dodge Luhan arrives, late, at a union 
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with the sacred through the self-body, and through 

participation in the public body of the world around her. 

She tells us what she can about that joyful union. Yet 

as early as Lorenzo in Taos, Dodge Luhan begins to speak not 

only about the violation of words but their insufficiency in 

the face of the ineffable. She muses that "One cannot 

remember one's own real talk ••• the quick, evanescent 

movements of one's own independent soul ••• The most one can do 

is to recall the general feeling or mood ••• lt is all about 

the invisible, intangible, real world; and with so very 

little to make it appear concrete" (LIT 61). 

The struggle of the Western subaltern is not easy,' not 

always pretty to read, as she separates the "sub"parts of 

herself from the demands of her own traditional ideology; an 

ideology seeped in Enlightenment requisites such as distrust 

of the invisible and a positivism based on the "concrete." 

When things £gll be said, Dodge Luhan tries to do so, 

while critiquing the limitations of "meaning" constrained by 

orthodox semiotic structures. Early on in her relationship 

wi th the land of the Southwest, she writes, " ••• that meanings 

that were shut up in words and phrases out in the world 

could ••• here clothes themselves in form and flesh and word

symbols change into pictured, living realities" (EOTD 60). 
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What are these "realities" that preoccupy the author, 

but which she never defines? 

The "real" is a focus of intense desire, rapture, 

possibility, anxiety, and rupture. In Edge of Taos Desert 

alone (with its subtitle "An Escape to Reality"), there are 

twenty-six separate sections in which the urgency of the 

"real" is emphasized. For example: "It was the Indians I 

life that seemed so real to me every time I got near enough 

to feel it. Real, real, and deep as fate, and full of wisdom 

and experience" (EOTD 101). Or, "When I was with Tony, I was 

in tune with all outdoors and with myself as well, for the 

first time in my life. I felt real at last, not a pretend 

reality ••• no a true reality of my own was coming into being 

within me" (EOTD 245). 

And "I was in contact with a culture impregnated with 

realities I had scarcely dreamed of and that were foreign to 

my own social structure. These realities are hard to 

name ••• I am only able to tell a small part of this 

experience, because it was real" (EOTD 275-276). 

She describes "vice" as "the pitiful neurotic escape 

from reality and from the inner" self ••• [white people never 

feel] real except when lost and oblivious in some love

affair, or else in drink or drugs •.. "(EOTD 277). 
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The "real" is something commonly accepted in the west as 

something existing/occurring in the physical world; 

empirical, measurable -- not imaginary. Luhan becomes a two

headed woman of sorts, when she interrogates the semiotics of 

dominant, superordinate "reality" with its own tools (for she 

has no other). 

We can follow Dodge Luhan's unease with definitive 

reality into her thoughts on silence. For instance, she 

writes, "[the land] was wonderful! And so quiet and still! 

It was stimulating and strange to us who had been in cities 

for too so long, or in domesticated countrysides" (EOTD 121) • 

Or regarding the imagined serenity of the Native American, 

"[I tried] to remain in that other world ••• that pueblo where 

the women sat quietly, or silently walked down to the river" 

(EOTD 179). And "Everything he [Tony] did was done with 

thoughtful attention and with silence, as if there were 

things to consider ••• " (EOTD 269). 

Volitional silence can be a state of acknowledgement, 

attention, negative capability in the face of the 

unspeakable. Dodge Luhan relates a conversation with sterne, 

the husband she would leave for Tony: 

"We saw the sacred mountain" [he says]. 
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"And don't you feel something different in the air 

here, Maurice? It's as though we were nearer than 

before." 

"Nearer what?" Maurice asked. 

"I don't know- that's just it. How can one know?" 

(EOTD 56). 

In Eurocentric terms, one cannot epistemologically ~ 

ontologically grasp what cannot be said within the dominant 

lexicon/ syntax. The silent, apparently a part of Dodge 

Luhan's vernacular sacred language, may be seen as a 

tolerated margin of ineffability. 

Ineffable: the unspeakable; that which is too sacred to 

be spoken. That which, therefore, cannot be contained by the 

definitive limitations of the Word. It makes an interesting, 

gendered, juxtaposition with "the sublime," most frequently 

read in descriptions of the land of the southwest. 

Sublime: 1) of high moral, aesthetic, intellectual or 

spiritual value; noble, exalted, 2) inspiring veneration or 

awe because of its grandeur and immensity; unparalleled, 

supreme, 3) to make higher or purer. 

The agenda of the sublime is directional. Up. Ranked. 

Hierarchal. Enclosed in judgement. It emerges along a line 

of vertical stratification. The direction of the ineffable, 

on the other hand, is dynamic I merge-ent, swirling. It 
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refuses rank, stratum, differentiation, in order to be what 

it is. 

Mabel Dodge Luhan writing across her own lifetime has 

presented herself as a subject/object with discontinuous 

desires and inconsistent interests, in relation to western 

ideological constructions and Eurocentric applications of the 

word, which she both manipulates as propaganda, and questions 

as "meaning" and "reality." She reduces the power of Taos to 

a culture, that culture to a man, that man to an icon. Later 

in life, however, she braves the dis-order of the sacred, 

merging with self, merging with the life forms buzzing around 

her: the not-yet or fully-knowable. The subaltern' has 

accepted, as best she could after decades of struggle and 

displacement, and in spi te of Western programming, the 

"silent" challenge of the sacred, embodied in the seasons and 

cycles of all who live in the substance and shadow of the 

bluest mountains. 
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APERTURE 

The study of American vernacular sacred expressions is 

one which calls for opening rather than closure. There are 

points of emphasis to be made, however, even in this brief 

study. 

First, we recall Kristeva's contribution to our 

theoretical understanding of the abjection of the spiritual 

(except as a second-order signification of social hierarchy) 

from a Western ranked dualist paradigm. In terms of 

mind/body split formation, something has been jettisoned to 

enable that dichotomy to swell, filling the Western universe 

in what Berger describes as an act of "embedding." That 

something (which defies the simplicity of mind/body or 

Subject/Object "natural" hierarchies), is the sacred. It now 

"lies outside the set" but remains a component which "does 

not cease challenging its master" (2). Kristeva writes that 

wha~ is primal has been completely repressed in order to 

allow the ego and its manufactured object to "spring forth" 

(11). As discussed, to the Eurocentric mind, the taboo 

"primal" is anything that makes man less than Man - such as 

"womanly" characteristics, lack of full separation from 

matrix, or identification with animals. 
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We also know that in the West, the term "matrix" has 

been gendered since ancient times. The source and sustenance 

of life has been anthropomorphized, ascribed to the female 

body, while the detached germi~ator/administrator is gendered 

as male. The consequences of this and every gendered 

reduction have been grave, and have helped position male

over-female primacy within the Western mind. This paradigm 

found its authorization in doctrine set forth by the Roman 

Catholic Church, institutionalized Eurocentric sacerdote for 

more than 1500 years. Theodora F. Carrol writes that in 

actuality, the laity traditionally led the Church in human 

rights, gradually pressuring for the revision of atti~udes 

which supported serfdom and slavery. 

It took almost 1,800 years before a conscious 

awareness grew up among christians that Christian 

doctrine was incompatible with slavery and 

racism •.• [although the civil rights bill and equal 

opportunity legislation have terminated official 

slavery in the U.S., the clergy] still have not 

totally altered the .•• pervasive attitudes that 

hold that Blacks, Chicanos, nonwhites and non

Christians are inferior and should be relegated to 

subordinate positions •... [and] somehow the 

elimination of sexism .•• has been deemed of less 
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importance than the curtailment of racism (152-

153). 

In this study, we have 

nonwhi te and non-Chr istian 

seen that Black, Chicana, 

women have often simply 

circumvented the "official" stance on women's inferiority in 

the eyes of Man and his God, and tapped into a direct 

relationship with some form of sacred matrix. Carol Christ, 

among others, talks about Western male/female psychological 

development in terms of ego: men are forced to develop more 

rigid ego boundaries, which makes them less susceptible to 

"mystical" experiences. While women generally have weaker 

egos, "the positive side is that identification, sympathy, 

and mystical experiences are easier for them to achieve" 

(20) • 

An arch-example of highly developed Western male ego can 

be observed in the writings of Nietzsche, who demands freedom 

from the shackles of morality in order to design anew, 

scientifically superior race. The "new Man" must be beyond 

considerations of good and evil, therefore: "We deny God; in 

denying God, we deny accountability" (TOI54). 

The "world" of the scientific, abstract, intellectual, 

in the West, is the realm of Man. The realm of affectational 

relations and the body's practices (labelled "private") is 

considered domestic, and gendered feminine. Nietzsche's work 
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for even when fantasizing 

genetic breeding, man is the active principle; woman is 

invisible. 

But Emily Martin speaks of an internal dichotomy which 

enables the development of a propensity in women to exceed 

the poles of dualism, as described above. First paraphrasing 

Dell Hymes' work on modes of expression (the "elaborated," or 

abstract-scientific; and the devalued "restricted," which is 

context- and description-based), she explains that although 

the elaborated is represented as "just the facts ma'am," it 

too is a story, which carefully read describes the contextual 

agenda motivating Eurocentric socioeconomic dominance (196-

197). 

Although men/the world are alleged to speak in 

"objective" or elaborated terms, and women in "subjective" or 

restrictive, Martin suggests that all women, due to their 

physical experiences within a patriarchal social context, 

have the opportunity to be two-headed, double-faced 

participants in life: 

••• numerous contrasts dominate postindustrial 

capitalist society; home versus work, sex versus 

money, love versus contract, nature versus 

culture, women versus men. Because of the nature 

of their bodies, women far more than men cannot 
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help but confound these distinctions every day. 

For the majority of women, menstruation, 

pregnancy, and menopause cannot any longer be kept 

at home. Women interpenetrate what were never 

really separate realms. They literally embody the 

opposition, or contradiction, between the worlds 

(197). 

In addition to a consciousness arising from an 

embodiment which includes, rather than fragments, that which 

is officially kept ranked and separate; women are identified 

as matrix. The amputation of god-matrix, with its functional 

miniaturization onto woman, allows Western Man to imagine 

himself Creator/Controller, rather than co-creator. The model 

authorizing male domination of the perceived matrix 

sacred, environmental, or human female -- extends from the 

state, authorized through male magesterium and a stern, 

judgmental God, down to the microcosm: the patriarchal, 

patrilineal nuclear family. It is the authority of the matrix 

that the Nietzschian, the Freudian and Lacanian, must deny in 

order to attain Manhood and the dominion over all the Earth 

promised man in the Old Testament. The act of secularizing 

the matrix, of reducing it to species reproduction, not only 

enables " man" to get a grip on an invisible mystery. It is 

ideologically aligned with a program of individualism. 
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In this displacement the individual male, seeking 

strength through autonomy, must overcome his attachment to 

his mother. But frequently in tribal arrangements, the 

perception of source is expanded beyond the personal to the 

collective as human embodiment of matrix: mutual attachments 

to it must be continually deepened (not severed) across a 

lifespan. 

The Western male is encouraged to separate from the 

mother-matrix, who reputedly holds dominion over him through 

bonds of intimacy, ongoing nurturance, and shared sUbstance. 

The power relations Foucault recognized lie behind such 

fearful perceptions. But women in the West, because of 

secondary physio-social status within whatever class they 

occupy, contain "the clash with which the two worlds 

[mind/body, public/private], meant to be kept ideologically 

separate, collide" (Martin 197). When mind/body duality is 

internally refuted, the step to "interpenetration" with the 

abjected sacred, "which does not cease challenging," is a 

logical progression. 

We have seen how Lucille Clifton, naming herself "two-

headed woman," turns the official and unofficial inflections 

of a woman's "ordinariness" to the mirror of interrogation, 

until we find that an "ordinary" woman Is Indeed a marvel! 

Clifton celebrates the sacred power to transmit life through 
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her female body. She can authentically embrace the 

synecdochal relationship of reproducti ve woman to sacred 

matrix. Her (hetero) sexUal process echoes the cycles of 

growth and passage around her, providing an intimate aperture 

to the source of all life. Who can miss the tone of proud 

exaltation at this connection? 

But Clifton was born eighty years after the abolition of 

slavery in the United states-- a fact that never ceases to 

inform her work-- while Sethe, Toni Morrison's chief 

protagonist in Beloved, is a first-generation African

American slave, reaching motherhood around the time of the 

second Fugitive Slave Act (1850). For Sethe, her body is the 

intimate site of universal struggle between the founding lies 

of America, and the truths of an African order which don't 

adequately translate into slave society. In Beloved bodies 

are bloodied, ravaged, mutilated, killed. The New World tree 

of life is a cutting from the African tree of eternal 

generation, planted in strange soil. Until collective roots 

reform, take hold, grow deep, one must feed the flowers and 

keep the sapling alive by being "one's own best thing." As 

Derek Walcott has written, "No history, but flux, ••• the only 

sustenance, myth"(12). 

When we look at perspectives of the virgin of Guadelupe 

in the writings of Sandra Cisneros and Gloria Anzaldua, we 
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begin to see how sexual orientation affects one's 

relationship with the sacred one vernacularizes into form. 

The physicality of the heterosexual woman, legitimated within 

the patriarchal family, is often geared toward propagation of 

the race. (Though not always: Cisneros' Chayo, an artist, 

is panicked at the thought of a life confined to the domestic 

realm.) But it is Anzaldua, Chicana lesbian feminist poet, 

who restores assertive, non "productive", autonomous 

sexuality to the virgin and herself, and further reclaims the 

body of woman as giving birth, though her art, to "la 

facultad", the primary language of the sacred. 

In Anzaldua I s writing there are intimations that·· the 

particular face of the matrix will depend on the hand that 

twists the lens. Such twists will be determined by material 

practices, such as race, religion, class, gender, and sexual 

locations. 

In "Iroquois Religion and Women in Historical 

Perspective," Annemarie Shimony writes that many Native 

American religions are: 

introversionist movements .•• which perpetuate a 

tribal or native way of life, and which create and 

retain a social system and a form of religious 

practice differing from [that] of the dominant 

culture (412). 
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Such "introversionist movements" are able, through 

modern concessions, to preserve themsel ves, providing a 

"coherent expression of ethnic identity" (414) • Shimony 

concludes that "micro-change results in macro-retention," so 

that native practice continues: a verb, as well as a noun 

(416). 

Louise Erdrich' s highly complex presentation of 

Pauline/Leopolda in Tracks and Love Medicine, demonstrates 

what at first seems a conversion to Western religion, 

intended to decimate Chippewa culture. But we learn that 

Pauline practices something ancient, which has re-"embedded" 

itself in Catholicism. She at once resists the institution by 

using it for her own ends, while absorbing that institution 

into a preconquest drama. Kokoko (the owl of death and 

Pauline's spirit guide), who demands the sacrifice of human 

hearts, has merely shapeshifted into the Christian Lord. 

The drama we speak of here is also verb-as-well-as-noun. 

It may be said to concern a "continuous cosmic conflict" 

between "good" and "evil." This constant struggle of elements 

in the vast trans-entity community of the Chippewa can be 

seen to have an "agenda of discord" (Ainsworth Interview). 

However, it is a discord with generative purpose, rather than 

a Western discord between r.anked dualities, locked into 

hierarchalized power antagonisms. 
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In our brief exploration, we observe that for these 

writers from different cultural backgrounds, relation with 

the sacred is not ultimately a state but an action. 

creation: conjuring manifest being from the vast forcefield 

of Life, by calling an animal guide, recognizing a 

reincarnate female deity, birthing children, naming the shape 

of the ineffable, agitating "good" through conflict with 

"evil." These are all ways individuals constellate myriad 

faces of the sacred, recognizable to various human groups. 

The subj ect of our last chapter, Mabel Dodge Luhan, 

perhaps ena~les us to de-romanticize the ability of the 

"Other" to tap into the sacred. Dodge Luhan, because of class 

and skin privilege, and thorough immersion in western 

ideological order, seems an unlikely candidate for conversion 

by nonofficial faces of the sacred. Pierre Bordieu, in his 

meticulous study Outline of a Theory of Practice, delineates 

the concepts "habitus" and "disposition." Habitus is one's 

"durably installed generative principle of 

improvisations" (78) • To remove this theory 

regulated 

from the 

elaborated to the restricted realm of discourse, a being is 

said to react to her/his environs within a range of latitude 

pre-structured to reproduce a worldview she/he already 

accepts as plausible. 
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What lies behind the production of "habitus," Bordieu 

explains, is "disposition," those pre-literate, pre-objectal 

lessons "durably inculcated by objective conditions [which] 

engender aspirations and practices objectively compatible 

with those objective requirements" (77). Bringing Kristeva 

and Bordieu together here, it may be said that our 

"dispositions," influenced by socioeconomic and cultural 

location, cause us to abject that which is unthinkable if our 

concepts of proper order are to continue, our worlds to 

remain stable matrixes. But if this were entirely the case, 

material culture would present a sort of mob ius strip, 

impossible to imagine one's way out of. 

Dodge Luhan, in the middle of her life, becomes quite 

aware that the Eurocentrically constructed world does not 

align with her matrix. She embarks on a labyrinthian journey 

to the source, hemmed in at every turn by ideologic options 

that make her spin her wheels and continue to promulgate 

Eurocentric positionings of women, natives, others. For more 

than a decade, she struggles with an ego achieved in the 

"public [male] realm." So that she feels the tug of the 

sacred, but interprets it along Western lines, transferring 

its location to the male mind and body -- the dominant other 

she then tries to control, from the domestic space of "muse 

behind" the man. 
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In Predicaments of Culture, James Clifford writes on the 

travels of Victor Segelen's "phenomenological 'body'" (153). 

There are many parallels here to Dodge Luhan's early years in 

her newly "discovered" Southwest. Like Segalen's, her 

"program of exoticism is a failure. 

neither is there a stable home" (163). 

There is no escape; 

For Dodge Luhan as 

well, the failure of the "poetics of displacement is both an 

epitome and a critique of the white man's endless quest for 

himself" (163). 

But here we must bring into the discussion the sacred 

itself: not as metaphor, or human construction, but as 

someThing that calls with its own agency, urging co-creative 

vernacular expression through whatever intimate face of it 

people access. This point of access to matrix appears to be 

located in alignment with the vantage point of particular 

material struggles. Recalling Elizondo: for the 

socioeconomically marginalized history is alive in the arts, 

legends, and popular religion of a culture -- a corrective 

history, that tells us things are not as they should be (67). 

Additionally, "white man" is not "white woman." Emily 

Martin writes of how women's private yet public bodily 

processes force them toward seeing that lithe dominant 

ideology is partial; it does not capture their experience." 
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This permits them to note the "falseness in the dichotomies" 

(200). But Martin cautions us against romanticizing and 

essentializing "women I s special ability to see the truth 

about life" (202). Rather, she points to apertures, through 

which women may slip past Western structure. These apertures 

issue from the fact that: 

those at the bottom of the heap tend to see more 

deeply and clearly the nature of the oppressions 

exacted by those at the top of the heap. In our 

society, those at the bottom are often female (and 

black), but if this were somehow reversed, I would 

expect white males to gain relatively greater 

critical vision (202-203). 

The socioeconomic and cultural position of women helps 

them find their opening to the sacred. For a rich white 

intellectual American woman, many doors of perception are 

closed. op-position to the dominant accomplishes something 

in the secular realm, but does not bring the mind/body into 

concert wi th the spirit. For Dodge Luhan, who hears 

something humming beyond the din of socioeconomic machinery, 

the sacred aperture lies right outside her window. A Sacred 

Mountain (which after all, Pueblo people can only tell her 

their experiences of), begins conversation through her body. 
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That language between macro- and microcosm is silent and 

ineffable. 

As Carol Christ writes, woman's exclusion from 

(dominant) culture 

is one reason she may look to nature for possible 

mystical experiences •••• In almost all cultures, 

women's bodily experiences of menstruation, 

pregnancy, childbirth, and lactation, as combined 

with their cultural roles of caring for children, 

the sick, the dying, and the dead have led to the 

association of women with the body and [the spirit 

of] nature, and men with culture, the spirit,. and 

transcendence (22). 

Rather, men have come, in the West, to disembody spirit 

through the model of the spirit of "transcendence." Dodge 

Luhan, as we have seen, had the economic resources to resist 

the cultural roles Christ lists above; but not the physical 

roles ascribed to heterosexual women. In turns, she placed 

Man, Culture, other, in the position of rnediatrix with the 

sacred. Her conversion was messy, incomplete. Yet by the end 

of her life, Dodge Luhan had indeed bypassed the bodies of 

intermediaries, entering a relation of interpermeation with 

those sacred "bluest mountains," which embodied the holy 

resonance of the land and communities around her. 
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Not transcending the body and its desires, joys, 

disappointments; she exceeds "the fact of sexual intercourse" 

which binds people together and makes kin through love-union 

(Schneider 110). 

In American Kinship, David Schneider explains that 

sexual union in marriage has become, in the West, the symbol 

that underlies concepts of kinship. What Dodge Luhan has 

discovered, after at least partially surmounting the heap of 

Western cultural ideology, extends beyond private coupling to 

the ineffable relationship it embodies yet symbolizes: the 

"diffuse, enduring solidarity .•• those kinds of interpersonal 

relationships human beings ••. must have if they are to 'grow 

up" (116). 

Schneider discusses dominant concepts of relation in a 

telling manner. For the West, real kinship is perceived only 

between people who share the same material "substance" or 

blood. But the subcultural women of our study know intimate 

bonds with a matrix embodied as earth or OWl; tree, flower, 

fruit; virgin, pregnant woman, erotic androgyne or prolific 

mother. Whatever the face to that recognition, it is the 

enactment of co-creation, drawing its shape in a merger 

between human experience and a vast forcefield of Being. The 

art flowing back and forth from matrix to body; body to 

matrix. 
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