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ABSTRACT 

This thesis focuses on the roles of Native women in children's literature. The study 

explores the works of five Native women writers in the United States that have 

successfully published adult literature and at least one children's book since 1990. The 

purpose of the research is to gain a better understanding of what these writers reveal 

about the roles of Native women in their literature for children. The data was collected 

using content analysis on the books and a questionnaire to determine (1) what roles the 

Native women writers convey in their children's literature and (2) why these women are 

writing in this field and their perspectives on the writing process. The findings of this 

research discuss these writers' portrayals of the complexity of Native women's roles as 

well as offer insight into their craft. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Cultural inaccuracies remain commonplace in texts and films about the traditions and 

histories of Native peoples. Since contact, native philosophies and systems of knowledge have 

been largely misunderstood by mainstream populations. Though many scholars and writers 

strive to change this reality, misconceptions about Native communities still thrive in American 

popular culture, particularly in children's literature. Through the decades, the field of children's 

literature has largely de-emphasized the vast individuality of Native conununities and the people 

within those conununities, including women. The roles of Native women within and outside 

their communities in mainstream children's stories have often been inaccurate or even 

stereotypical. 

In the past ten years, an increase of books published by Native women writers have surfaced 

that challenge these stereotypes and inaccuracies. Despite this increase in publications and the 

increase in Native female authors writing in the field, research on the images of Native women in 

children's literature and research on children's books by Native women remains extremely rare. 

The goal of this study was to explore both of these topics fturther. This thesis concentrated on a 

select group of female authors. The works of five Native women writers within the United 

States that have successfully published adult literattire and at least one children's book since 

1990 were analyzed. A content analysis of the books and questionnaire were methods used to 

conduct the study. The purpose of the research was to determine (1) what roles these Native 

women writers convey in their children's literature and (2) why these writers are publishing in 
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this field and their perspectives on the writing process. These two questions are the foundation 

upon which the entire study is based. The hope was to glean the books in order to gain a sense of 

what these women are expressing about the roles of women within their communities and their 

personal experiences of writing children's literature—two issues not currently present in research 

on this topic. The books chosen for this study include important innovations in the portrayal of 

feminine roles in these communities. Through the medium of children's literature, this select 

group of Native women writers continues to publish books that convey accurate, positive images 

of Native women and, by doing so, change stereotypes. 

An important part of this research to note is the terminology to be used in this thesis. 

In order to avoid stereotypes and encourage Native voice, names or identifications that a 

particular Native community uses to define themselves will be used in this thesis. When 

discussion in this thesis requires a broader identification, the term "Native" will be used 

to denote peoples or communities indigenous to North America, particularly the United 

States. The term "non-Native" refers to peoples or communities not indigenous to North 

America. 

The significance of the study is multiple. Children learn from the images that they read about 

the world around them. False perceptions can lead to biases and confusion. A lack of research 

on this topic marginalizes Native voices and perpetuates false perceptions of Native women. 

Slapin and Seale note that misunderstanding Native communities leads to negative effects for all 

children exposed to such information: "It is no longer acceptable for our children—both Native 

and non-Native—to be hurt by racist ideologies which justify and perpetuate oppression...It is 

imperative that, if our children are to grow up to create a more equitable, bias-free society, they 
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must be carefully nurtured now" (2). Slapin and Seale recognize a mutual relationship.and effect 

of inaccurate information on Native and mainstream societies. These two groups intersect one 

another. The way in which mainstream Americans perceive Native women dictates their 

treatment of Native girls and women in political and social arenas. 

Most importantly. Native children can be negatively affected or confused by the false images 

in literature. Slapin and Seale note that ''the child who is taught to believe that she is but a few 

generations removed from a state of bloody savagery, that her people are helpless anachronisms 

incapable of surviving in a 'civilized' world, is wounded and warped in her sense of self, in a 

way that may never be completely remedied" (12). This effect on self-esteem transfers into 

adulthood. Devon Mihesuah argues that "If Indians are exposed to widespread derogatory 

beliefs about Indians, many feel they can never accomplish anything because their images 

cannot...Some may believe their tribal cultures to be worthless and may hesitate to leam tribal 

traditions and express their Indianness" (113). 

It is clear from this quote that the dominant culture's perception of Native societies effect the 

reality and survival of their cultures. For Native children, their self-esteem and respect for 

themselves or their Native communities somewhat depends on such images. They need to see 

themselves mirrored positively and accurately in the works—their values, their families, and their 

cultures. Sitting Bull is quoted as stating: 

For Native children, it is as important as it has ever been for them to know who they are 

and what they are and what they come from. It is a matter of survivaL For all children, it 

is to learn the truth of history. Only in this way will they come to have the understanding 

and respect for each other that now, more than ever, will be necessary for life to continue. 
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(qtd. in Oyate) 

Native children also need to be able to identify with the voices in those books and the authors. 

Writers from their own communities act as role models for Native children. The success of 

Native authors sends a message to Native children affirming their cultural heritage and the 

possibility of their people to find a voice in mainstreaoL 

As a result, the need for discussion about Native women writers and their writing is 

important. Non-Native people need to understand how Native communities function, 

particularly Native women, and Native communities need to be understood. Native children 

must understand and appreciate themselves in order to grow into strong and empowered adults. 

To listen and understand the voices of writers from such communities is a step in the right 

direction. Understanding what Native women writers emphasize or express through their work is 

a step towards ceasing stereotypes and strengthening the future of Native communities. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Judith Hillman "suggests that literature shapes children's cognitive and emotional growth, and 

that children's picture books are potential motivators of thought and action," especially since 

parents and teachers introduce picture books to chfldren as young as a year old (qtd. in Monroe 

44). Hillman's statements about the appropriateness of images in literature and the effects of 

stereotypes are not new. Psychologists, educators, writers, scholars, artists, etc. often agree with 

this idea and have published works discussing children's literature involving cultural topics. 

Debates about how to write about culture and identify stereotypes of minorities in American 

society and what guidelines to evaluate literature persist. Also, there has been an increase in the 

number of published works containing information about the stereotypes of Native communities, 

particularly American Native populations, in the last twenty-Hve years. Despite the continual 

increase in interest for works about Native issues, discussion concerning Native women in 

American children's literature remains rare. 

For this reason, the research in this thesis focuses particularly on the roles of Native women in 

children's literature written by Native women authors in the U.S. As stated earlier, the goal of 

the research is to glean from books of five Native female authors (1) the roles of Native women 

conveyed in the books and (2) why these writers are writing in this field and their perspectives 

on the writing process. In order to begin to understand this thesis research and why certain 

methods are utilized, a discussion of the publications and prior research related to this topic is 

required. This section gives an overview of some of the works associated with the topic in order 
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to help the reader understand the history of this research. This chapter is organized from a broad 

identification of books about stereotypes to a more narrow identification of research associated 

with the topic of this thesis and the questions it attempts to answer. 

Stereotypes 

Several scholars identify and discuss the types of stereotypes about Native people, and some 

even discuss Native women, as they appear in literature, textbooks, film, and beyond in 

American consciousness. For example, Joseph Berkhofer's book. The White Man's Indian 

(1978), follows the creation and perpetuation of stereotypes of Native people from Columbus' 

voyages to the 21^ century, particularly the dual nature of the "noble savage" image. Berkhofer 

discusses the various manifestations of these images over the centuries and how these images 

based on fiction have influenced and become a reality for Native people through the present. 

One section of the book explains the perpetuation of these images in art and literature. 

Berkhofer states that contributing factors to the continuation of these images are American 

nationalism, romanticism, and conunercialism in the nineteenth century through the last century 

(86). This chapter is a discussion of general images and stereotypes about Native peoples 

without specifically targeting Native women. However, Berkhofer does note the presence of a 

feminine "noble savage" stereotype, stating the first plays to promote this image surfaced around 

1808 with "The Indian Princess" and "La Belle Savage" (90). Berkhofer insinuates the inclusion 

of these images in children's realities when he says that "what American authors preached in 

their novels, plays, and poems about the inevitability of civilization superseding savagery, 

regardless of nobility, American schoolchildren learned in their textbooks" (91). It is obvious 
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that Berkhofer recognized the relationship between stereotypical images and children's literature. 

The focus is to explain the beginnings of Native stereotypes and their success in America. For 

this reason, he does not elaborate on images or stereotypes in children's literature. His book 

remains a classic for this discussion of Native stereotypes and their development. 

Devon Mihesuah's book, American Indians: Stereotypes and Realities (1997), comes closer to 

discussing stereotypes of Native women than Berkhofer's book. It concentrates on stereotypical 

images of Native communities, in general, and stereotypes of Native women in literature from a 

Native female perspective. The format of her book begins each chapter with the stereotype or 

myth, followed by a brief statement of that issue's reality. One chapter in Mihesuah's book is 

devoted entirely to images of Native women in American mainstream, identifying the most 

prevalent stereotypes and including pictures of images (63). The entire text is designed for 

educating students about stereotypical images of Native communities. She then offers solutions 

for combating these stereotypes in education, including higher education. Three appendixes at 

the end of the book offer (1) advice for parents and teachers when educating children about 

Native communities, (2) a guideline outline for individual research of Native communities, and 

(3) a sample survey for a course focused on the culture and histories of Native societies. Her 

book targets academic institutions and education. The text discusses reasons for stereotyping 

and the effects of stereotypes on Native people (II3). Mihesuah's book exemplifies a rare 

glimpse into the thoughts of a Native woman and stereotypes of Native with brief conunents 

about issues of Native women. 

Only one particular stereotype dominates publications written specifically about stereotypes 

of Native women: Pocahontas. Interestingly, numerous reviews of this stereotypical image of 
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Native women in books and film continue to circulate. The release of the Disney film, 

'Tocahontas" (1994), sparked a rash of critiques including those by Native people that object to 

the film's portrayal of Pocahontas and its effect on children. Charlene Teters, one such critic and 

Native activist concerned with issues of stereotyping of Native peoples, criticizes the fictional 

image of Pocahontas in the film and its lack of accurate information about the girl's life. She 

calls this type of stereotyping "candy-coated racism" ("Challenging the Myth" 2). Teters 

explains the cause for concern for Native and non-Native children to view such images: 

The struggle today is with a powerful industry—the movie industry—and popular culture 

which impose their ideas and images on Native people which trivialize our history and 

contributions to the larger society; and, like the boarding schools, divide one generation 

from another, influencing how our own children see themselves and how the dominant 

society sees us as a people. As with assimilation, our children will be rewarded by this 

society for imitating the stereotype, repeating these self-serving lies and rejecting who we 

are. (2) 

Teters voices her concerns for the real effects of such images on Native and non-Native children. 

This film is one of the few works that one finds multiple reviews concentrating on its portrayal 

of a Native woman. 

Roles 

A smaller group of scholars have published works concerning Native women's images in 

American mainstream and/or roles within their own societies. Even fewer literary works are 

written from a Native woman's perspective of their perceived images and roles. Rayna Green's 
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book. Women in American Indian Society (1992). confronts the fictional images and stereotypes 

of Native wonoen through American history and clears misconceptions about the former and 

contemporary roles of Native women through the majority of the 21^' century. Green celebrates 

the variety of roles of Native women prior to and long after contact with Europeans in America. 

She also includes the many aspects of mainstream roles that Native women pursue today. 

Native women writers, such as Paula Gunn Allen and Joy Haijo, have published various 

books and articles in the literary genre for adults that express their concerns for how Native 

women from their communities are valued in mainstream and their own communities. They 

directly or indirectly address issues of stereotypes and roles of Native women in poetry, art, 

stories, etc. Books like The Sacred Hoop (1986) and Reinventing the Enemv's Language (1997) 

offer insight into the beliefs and motivations of these women as writers and artists to change 

mainstream views of Native women. They do not specifically discuss issues concerning Native 

women in children's literature. 

Cultural Authenticity 

A concern of scholars is the issue of "cultural authenticity" meaning that images of minority 

groups in children's literature reflect accurate portrayals. An issue debated concerns how to 

approach writing outside one's culture, whether using extensive research or imagination as 

methods. According to Mingshui Cai, the real issue is about "the relationship between 

imagination and experience" of the author or illustrator ("Can We Fly Across Cultural Gaps On 

Wings of Imagination" 2). His concern is that "departing from reality of ethnic culture, 

imagination leads to nothing but misrepresentation or distortion of reality" as well as racism and 
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biases (Cai 2-3). This leads into the debate regarding who should write for a particular culture in 

children's literature "insiders" or "outsiders." Nina Mikkelsen sums up this debate, stating that 

"what ultimately produces greater concern for critics when outsiders attempt to write for other 

ethnicities: that writers will attend to surface features...but miss the bigger picture—the values, 

beliefs, and worldview of the insider..." ("Insiders, Outsiders, and the Question of Authenticity" 

38). Mikkelsen argues that "we need to widen the spectrum of insider voices—old, young, 

female, male, urban, and rural," supporting the notion that insiders should be the only ones to 

write stories about a particular culture ("Insiders, Outsiders, and the Question of Authenticity" 

48). Judi Moreillon states that "all American children deserve literature that reflects this 

country's cultural diversity...authentic and accurate" ("The Candle and the Mirror" 138). 

However, she counters Mikkelsen's position. Moreillon is a non-Native author who wrote a 

book in collaboration with children and an illustrator from the Tohono O'odham Nation. She 

believes that authors should research and collaborate with tribes in order to write books that 

accurately reflect Native communities, arguing that "publishers, who are predominantly 

European American, and children's book authors who don't work directly with students in 

classrooms will participate in these discussions and learn from teachers' observations" 

(Moreillon 138). 

Regardless of one's opinion on these issues, cultural authenticity remains an important part of 

discussion about multicultural books. For children's literature about Native communities, it is a 

crucial concern since so many books in publication reflect unrealistic views of Native peoples 

and their conmiunities. 
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Tools for Evaluation 

In response to the debates about cultural authenticity, there are current works in publication 

about stereotypical images of Native populations in children's literature and how to identify 

them for educational purposes. One respected resource. Guidelines for Selecting Bias-Free 

Textbooks and Storvbooks (1980), guides individuals through stereotypes and issues of culture. 

This text is devoted to multicultural literature and includes a section on Native peoples. This 

section reveals a list of criteria for the evaluation of children's literature with Native characters 

or stories, but does not concentrate on women. 

Beverly Slapin and Dorris Seale recently updated their book. Through Indian Eves: The 

Native Experience in Books for Children (1998), which includes book reviews and guidelines for 

evaluating books particularly about Native communities. The book also offers articles concerned 

with issues facing Native communities today regarding stereotypes. The book states that despite 

the criteria and guidelines in publication not much has changed: 

Native Americans are no more, now, thought of as human beings, on the same level as 

members of white society, than at any other time in the last five hundred years. Ignorance 

on the part of the non-Native population about our histories, cultures, and lives, remains 

near-total. The images found in children's literature have always reflected that ignorance; 

they have not changed appreciably over the last forty years. (9) 

The text lists criteria for the evaluation of books about Native communities as a resource for 

teachers, librarians, parents, etc. One set of criteria pertains directly to roles of Native women. 

It states that readers should ask the questions: "Are women completely subservient to men? E>o 

they do all the work, while the men loll around, waiting for the next hunt? Or are women 
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portrayed as the integral and respected part of Native societies that they really are?' (200). 

These three questions encourage readers to begin to evaluate the roles of Native women within 

their societies. However, these questions are not complete. Appropriate guidelines are needed. 

The Internet contains information regarding stereotypes of Native communities, including 

criteria guidelines for evaluating books for stereotypes. References are available to parents, 

teachers, and librarians that outline ways to evaluate books for "positive" images of Native 

conununities. Most references consist of a list of questions to consider when viewing certain 

books. One particular organization online, called 'tDyate," promotes Native writers and reviews 

children's literature for stereotypical information, in addition to selling positive books and videos 

featuring Native communities and the issues they face. 

However, none of these references offer guidelines that specifically pertain to roles of Native 

women. As discussed earlier, there are stereotypes specific to Native women that need to be 

addressed. This remains a problem with many texts and online sources that offer guidelines for 

evaluating indigenous images in literature. Evaluation guidelines do not always consider the 

array of female roles within Native societies nor how to evaluate thenu In fact, there is very little 

discussion of roles of Native women in contemporary children's literature. 

Research 

Some research has surfaced involving Native women in children's literature or their roles. A 

dissertation by Patricia Ann Martin, "The Daughters of Changing Woman" (1999), focused on 

roles of Native women. The dissertation abstract expresses Martin's goal of the research to 

explore the roles of Native women "as survivors and culture bearers within their respective tribal 
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traditions" through a "comparative genre study involving the novel, as-told-to autobiography, 

and selected anthropological writings to determine how different types of texts aifect the manner 

in which the female survivor and culture bearer is presented." However, the study emphasizes 

two specific roles of Native women and adult literature/scholarly works, rather than children's 

literature. 

Suzanne Monroe wrote a dissertation that analyzed Native female images in children's 

literature. Entitled "Images of Native American Female Protagonists In Children's Literature, 

1928-1988" (1988), this dissertation focuses on sixty books written from 1928 to 1988. The 

purpose of the study was to "determine prevalent images of Native American female 

protagonists in children's literature" within this 60 year time frame (Monroe 10). Monroe 

performed a content analysis for "specific patterns or trends in images that may be a reflection of 

changing times and the social consciousness of writers, illustrators and publishers" (198). 

Monroe determined that the "most prevalent" image of Native females was a "traditional one," 

with images of "strong and positive [female] characters expressing a wide range of emotions" 

(10). Monroe also states that the females are "named, identified by tribe, and depicted as having 

multiple skills and interests...active and most often appear in rural and outdoor settings within 

the context of the extended family" (10). Her study consists of an analysis of trends of images in 

books authored by Native and non-Native writers. However, only a third of the books in the 

study are written by Native authors (11). Monroe mentions stereotypes in the book of Native 

communities and peoples, in general: (I) stereotype of English as the preferred language, (2) 

protagonists wearing ceremonial clothes in everyday activity, (3) "generic" image of 

southwestern origin, (4) depiction of females in headdresses and headbands (211-212). 
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Nonetheless, there is also no mention of stereotypes specific to Native women or if these 

stereotypes are found in the books. Her research is a broad survey of trends associated with 

characters in books that are Native female protagonists. Monroe's research does not explore 

issues specific to contemporary Native women writers or the roles of Native women characters 

within their books. 

Thus far, no research focuses on (I) what children's books written by Native women reveal 

about the roles of Native women, nor (2) why Native women writers are publishing in children's 

literature and their views on issues concerning the writing/publishing process within the field. 

This thesis research intends to explore what five Native women writers express about the roles of 

Native women within and outside of Native communities, as well as their views on the writing 

process. 

Though there is a concern for portraying Native women positively and accurately in 

children's literature, there is little discussion and no in-depth guideline or evaluation tool 

published that specifically targets the evaluation of the roles of Native women in children's 

literature. Studies in children's literature use certain stereotypical traits for visual analysis exist, 

but criteria or methods for identifying the images or roles of Native women as expressed or 

hinted at in the text and overall story remain absent. Methods for content analysis and 

reflections created specifically for this study were loosely based on available guidelines as 

prototypes. 
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CHAPTERS: 

METHODOLOGIES 

This research explores the roles of Native women in children's literature written by 

Native women writers. Native women in the United States who have successfully 

published adult literature in mainstream society are writing in the genre of children's 

literature. This trend was the inspiration for this thesis study. Five Native women writers 

within the U.S. fitting this description have published books that include female 

characters. This research centers on the writings of these five writers and their 

experiences. It is an analysis of their voices through their works and their responses. The 

purpose of the study was to determine (1) what roles of Native women surface in 

children's literature written by these authors and (2) why these writers are writing in the 

Held of children's literature and their perspectives on the writing process. In order to 

answer both of these inquiries, content analysis of the authors' books and a questionnaire 

for the writers' personal responses were necessary. This chapter discusses the creation of 

the methodology for this study and how the two methodological techniques were 

conducted to produce results. 

Creating a Methodology 

At the onset of becoming interested in children's books written by Native women and 

the images/roles of Native women within those books, I was thrilled with the number of 

writings published. Many Native women have published children's literature since 1990 
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in the United States and Canada. However, information about roles of Native women in 

children's literature is rare. Information about the roles of Native women in books 

published by Native female authors was extremely scarce. I began researching 

information on textbook evaluations and criteria for multicultural children's books with 

hopes of locating more information. There are theories for completing content analysis 

on books for children, but I could not find any regarding how to conduct content analysis 

in children's literature on the roles of Native women. 

The article, 'Talking About Books: Strong Female Characters in Recent Children's 

Literature" (1999), was the only source that dealt with female gender role models for 

multicultural children's literature. It suggests some issues to consider when searching for 

books with positive gender role models for girls and women, in general It offers some 

criteria questions that target how a character functions within a book. The authors' 

criteria stemmed from an effort to find "girls and women who are feisty, daring, clever, 

creative, and insightful" in quality children's literature (427). The evaluation criteria in 

the article includes questions that the authors feel determines the "strength of gender 

representation" (429). These questions are listed under six headings; (1) "Examine 

personal traits of characters", (2) "Examine the issues important to the character", (3) 

"Examine how the character solves problems", (4) "Examine the character's relationships 

with others", (S) "Examine how the character departs from traditional stereotypes", and 

(6) "Examine whether the character provides a voice for those who are often unheard in 

children's literature" (429). This lists some characteristics to look for when evaluating 
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female roles. However, it represents a western perspective of female roles to use for all 

women. 

Attitudes, behaviors, and roles that Native women maintain within their communities 

often differ when compared with female roles valued in mainstream society. For 

example, the importance of passivity in certain cultural situations or portraying women in 

a domestic capacity (often viewed as a "traditional" role for women in mainstream terms) 

may cause conflict with the criteria. Cultural aspects of the roles and behaviors of 

women within Native conununities must be considered when evaluating roles. Also, 

female stereotypes for Native women are different from other women. These issues must 

be addressed in evaluation guidelines for images/roles of Native women. However, the 

criteria in this article make some points that de&iitely apply to identifying positive roles 

and were used to supplement and shape this study's methods. 

As a result, I created a method to evaluate children's literature to determine the roles 

present and the writer's views, based on former studies and guidelines regarding images 

of Native women in children's literature. The evaluation questions used for this content 

analysis were created based on evaluation criteria in these publications: 'Talking Books: 

Strong Female Characters in Recent Children's Literature" (1999), Slapin and Scale's 

Through Indian Eves: The Native Experience in Books for Children (1998), and 

Monroe's dissertation, "Images of Native American Female Protagonists in Children's 

Literature" (1988). Each of these pieces emphasized content analysis as an important 

method for the evaluation of children's literature. The author's views were also crucial to 

this research, so the method of this study was twofold: content analysis and 
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questionnaire. These two methods were necessary for answering each question of this 

thesis research. 

Content Analysis 

The first part of the study addressed the first inquiry in this thesis study: what roles of 

Native women are conveyed in children's literature written by these five women writers. 

A content analysis evaluation tool was required in order to answer it. A group of 

questions were asked of each book that evaluated the content of the texts and what they 

revealed about the roles of Native women characters. The series of questions in this 

study's analysis based on the sources mentioned above were as follows: 

1. Is the story tribal-specific? 

2. What role(s) do women assume in the story? 

3. Are women characters given significant parts in the story? 

4. Are women valued and portrayed as integral parts of their family or society? 

5. Are women successful within their traditions and culture? 

6. Are the women character(s) role models for Native girls, especially the tribe 

represented? 

7. What female-female relationships are in the story and are they healthy? 

8. Are the images of Native wonnen in the story stereotypical? 

9. Do the images of Native women in the text and illustrations work together towards 

the same goal? 

10. Additional comments of significance? 
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Each book was evaluated using these questions as a reference. For nnost of the books, all 

of the questions listed above applied. However, some of the books did not require every 

question to be asked, because the book lacked a certain element or issue that some of the 

questions addressed. For example, some books did not have female-female relationships 

or specific main characters. For those books, only the questions that applied were used. 

After all of the books were analyzed individually, the questions were then posed to the 

entire collection of books in this study for a cross-analysis of what they convey 

collectively. 

Questionnaire 

The second part of this study addressed the second inquiry of this thesis research; why 

these five Native women writers are now writing in the field of children's literature and 

their views on the writing process. This half of the study focused on the individual 

reflections of the Native women writers whose books were featured in this study. It was 

created to give them an opportunity to discuss their works and experiences. These five 

writers were asked to participate in a questionnaire about children's literature and their 

experiences in the writing process. The questionnaire was completely voluntary. The 

questions used in the questionnaire were created from issues that were important to 

understanding the writer's perspective on their children's literature and writing within the 

field. The questions were as follows: 

1. What inspired you to write children's literature? 
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2. How does writing children's literature differ from other literary or artistic pursuits, if 

at all? 

3. Did you collaborate with the illustrator? Why or why not? 

4. Did you encounter any obstacles when writing or publishing children's books? 

5. There is intense debate about the accuracy of characters and stories concerning 

Native communities in children's literature. How important is "cultural authenticity" 

to you? 

6. Where do your models or inspirations for female characters come from? 

7. Who is your intended audience? 

8. What are some important issues that you hope to convey to your audience about the 

roles of Native women? What issues concerning Native women do you feel need to 

be addressed in future children's books? 

9. What impact do you feel that children's books have on children and Native 

communities? 

10. What are your thoughts on the use of children's books as educational tools in 

schools? 

11. What are some of your future goals involving children's literature? 

The process of conducting the questionnaire study was targeted at protecting the participants' 

identities. Each author's publisher received a letter asking for that author's participation in a 

voluntary questionnaire regarding the topic of this thesis and the terms of the study. The letter 

and Human Subjects Form specified that the participant's name would not be revealed in this 
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research. The letter also asked that the investigator be notified if interested. Those wishing to 

participate were emailed or postal mailed the questionnaire and Human Subjects Form according 

to their personal comfort. Once the questions were answered, they were returned to the 

investigator via email or postal maiL The answers given in the questionnaires were then 

included in the research's findings and promptly destroyed. 

Of the authors asked to participate, two writers agreed to volunteer their time and reflections. 

As per the Human Subjects agreement and the thesis objective, the names of the participants and 

Native affiliation are not included in the findings of the thesis to protect their identities. Instead, 

each participant is referred to by fictitious names, "Ally" and "Betty." These names were 

randomly chosen without any relation to the writers' true identities. 

Each set of questions was used to answer a different question in this thesis study. Both sets of 

criteria were fashioned firom a combination of existing guidelines for evaluation and issues 

pertaining to the writers' own reflections. The two methods were used separately to answer the 

two inquiry questions. Combined, the findings of both methods reveal a great deal about the 

roles of Native women in the books chosen, as well as aspects of some of the writers' ideas and 

perceptions. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

fflSTORY OF STEREOTYPES OF NATIVE WOMEN 

Throughout U.S. history, stereotyping of Native women has remained a critical part of 

domination and colonization. European explorers and illustrators traveled around the globe, 

defining and categorizing the world according to their own world-view. Jon Stott explains that 

Europeans "defined what they were confronting with the religious, moral, cultural, and political 

concepts they had brought with them, placing values and arranging hierarchies according to 

Christian/Catholic values" (S). They applied these concepts to Native women and used them to 

interpret the roles of these women. Interpretation of Native communities in America and the first 

images/stereotypes of Native women surfaced immediately after European contact with the 

Americas and continue to diffuse into every facet of American society and culture. This chapter 

discusses the dominant stereotypes of Native women in literature and popular culture. 

Eariy Images 

First accounts of Native women by explorers reveal early misconceptions of female status 

within Native societies. Christopher Columbus' journal entries offer a glimpse into the 

beginnings of European ideas and images of Native wonnen. He states that the women he 

encountered "go naked...as their mother bore them, although some of the women cover a single 

place with a leaf of a plant or with a net of cotton which they make for the purpose" (qtd. in The 

White Man's Indian 6). Columbus further states that male leaders keep "as many as twenty" 

wives and that "women work more than the men do" (6). In his writings, Colombus insinuates 
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that the women are gifts or laborers within these communities, not valued as human beings with 

integral roles in society. From these first accounts of Native women, as sexual servants or slave 

laborers radiate. These images are consistently duplicated in later writings or stories about 

Native women. 

Amerigo Vespucci's accounts of Native peoples exemplify such misconceptions based on 

Christian ethics and moral values, rather than experience with individuals. In his journals, 

Vespucci states that "both sexes go about naked, covering no parts of their bodies; and just as 

they spring from their nwthers' womb, so they go until death" (qtd. in The White Man's Indian 

7). His comments mirror Columbus' entries almost exactly. Vespucci continues his description, 

stating that the Native women he encountered were "being very lustful" which "cause the private 

parts of their husbands to swell up to such a huge size that they appear deformed and 

disgusting... And in consequence of this many[men] lose their organs which break through a lack 

of attention, and they remain eunuchs" (8). The relationship between men and women is 

described as a multitude of relationships. Vespucci states that "they[men] marry as many wives 

as they please; and son cohabits with mother, brother with sister, male cousin with female, and 

any man with the first woman he sees" (8). These accounts emphasize and distort the sexuality 

of women. From Vespucci's comments, a reader may glean that Native women seem to be 

premiscuous subjects of male's desires. His assumptions about living quarters lead him to 

believe that women held intimate liaisons with the men in their homes, not realizing the familial 

relationships and kinship social structures of their community. Vespucci continues to describe 

Native women as sexual objects; 

The women as I have said go about naked and are very libidinous; yet they have bodies 



32 

which are tolerably beautiful and cleanly. Nor are they so unsightly as one perchance 

would imagine; for, inasmuch as they are plump, their ugliness is the less apparent, which 

indeed is for the most part concealed by the excellence of their bodily structure. It 

was to us a matter of astonishment that none was to be seen among them had a flabby 

breast, and those who had borne children were not to be distinguished from virgins by the 

shape and shrinking of the womb; and in other parts of the body similar things were seen 

of which in interest of modesty I make no mention. When they had the opportunity of 

copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled and prostituted 

themselves. (9) 

Vespucci notes the appearance and sensuality of the women. He describes them in unflattering 

ways, concentrating on their genitalia and breasts. In his view, they are erotic and dangerous. 

Immediately, opposite images surface. On the one hand, they are sensual. On the other, they are 

erotic to a fault, especially when engaging in sex with Europeans. When the women lived in 

relation to Native men, Vespucci assumes it is a sexual relationship. This precise description of 

female sexuality may be the origins of "squaw" stereotypes discussed later. Vespucci's origin 

from a patriarchal society that often defined European women in sexual terms, influenced his 

interpretation of Native women in the Americas. Unfortunately, many artists and writers 

followed Vespucci's lead and published similar accounts that portrayed Native women with 

similar characteristics. 

The sexuality of Native women remains the foundation upon which centuries of stereotypes 

and false images of Native women were created and perpetuated. After contact. Native women 

became the symbol of the Americas. Rayna Green states that an image of the "powerfully 
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symbolic Indian woman, as Queen or Princess, has been with us since 1575, when she appeared 

to stand for the New World" ("Pocahontas Perplex" 16). This American Queen represented the 

misconceptions of Europe about people and cultures different from their own. As Green 

describes, the Queen symbol begins in illustrations as a sexual "Amazonian," clothed in "leaves, 

feathers" and "armed with spears and arrows" (16). These images take their cues from the 

earlier journal entries of explorers that describe women in sexual terms. 

Raymond Stedman's book. Shadows of the Indian (1982), offers examples of early 

illustrations and paintings that reflect these negative images. Stedman includes illustrations from 

as early as 1581 and as late as 1982. All of these illustrations are similar visual portrayals of 

Native women that have lasted through the centuries. Most of the early images in the book 

functioned as advertisements of the Americas symbolized as a Native woman. These 

illustrations include bare-breasted women either standing on a corpse or riding an armadillo, 

called a "beast of burden" (33). One illustration, entitled "Stephano Delia Bella" is an image of 

a woman striding over dismembered human body parts with a severed head in her hand, 

implying a female warrior capable of murder and destruction (33). 

In another illustration completed in 1581 by Phillipe Galle, entitled "America With Spear", a 

Native women stands as a symbol of the Americas (Stedman 33). The woman possesses many 

ofthe same characteristic described in Green's work. She holds a spear of war, while nude. She 

sits atop an armadillo with only a piece of fabric covering her genitalia. Her hair is swept up in 

this picture, instead of hanging loosely or natural This gives her an air of controlled rule and 

power. However, riding on the armadillo points to her exotic qualities, while her breasts and 

body hint of sexuality. The illustration of the American Queen is a woman unbound by 
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European or Christian value systems and sexually aggressive. It portrays one of the first images 

of Native women as the "sexual savage." 

In addition, the women in these illustrations possess Caucasian features, as welL Green notes 

that many illustrations of this persona show a lighter complexion that is "more Caucasian than 

her fellow Natives" to detach her visually from her indigenous ties (Green "Pocahontas Perplex" 

17). This illustration conveys the sense that she is Native, but not completely. This trend gives 

value to her lack of Native heritage and associates her honor with European origins. Illustrations 

such as these were the foundations of the stereotypes of the "princess" and "squaw" woman. 

Princess 

According to Green, as the colonies organized, the Amazonian symbol of the Americas 

transformed into a figure of the "Princess" representing liberty and independence of America 

("Pocahontas Perplex" 16). In time, dual characteristics of Native women as sexually aggressive 

and pious royalty evolved into two images, the "princess" and the "squaw" (16). These images 

were romantic fantasies. The "princess" represented the daughter of Mother-Britain and often 

appeared "distinctly Caucasian" ("Pocahontas Perplex" 16). This image evolved over time into 

the svelt, buckskin-clad beauty with flowing hair that is an icon in American culture. A 

legendary icon, she exudes sex and mystery at all times. She is erotic, but angelic and chaste. 

Alfred Jacob Miller's illustrations, 'Trapper's Bride" and 'Indian Girls Swinging" in Stedman's 

book, exemplify these conflicting, opposite ideals of Native women (Shadows of the Indian 34). 

In 'Trapper's Bride," a young woman stands in front of her relatives with her hand out to a 

French man, while her relatives offer her to the man. She has long hair and a buckskin dress on. 
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Her features are Caucasian with a slightly darker complexion. Her stance is passive, yet regal 

This image exemplifies the "princess" persona in American culture. Miller's other illustration, 

"Indian Girls Swinging", shows a woman in a buckskin skirt swinging topless on a tree branch 

(Stedman 34). She is almost identical to the woman in the other illustration. However, the 

swinging woman is much more erotic and playful This portrait portrays the erotic persona. 

These two images represent the evolution of the dual images found in Americana from the 

earliest contact. The chaste, "princess" image is considered "civilized," because she rescues 

white men and defies "her own people, exile[s] herself from them, become[s] white, and perhaps 

suffers death" ("Pocahontas Perplex" 18). The images shift in their connection with men (19). 

The one that is chaste is the "princess." Green argues that Pocahontas gave this "princess" 

image life and a name ("Pocahontas Perplex" 18). 

These early stereotypes of Native women inspired the story of Pocahontas. The Euro-

American version of Pocahontas story states that she was in love with colonist; John Smith, and 

saved him from death by throwing herself on his execution. They marry afterwards, and 

Pocahontas gains her title as a savior of colonists. This version continues to thrive in films and 

books as it has through the ages. Pocahontas remains an American icon who supposedly defied 

her people to help colonists survive. However, this story "was far from the truth and certainly 

not representative of the early encounters between Indian women and white men" (Women in 

American Indian Society 35). There is a clear discrepancy in Euro-American and Native 

versions of the story. Green explains a Native version concerning the relationship between John 

Smith and Pocahontas: 

According to the Indians' account, John Smith, as the leader of the English company, was 
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chosen by Powhatan to be adopted into the chiefs family. As the daughter of the tribe's 

leader and a woman of considerable status, Pocahontas served as Smith's "mother," for he 

had to be reborn, after a symbolic death, as one of the tribe. Thus, Pocahontas was not 

delaying Smith's execution and thwarting her own people when she threw her body over 

his. She was in fact acting on behalf of her people. From an Indian's perspective, 

Pocahontas formed a bond between them and the English by giving life—symbolically 

to John Smith. fWomen in American Indian Societv 35) 

In this version, Pocahontas' actions signify an honoring of her community's traditions, rather 

than any defiance. Charlene Teters points out that, according to British sources, Pocahontas was 

only about 12 years old at the time she met John Smith and that two years later she married a 

chief of her tribe ("Challenging the Myth" SO). According to Teters research, Pocahontas never 

married Smith, but was later apparently lured aboard an English ship and held hostage to force 

the Powhatans to give more food to the colonists and was "converted to Christianity" (SO). 

Later, she married another man, went to England where King James I called her an "American 

Princess", and died in England (SO). Very little is known of Pocahonatas' life before and after 

her encounters with John Smith. The presence of these different stories makes one suspicious of 

the printed stories of her life. Interestingly, Pocahontas remains a large part of American 

documentaries and stories in literature and history today. 

Squaw 

The sexual image of Native women is often referred to as "squaw." Stedman states that the 

term, "squaw," is a "distortion of an Iroquian word denoting female sexual parts" (Shadows of 
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the Indian 241). The term refers to a part of a woman, not the whole. Like the term, the image 

of the "squaw" involves the sexuality of a female. In the introduction of Women and Power in 

Native North America (1995), Laura Klein and Lillian Ackerman define "squaw" as "a drudge 

who is forced to endure hard work while her husband swaps hunting stories with his fnends" (5). 

This second persona of the Native woman is associated with "drunkiness, stupidity, thievery, 

venality of every kind" and "does what white men want for money and lust" ("Pocahontas 

Perplex" 19). According to Green, the second persona evolved from the "princess" image and 

"the presence of overt or realized sexuality converts the image from positive to negative" 

("Pocahontas Perplex" 19). Unlike her "princess" sister, the "squaw" is portrayed as 

promiscuous ("Pocahontas Perplex" 19). 

As discussed earlier, Colombus' writings set the stage for this image, describing women as 

laborers, while Green points out that Native women are valued in mainstream images "in terms 

of her relationship with male figures," in that the princess "sexuality can be hinted at but never 

realized" and the "squaw" engages in intercourse ('Tocahontas Perplex" 17-19). These 

descriptions in Columbus' and Vespucci's journals foreshadow ideals and terms used to define 

Native women in the future. Klein and Ackerman argue that the "squaw" projects a certain 

stereotype onto women; 

Native women appear to have no social input, no choice in spouses, and no respect. She 

is an inferior to her husband and necessary only for her labor and for her sexual 

reproductive duties. Her sexual favors can be sold by her husband while she meekly 

acquiesces. (Women and Power in Native North America 5) 
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This is the negative image of Native women in American consciousness. Though the 

"squaw" image never acquired a specific name or face, it definitely gained notoriety in postcards 

and tourist memorabilia, as well as literature, limericks, and songs. Both images of Native 

women emphasize an exotic sexual being, tantalizing and dangerous to white men. Whatever 

their uses or original purposes, both personas display a myth about Native women and their roles 

within Native and mainstream societies. 

These dual images represent assimilation ideologies of American colonialism, rather than any 

reality of Native women and their roles. One image celebrates the colonizer's culture and 

sacrifices for it, while the other image defies it and sacrifices her own. As Klein and Ackerman 

say, "stereotypically then. Native women could be viewed as demeaned drudges who follow, or 

were mired in, the backward traditions of their cultures or as picturesque ladies who took on the 

virtues of upper-class European society and left Native American traditions behind them" (6). 

The dual personas encourage Native women to abandon their heritage and strive towards an 

impossible goal, losing themselves in the process. Unfortunately, neither image stresses the true 

complexities or varied individualism that Native women possessed in the past and in the present. 
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CHAPTERS; 

ROLES OF NATIVE WOMEN: PAST AND PRESENT 

Roles of Native women within their communities and families have always been multifaceted 

and complex. Images of Native women in mainstream society often do not represent accurately 

this complexity concerning the roles of Native women before and after European contact. Green 

explains that "Americans have a very limited knowledge and understanding of Indians not only 

because of inadequate school textbooks but also because of the inaccurate images presented in 

literature, the cinema, and television" (AVomen in American Indian Societv 15). Written and 

cinematic histories focus on Native men, and Native women in history are often "portrayed in 

relation to men" if mentioned, "but Indian women played equally important roles in the 

determination and survival of their people" (Women in American Indian Societv 14). Devon 

Mihesuah states in her book, American Indians: Stereotvpes and Realities (1996), that "the value 

accorded their women by Indian cultures has been vastly underrated—historically and 

today...Though it was Indian women who held their societies together" (61). Before contact, 

their roles permeated far outside the "domestic realm" into almost all aspects of their society. 

Women were respected for their roles within their conununities as strong educators, transmitters 

of culture, leaders, etc. Gender roles were blurred in Native societies much more than in 

European ones. After European contact, gender roles for Native women experienced a constant 

flux due to assimilation and colonialism by the patriarchal and patrilinial influences of Western 
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Europe. Though many gender role changes occurred in Native groups all over the Americas 

after contact, many traditional roles for Native women have survived into the present. 

Oral Tradition 

Native societies' definitions of the roles of their women coincide with or are defined in oral 

tradition. As Green points out in her book. Women in American Indian Societv (1992), "roles 

that women play in these stories indicate to some extent how a society views its women" and 

"women in Indian creation stories and female spirits central to everyday life are viewed in a 

positive light" (21). Oral stories often mention the existence of feminine principles in the 

universe. Furthermore, these deities often function as a central force. Female deities in the past 

and present maintain important roles in the spirituality and tribal histories of Native people that 

extend to roles of women in their societies. 

Many Native communities revere female deities. For'example, Allen's book. The Sacred 

Hoop (1986). discusses the importance of the deity. Old Woman Spider, to the Keres people. In 

the first paragraph of the introduction, Allen notes that "in the beginning was thought, and her 

name was Woman...Old Woman Spider...the Eldest God...the Sacred Hoop of Be-ing". Allen 

fiirther states that this deity is a "spirit that pervades everything" with many manifestations, such 

as Serpent Woman, Earth Woman, and Com Woman who together made "Creation, Earth, 

creatures, plants, and light" (1). In this worldview, a feminine principle to the universe is 

credited with creating the world and thought. She is powerful and loving. Allen then states that 

"the power of woman is the center of the universe and is both heart (womb) and thought 

(creativity)" and that Earth Woman "is the breath of life to the Keres" associated with com and 
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survival (22). These female deities are associated with the very life and essence of Keres people, 

crucial to their continuance. Allen makes connections between this deity and the deities of other 

Native communities in the Americas, noting similarities and differences in they function in other 

Native traditions. 

The roles of female deities in stories and the universal order often extend to the lives of 

human women. As a result. Green says that "woman is viewed as the source of life, providing 

sustenance and protection as well as certain cultural values, such as truth" fWomen in American 

Indian Societv 21). The female gender retains a connection to these female principles of the 

universe. There is a relationship between deities and human women in many Native traditions 

that often require expression in daily and ceremonial life. An example is in girls' ceremonies. In 

'The Gender Status of Navajo Women," Mary Shepardson states that Dine "puberty rites are 

celebrated for girls, not for boys" f Wo men and Power in Native North America 160). 

Shepardson says that the kinaalda, or female puberty initiation ceremony, was first given for 

Changing Woman, "mother of the hero twins" who "symbolizes, through changes from youth to 

age and return to youth, the four seasons of the year" and is "Mother Earth" (160). This 

feminine deity experiences the ceremony. Human women participate in the ceremony just as 

Changing Woman did. Earth Woman, Spider Woman, Salt Woman, White Shell Woman, Water 

Woman, Dawn Girl, Holy Girl, Rock Crystal Girl, and Snail Girl remain important female deities 

in Dine tradition, further revealing a presence of and respect for feminine power in Dine 

worldview (171). According to Shepardson, "all these factors mean high status for Navajo 

women" (160). Green notes that "Changing Woman, the nwther of the people of the Navajo 

creation story, bestowed on the Navajo many ceremonies and stories for healing and was herself 
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a medicine woman; ttius, it would not be illogical that Navajo women became healers in their 

society" (Women in American Indian Society 94). A ceremony such as this attached to stories of 

feminine principles of the universe reveal a value for the social position of young girls and 

women in Dine society on earth as is reflected in the cosmos. 

This concept is common in many Native traditions of North America. In some Native 

societies, women participate in rituals closely tied to oral stories. For example, the importance of 

the connection between deities and Native women is revealed in a ceremony for Ndee (Apache) 

girls. In Ndee tradition, young girls participate in an extensive initiation ceremony involving a 

feminine deity that helps the girl transform into a woman. Often called the "Sunrise Ceremony" 

in English, the girl becomes a woman and is given a place amongst her people through her union 

with a female deity during this ceremony. The girl, community, and her family reenact the oral 

stories of creation and first initiation ceremony by a female deity, referred to as Changing 

Woman, White Shell Woman, or White Painted Woman in English. The girl re-enacts the 

ceremony with her community's support. During the course of the ceremony, the deity enters 

the girl's body. Inez Talamantez states that the "female in Apache tradition undergoes 

transformations into something so strong and vital that she, too, becomes a source of strength for 

the men and women around her" just as the deity is (145). The adolescent girl is taught various 

stories, songs, and medicinal information by "female attendant" as she is symbolically molded 

into a responsible woman and expected to act as "culture bearer" for her people (Talamantez 

144-145). The ceremony is "geared to instill in her the traditional values of her people and 

emphasize her own value as a human and a woman, a woman who indeed carries within her the 

capacity to become bearer of the culture" (Talamantez 144). The ceremony empowers the girL 
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Afterwards, she is expected to act responsibly like a deity, helping her community and passing 

on culture to future generations. In this case, there is a clear link exists between stories and the 

roles of women. This ceremony emphasizes the power of the deity and the importance of 

women's roles as transmitters of culture. 

Women are often associated with the behaviors of feminine deities and spirits. The stories, 

the ceremonies, and the ways of feminine deities translate specifically to Dine and Ndee women. 

It is obvious in these ceremonial examples that roles of human women remain important. Even 

in communities devoid of such ceremonies. Native women maintain respected and powerful 

status today as in the past. 

Past Roles 

Though many Native communities share a connection to roles and oral stories, roles of Native 

women have remained ever-changing and varied significantly among groups. Green points out 

in Women in American Indian Societies (1992) that societies with "female-centered religion not 

only revered their women and treated them with respect but also placed a great deal of 

responsibility in their hands" from child-rearing to holding high political positions (23). They 

were mothers, aunts, sisters, and friends. They were also the foundation of kinship relationships 

and culture, passing on stories and cultural/medicinal knowledge to the next generation. 

Whether it was teaching weaving or instructing in agriculture, women educated the next 

generations in a number of ways and subjects. Women were also farmers, land owners, and 

healers in many societies. In addition, women pursued artistic and/or athletic pursuits, often 

mastering beadwork or building structures in their community (29). Green states that '^honored 
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as well, both then and now, were the women who constructed homes for their family—hogans 

for the Navajo, the wickiup for the Apache, the tip is for Plains people, the chickees for the 

Seminole" (29). Gender roles overlapped and their differentiation was less clear. 

Beyond social and economic roles. Native women often resided in political and governmental 

positions of high social status. Michael A. Dorris demonstrates this diversity: 

Among the several hundred separate cultures of North America alone, comprising as they 

did between 12 and 20 million people in 1491, there existed a pluralism of societal 

experimentation and world-view unimagined by the melting pot theorists. Every known 

form of political system was practiced, from democracy to theocracy to conununism to 

hereditary leadership... In the vast majority of these societies, power and decision-making 

rested with both women and men. ("I Is Not for Indian," Through Indian Eves 19) 

Women were often central to the politics of the tribe in a "hands-on" manner, as well. Green 

states that there are stories of women even "given the privilege of fighting or they earned war 

titles that gave them the privilege of singing and dancing with warriors forever after" for their 

bravery in aiding warriors on the battlefield fWomen in American Indian Societv 24). The Ani 

Yunwiya (Cherokee) Women Council decided the "fate of captives" or "wage war" by female 

"clan mothers" of that society (Allen The Sacred Hoop 36). The Iroquois had a similar council, 

known as "Mothers of the Longhouses," that held great authority in decision-making (Allen The 

Sacred Hoop 33). Women's opinions and decisions in public life were of importance and value. 

Male-dominated societies thrived alongside female-oriented groups, yet these patriarchal 

societies still valued the contributions of the female gender roles towards society. The roles of 

Native women in the male-oriented societies were not oppressed. Like their female-oriented 
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counterparts, these groups respected the feminine contributions of life and celebrated the power 

of women as life-givers and transmitters of culture. In the male-centered Ndee traditions for 

example, women's voices were still heard, as "women quietly exerted a powerful influence by 

advising their husbands in private; the men then took 'their' opinions to council" (Women in 

American Indian Society 63). Female societies also existed in many Native conununities, such 

as Hopi and Blackfeet (22). All of these examples display a variety of roles for women in female 

and male-oriented communities. 

Issues of culture and heritage also vary between Native groups, affecting roles that women 

held. Some societies are matrilineal or matrilocal, patrilineal and patrilocal, matrinlineal and 

patrilocal, or patrilineal and matrilocal. Green defines "matrilocal" as "when a man and woman 

married, they took up residence near the female partner's house" and "matrilineal" as when 

"children were bom into, and received their identity from, their mother's family, and they traced 

their lineage through their mother" (Women in American Indian Society 24). "Patrilocal" 

societies resided with male families after marriage, while people witliin "patrilineal" societies 

traced their lineage through their fathers. These heritage lines affected property rights, power, 

and roles. For example, in Hopi tradition, a woman owned property. When divorces occurred, 

the Hopi men left the property to move elsewhere. Such social stmctures influenced whether or 

not women owned and maintained land in many groups. 

Changes in gender roles and power for Native women occurred after contact with Europe. 

Western Europe's predominantly male-oriented societies extended their views of social relations 

onto that of Native communities. Changes in roles for Native communities were often a product 

of westward expansion, colonialism, and assimilation, as Allen indicates: 
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The coining of the white man created chaos in all old systems, which were for the most 

part superbly healthy, simultaneously cooperative and autonomous, peace-centered, and 

ritual-oriented. The success of their systems depended on complementary institutions and 

organized relationships among all sectors of their world. The significance of each part was 

seen as necessary components of society. The private ("inside") was shared by all, though 

certain rites and knowledge were shared only by clan members or by initiates into ritual 

societies, some of which were gender specific and some of which were open to members 

of both sexes. Most were male-dominated or female-dominated with helping roles 

assigned to members of the opposite gender. (The Sacred Hoop 31) 

When European social systems of oppressed female status and clear differences in gender roles 

encountered Native communities, many of their societal characteristics were disrupted. In many 

societies, women were removed from leadership roles and their value declined in public aspects 

(The Sacred Hoop 37). Religious conversion to male-oriented religions and assimilation 

practices in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries furthered changes in female roles (The Sacred 

Hoop 37). Boarding schools taught Native women domestic skills and de-emphasized female 

intellectual and political pursuits further causing changes. Women educated in these schools 

were removed from their nations, cutting the ties to tradition and female roles of power. A 

woman taught outside of her society from an early age in a new language with new social 

systems quite different from her Native ones was ill-equipped to function successfully within 

Native communities. As a result, many women moved into mainstream areas, disconnected from 

Native relatives. These changes forever changed the roles of Native women and still affect their 

future. 
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Present Roles 

Despite this history, many female roles in Native communities continue to the present. Roles 

within the domestic realm are no less important than other roles in many Native societies. For 

example, the role of "mother" in Native communities has always been respected and remains 

very important today. Allen explains that the role never carried a negative or trivial meaning in 

Native communities: 

Through their own bodies they could bring vital beings into the world—a miraculous 

power unrivaled by mere shamanic displays. They were mothers, and the word implied 

the highest degree of status in ritual cultures. The status of mother was so high, in fact, 

that in some cultures Mother or its analogue. Matron, was the highest ofHce to which a 

man or woman could aspire...In Laguna, all entities, human or supernatural, who are 

functioning in a ritual manner at a high level are called Mother. (The Sacred Hoop 28) 

Like the centuries prior, this institution of motherhood and woman as "life-giver" remains a 

respected role. Gary Witherspoons states that "The solidarity of mother and child symbolized in 

patterns of giving life and sharing items which sustain life, is projected in Navajo culture as the 

ideal relationship between and among all people...[T]he k'e[kinship] that exits between mother 

and child provides the foundational concepts and forms for all relationships in Navajo social life" 

(qtd. in Women and Power in Native North America 173). Obviously, this relationship sustains 

their worldview. Many Native societies in the U.S. also value mothering and women as care

givers and transmitters of culture. 
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Women continue to rear children and transmit culture for future generations. Green states 

that "during the last four decades, Indian cultures have lost many traditional songs, dances, 

religious forms, social structures, languages, and ways of life...However, an incredibly vital 

traditional life has persisted among various Native peoples, and women have been at the center" 

(Women in American Indian Societv 92). Green indicates the importance of Native women to 

their communities and their roles as "cultural bearers." Women still educate children in 

traditional ways, such as telling stories to teach or pass on cultural knowledge in ceremonies or 

artistic processes. Many conununities maintain the heritage relationships today, as well. For 

example. Dine societies remain matrilineal today. Mary Shepardson states that, in this society, 

"mother's clan is of primary importance, and father's clan is of secondary importance" (Women 

and Power in Native North America 160). Hopis also still acknowledge their matrilineal and 

matrilocal relationships, which affect property roles for women. Though these examples are 

from southwest communities, many Native societies maintain clans and familial lines today, and 

women often maintain much of the same status within these social structures as transmitters of 

culture. 

Native women also maintain roles beyond domestic ones. Stepardson notes that "Navajo 

women participate in ceremonies and curing processes as "herbalists who collect medicinal 

plants" and "furnish baskets and yam to decorate prayer sticks" (Women and Power in Native 

North America 171). They also participate in curing ceremonies and singing. Women continue 

to act as agriculturists, landowners, and artisans within and outside their communities. They 

have also successfully branched into mainstream in a variety of roles. Green states that "Indian 

women have also come together to tackle specific issues concerning government regulation of 
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Indian affairs'* (Women in American Indian Society 90). Whether acting as mothers, sisters, 

friends, aunts, grandmothers, scholars, leaders, professionals, engineers or journalists Native 

women participate in the future decisions of their people. 

Many Native groups continue to acknowledge the intellectual and political leadership of 

women. For example, Wilma Mankiller is former leader of the Ani Yunwiya (Cherokee) Nation. 

Like the Women's Council of her conununity's past, Mankiller affected the fate of her people's 

future in this leadership role. Green says that: 

As activists, both on and off the reservation, and as lawyers, scholars, writers, legislators, 

teachers, physicians, and other professionals, Indian women have not only affected reform. 

They have also preserved cultural traditions. In doing so, they have become role models 

for their people, especially for young Indian women, and have also become central figures 

of leadership in their increasingly independent Native society. (Women in American 

Indian Society 94) 

Green indicates that many women have ventured to tell their stories in mainstream and write 

about their lives and that of their communities. Through activism and other roles. Native women 

"have been, and remain, the keepers of their culture, preserving traditions and handing them 

down to their children"(Women in American Indian Society 93). Educating Native children 

about their traditions/history or creating new political/social realities in mainstream are ways of 

passing on traditions and changing attitudes. The value of Native women within their 

communities is vastly different than in mainstream, as Allen describes: 

The tribes see women variously, but they do not question the power of femininity. 

Sometimes they see women as fearful, sometimes peaceful, sonnetimes omnipotent and 
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omniscient, but they never portray women as mindless, helpless, simple, or oppressed. 

And while the women in a given tribe, clan, or band may be all these things, the individual 

woman is provided with a variety of images of women from the interconnected 

supernatural, natural, and social worlds she lives in. (The Sacred Hoop 44) 

According to Allen's quote. Native girls are taught a variety of stories and observe Native 

women in a variety of images and positions within and outside their Native societies. Women 

are respected for their diversity of roles and importance to their people. Allen notes that "my 

ideas of womanhood, passed on largely by my mother and grandmothers, Laguna Pueblo 

women, are about practicality, strength, reasonableness, intelligence, wit, and competence...none 

of them appeared week or helpless, none of them presented herself tentatively" (The Sacred 

Hoop 44). The women in her community are not the images of myth. They are complex and 

varied. The roles of Native women remain ever-changing and numerous. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

STEREOTYPES OF NATIVE WOMEN 

IN CHILDREN'S LITERATURE 

The variety of roles and power that Native women maintain are often absent in books for 

children. The "princess" or "squaw" images continue in mainstream children's literature. Books 

published within the last several years still include titles that refer to Pocahontas. Though many 

scholars and writers publish positive stories pertaining to Native communities, stereotypical 

portrayals of Native women still surface. This chapter explores the dominant images of Native 

women in children's literature. 

Princess and Squaw 

The most dominant image in children's literature concerning Native women is the "princess" 

persona. Sacagawea and Pocahontas remain common figures that embody this image. Dennis 

Fradin's book, Sacajawea: Joumev to the West (1998), exemplifies the dominant "princess" 

character who leaves her people to aid white explorers. Fradin's story portrays Sacajawea in a 

stereotypical manner as the beautiful guide who saves colonists and ushers in westward 

expansion. She sacrifices her necklace, a symbol of her Native community and heritage, for the 

sake of the white explorers, risks her life and that of her child, and accomplishes her goal of 

rescuing the men in the party. The plot's accuracy is questionable, since little is known of 

Sacajawea's life, and Fradin never mentions this in the story or in the index. The Sacagawea 
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character is a two-dimensional character with no voice in the book. Her intentions or ideas are 

never expressed except through her efforts of rescue. 

The visual representations of Sacagawea are also stereotypical. They mirror the "princess" 

images in paintings and illustrations discussed earlier. For example, one picture in this book 

shows Sacajawea dressed in a fringed, leather dress as she is introduced to Lewis and Clark. She 

resembles the young girl in the painting that Stedman refers to in his book called, "The Trapper's 

Bride" by Jacob Miller (Shadows of the Indian 34). Sacajawea's husband introduces her to 

Lx>uis and Clark, offering to have Sacajawea help the men for five-hundred dollars, just as the 

woman in Jacob Miller's painting is offered to a French fiur-trader. An old image of Native 

women is recycled once again. Like the bride in the painting, Sacagawea's relationship with the 

explorers is the celebrated aspect of her life. This story perpetuates an unrealistic image of 

Native women. 

Yeda Zeldis Mc Donogh's more recent book. Sisters in Strength (2000), taints the life and 

image of Pocahontas with more stereotypical images. The book celebrates famous women in 

American history. The author chose to celebrate Pocahontas. McE)onogh's version of 

Pocahontas focuses not on the truth, but focuses on the American mainstream myth concerning 

John Smith. McDonough describes the rescue of John Smith and Pocahontas' kidnapping that 

leads to her conversion to Christianity and life in Europe. The author then praises Pocahontas 

for her supposed rescue of John Smith, yet never mentions the controversy behind this story nor 

that little is known about her life, much less about her relationship with John Smith. A woman 

that abandons her tribe is the celebrated persona. In addition, the illustrations of Pocahontas are 

stereotypical imagery. Pocahontas wears the off-shoulder leather mini dress and carries a 
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tomahawk, while two antlers sprout from her head (1). The pictures portray her as animalistic. 

Her face is painted, and she is shown lounging and bathing in a stream—quite different from the 

images of other women highlighted in the book. None of the versions of her life mention 

Pocahontas spending time bathing in a stream, even in the legendary accounts. As Mary Gloyne 

Byler points out, an illustration such as this "creates the impression that one is not dealing with 

full-fledged human beings" ("Images of American Indians Projected By Non-Indian Writers" 

S46). These illustrations follow the lead of early ones. Dual images of the "princess" that saves 

colonists and the sexy wild-wonum are expressed in this book. The text and illustrations are not 

specific to any Native community or culturally authentic. Pocahontas is not shown as an integral 

part of her Native community with cultural and/or spiritual signiHcance. Mc Donough's book 

only perpetuates a romantic tale of love and adventure, while it promotes stereotypes of Native 

women. 

The "squaw" image of Native women is the opposite persona to this "princess" image that 

also resurfaces in children's literature. Though its presence has diminished in the last decade, it 

subtly lurks in conjunction with the "princess" images. For example, the main character in the 

book. The Rough-Faced Girl (1992^ by Rafe Martin, teeters between the "princess" and "squaw" 

images throughout the story. Based on an Algonquian tale, the events are fashioned after 

"Cinderella" and "brings with it the European cultural values associated with French and 

German versions of a story familiar to most readers" (Stott 25). A young woman, disfigured by 

fire bums, works non-stop to keep her cruel sisters and sickly father in comfort. She visits the 

lakeshore to marry the 'Invisible Being." After winning his heart, she bathes in the lake to 

remove the scars from her body. The Rough-Face Girl is disfigured and becomes beautiful erfier 
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she wins the heart of a non-mortal male. Rough-Face Girl transforms from "squaw" to 

"princess" via her marriage with a foreign male figure. Traces of colonial propaganda also 

appear in this aspect of the story. This story sends the message that women are not always 

successful within their own culture, but there is an escape for women strong worthy enough to 

leave. This story counters the cultural values and belief systems of the Native community that 

this story supposedly originated from. As discussed earlier, women in Native communities hold 

valued positions and roles. They are not enslaved "drudges" of popular imagination. Yet, the 

role of Rough-Face Girl is an enslaved laborer living outside any community or kinship roles. 

The humiliation and horrible treatment that Rough-Face Girl endures by her own family and her 

choice to leave them is unlikely, particularly in this Native community prior to contact, which is 

the setting. Instead, the story reflects western European ideas of love and echoes stories popular 

in Europe and Euro-American communities. The story offers little insight into Algonquian 

culture or history, much less the roles of Algonquian women. 

This book mirrors a story published almost twenty years earlier by Jane Mobley, The Star 

Husband (1979), revealing the persistence of such images of Native women. Mobley's version 

focuses on a young woman's wish to marry a star. She receives her wish in adulthood. A man 

with white hair and skin tone greets the woman and explains to her that "few mortals are brave 

enough to make such a wish or beautiful enough to have it granted" (10). Like the "princess" 

image this woman is valued for her physical appearance. Her beauty and desire make her worthy 

enough to marry him. The woman works hard to care for the star man and his son, until she 

remembers her family and decides to return to earth. The man refuses to help her home, so she 

climbs down the thread of her dress to earth (20). Upon returning home, she encounters her 
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childhood girlfriend, who is now a female elder. The illustration of the friend is of a withered 

and unattractive woman (24). The maiden retained her beauty when she lived with the star man, 

but physically ages upon her return to the village (29). The "squaw" image emerges as the 

"princess" stops her work for the star man and returns home to her people. Beauty is associated 

with leaving the Native community, while old age and unhappiness are associated with 

participating in one's community. At the end of the book, the woman spends the rest of her old 

age dreaming of her life with the star man and in her community. This corresponds with Green's 

descriptions of the "princess" as "good" as long as she associates herself with white men and 

abandons the traditions of her people ("Pocahontas Perplex" 18). This piece of literature 

conveys the message that Native societies are unacceptable and Native women's physical 

appearance is just as important as she is. 

Female Elders and Deities 

Children's literature about elderly women or deities are also portrayed in a similar manner. 

Though Native elders are often portrayed positively, the "squaw" image sometimes emerges in 

illustrations of Native female elders. Women as witches or "old hags" are the more recent 

manifestations of the "squaw." In most Native traditions, elderly people remain an important 

part of the culture. They are viewed as transmitters of culture, crucial to the survival of Native 

communities. A common role of elderly women is that of storyteller who passes on the oral 

tradition to new generations and teaches children: 

It was our grandmothers who held on to what they could of our identity as a 

People....Oftentimes, the fire would grow dim, but still our grandmothers persisted. We 
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were taught that the time we are in is only borrowed from future generations....Our 

thoughts, words and actions impact seven generations from now. It is these children held 

sacred by our Mother Earth for whom we must leave true fire. (qtd. in Women in 

American Indian Societv 93) 

This indicates that grandmothers are responsible for the life of the culture and its continuance. 

As a result, they are respected and valued members of Native families. Unfortunately, many 

authors and illustrators do not recognize this. 

The roles and images of deities are also presented in a similar fashion. Jerry Oughton's book. 

Magic Weaver of Rugs (1994), exemplifies negative stereotypical images sometimes used to 

describe deities in children's literature. This story is based on Dind stories about the origin and 

creation of Dine rugs. The illustration of Spider Woman, an extremely important deity in Din^ 

tradition, is unusual. She has big teeth that are spaced far apart, while her white hair stands 

straight up on her head (10). Her tone and personality within the text point to a stem and 

commanding presence, when she warns the girls to "take care not to try my patience" (14). Her 

role as a deity logically demands respect, but this does not imply a harsh character or horrifying 

appearance. This version of the deity reflects the illustrator's and author's influences to distort 

the deity's cultural importance. The book reveals a lack of knowledge of Dine oral tradition, 

particularly on the part of the illustrator. Elizabeth Noll mentions that the "women's dress and 

hairstyles and the rug designs are not representative of Navajo culture..." and the "character of 

Spider Woman portrayed far differently in appearance, disposition, and actions than the same 

figure in the well-known Navajo legend" (34). Spider Woman is viewed as grandmother to Din^ 

people. In fact, she is often referred to as Grandmother Spider. She is loving and giving. The 
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book neglects to relate the relationship between Dine people and Spider Woman to readers, as 

well as the reverence they feel towards her. 

Stories and books in the field of children's literature concerning Native women often include 

cultural information or culture-heroes/heroines that are nor realistic. Stereotypes of Native 

women that began with European contact persist in books for children. The roles of Native 

women are not always understood in mainstream and often presented in such a way. However, 

writers collaborating with Native authors or Native communities continue to publish works that 

respect Native women. Works by Native female writers in the last ten years offer some new 

images of Native women. Native women writers are portraying females from their communities 

in multiple roles from their own perspective. 
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CHAPTER?: 

FINDINGS: WOMEN CHARACTERS AND WRITERS 

Recasting archaic tribal versions of tribal history, customs, institutions, and the oral 

tradition increases the likelihood that the patriarchal revisionist versions of tribal life, 

skewed or simply made up by patriarchal non-Indians and patriarchalized Indians, will be 

incorporated into the spiritual and popular traditions of the tribes. This is reinforced by the 

loss of rituals, medicine societies, and entire clans through assimilation and a dying off of 

tribal members familiar with the elder rituals and practices. Consequently, Indian control 

of the image-making and information-disseminating process is crucial, and the 

contemporary prose and poetry of American Indian writers, particularly women-centered 

writers, is a major part of Indian resistance to cultural and spiritual genocide. (Allen The 

Sacred Hoop 42) 

Allen associates the writing process with a pro-active stance against false images of Native 

communities. As mentioned earlier. Native communities and roles of Native women have been 

devastated by colonization, assimilation practices, and the propoganda of stereotypical images. 

According to Allen, writing reclaims identity and "control of image-making" Native people. 

Women writers, poets, and artists are changing the stereotypes and expressing the concerns of 

their people, whether reflecting on daily life or retelling oral stories. They are writing about a 

variety of issues facing their families and Native women today or in the past. As Joy Haijo 

expresses in the introduction of Reinventing The Enemy's Language (1997), "many of us[Native 
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women] at the end of the century are using the 'enemy's language' with which to tell our truths, 

to sing, to remember ourselves during these troubled times." Native women writers continue to 

publish works that reflect the endurance of their tribal conununities. Haijo and Bird state that 

"we[Native women and people] have internalized the stereotypes and romanticism of 

'Indian'...Native women are undoing layers of stereotypes of Native people in general and 

Native women in particular (introduction)." This is deflnitely the case with children's literature. 

In contemporary children's literature. Native women writers portray the traditional and 

contemporary roles of Native women in a positive and accurate light, shifting the balance of 

stereotypes. Native women are writing about women's roles and their versions of history and 

life. The five writers featured in this research are no exception. The findings show that their 

children's books include Native women characters that display various roles and are integral 

parts of their Native families and traditions. 

This chapter covers the results of this thesis research using content analysis and questionnaire 

methods. The questions this study attempted to answer were (1) what the books of five Native 

women writers reveal about roles of Native women and (2) why these writers publish in this field 

and their views on writing for children. The chapter includes a brief discussion of the two 

methods used, as well as the information collected from each method. The end of the chapter 

summarizes the overall findings. 

Content Analysis 

The first part of this research focuses on the children's books of five Native women writers: 

Louise Erdrich, Joy Haijo, Geri Keams, Luci Tapahonso, and Velma Wallis. A content analysis 
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of these writers' books was conducted to answer the first question of the study's inquiry: what 

these women writers reveal about the roles of Native women in their children's literature. In 

order to glean information about the roles of Native women from these books, a list of ten 

questions was asked of each book to evaluate the content. The questions for this content analysis 

criteria were: (1) Is the story tribal-specific?, (2) What role(s) do women assume in the story?, 

(3) Are women characters given significant parts in the story?, (4) Are women valued and 

portrayed as integral parts of their family or society?, (S) Are the women successful within their 

traditions and culture?, (6) Are the women character(s) roles models for young Native girls 

especially for the community represented?, (7) What female-female relationships are in the story 

and are they healthy?, (8) Are the images of Native women in the story stereotypical?, (9) Do the 

images of Native women in the text and illustrations work together towards the same goal?, and 

(10) Additional conunents of significance. Once the books were analyzed individually, the 

group of books as a whole were also evaluated using these same questions for a further cross-

analysis. Each writer's book is introduced with a brief plot summary followed by a brief 

discussion of the overall findings related to the book's responses to the criteria questions, 

specifically what it reveals about the roles of Native women. The findings of this study revealed 

cultural insights and the importance of women in the Native communities represented. 

Louise Erdrich 

Louise Erdrich's, Grandmother's Pigeon (1996), celebrates the vitality and complexity of 

female elders, as well as their precious relationship to grandchildren in a contemporary setting. 

This story represents a Native "mixed-heritage" family, a demographic rarely discussed in 
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children's literature. A young boy and girl remember their grandmother's voyage to Greenland 

and the day that they found pigeon hatchlings, once thought to be extinct, in her room. The 

children marvel at their grandmother, who "trained kicking mules" and "skied the Continental 

Divide" (1). The visual pictures of the objects in her room reveal a woman of many interests. A 

model airplane and photos of famous countries boast of her travels abroad (5-6). A typewriter 

and paintings point to a character of creativity and imagination, while her pigeons and nests 

insinuate a respect for nature and understanding of science. The grandmother is intelligent, reads 

extensively, cares for rare birds, and is adventurous. She even rides a dolphin all the way to 

Greenland, to the delight of her grandchildren. The girl and boy also remember her as a healer 

with hands that hold "soothing medicine" and "magic tea" (1). The grandmother cares for the 

family, brings healing, and shares a respect for nature and an ability to communicate with 

animals and with the children. The first line of the story states that "Grandmother was a far more 

mysterious woman than any of us knew" (1). The children soon find hatching pigeon eggs and a 

stuffed pigeon that they suspect laid the eggs (11-12). An ornithologist visits the home to inspect 

the eggs. She concludes that the pigeons are that of an extinct species and that "the lesson 

theyCpigeons] teach us is this—nature is both fragile and tough" (17). This line tells the reader 

that the grandmother possesses a more delicate body with a strong spirit. Soon, the children 

release the pigeons. The birds find the grandmother in Greenland. The grandchildren remember 

her fondly and await her return. 

The text conveys a healthy and unrestricted grandmother figure. She delights in the freedom 

it warrants her. She is extremely physically and mentally active. In one image, the grandmother 

rides a porpoise in the Pacific Ocean to Greenland. She seeks knowledge well into her eklerly 
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years, while she also cares for her family. The books portrays female elders as healers and 

nurturers. For many Native communities, reaching the elderly stage of life with clarity and 

balance is a virtue. Erdrich's book captures the potential of elders and their value to their 

families and beyond. 

Louise Erdrich's second book. The Birchbark House (1999), masterfully tells the story of a 

young female heroine surrounded by a family of Anishnabeg (Ojibway) women, including 

complex female elder characters. The story is set in an area near Lake Superior in 1847. It 

begins with the survival of a young girl, Omakayas. She is found on an island where all of its 

inhabits succumb to a smallpox epidemic except her. An older woman rescues the girl and finds 

a new village and family to raise her. The plot centers on Omakayas's young childhood in which 

she witnesses social and political changes of her people as well as the devastating epidemic that 

soon reaches her family. Omakayas uses her many talents to survive and heal her family and 

loved ones. It is a story that respectfully demonstrates aspects of Anishnabe culture and history, 

while it also speaks of a rare heroine in children's literature. 

The descriptions of the female characters are strong and positive. The story is largely focused 

on the female characters who hold significant parts in the story. In fact, the females organize and 

hold the family together. The mother and grandmother largely raise the children and care for the 

family during the long periods when Omakayas's father, E)eydey, is absent. However, even 

when Deydey is home with the family, the women maintain this role. The mother. Yellow 

Kettle, is described as "quick-tempered but always laughing, and her eyes shrewdly took in the 

world" and a "strong-looking woman...beautiful" with a "smile was generous, enigmatic, 

slightly crooked, and kind" (9,10). Throughout the story. Yellow Kettle is patient in her child-
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rearing and never conveyed as an unhappy "drudge" with little control over her life. Yellow 

Kettle is highly involved in agriculture, domestic duties, building structures or traps, 

acknowledging kinship etiquette, and following religious traditions of her people all while being 

accessible to her children and a good caregiver of her mother. She is even described as someone 

who "missed nothing when it came to her children" (10). She maintains multiple roles 

necessary for this time in history and lifestyle. The emphasis of Yellow Kettle's character is her 

great love for her family, obvious in her respect for and positive treatment of them. 

Omakayas's grandmother, Nokomis, is no exception to the strong female characters in this 

story. She is described as a wise and strong woman with a "beautiful, softly lined face" (7). 

Nokomis maintains a signiHcant part as a mentor of Omakayas and her siblings, as well as an 

important Bgure to the cultural integrity of the village. Nokomis fulfills her role as grandmother 

in a positive way. She physically helps to build the dwellings and farms (92). Nokomis follows 

traditions of her people, such as praying for them and making offerings to the creator or spirits 

making "the world around her feel protected, safe, and eternal (7,101). For example, she talks to 

a tree asking for its approval to be taken for food and housing (8). This is often a part of Native 

traditions to be respectful of the animals and plants used for food or healing, even building a 

raptor with them for good blessings. She is a healer to the people and carries a medicine bag 

with her (214). Nokomis also maintains a strong role in the child-rearing. She feeds the children 

and educates them on proper cultural aspects, history, or etiquette. Nokomis teUs the children ail 

kinds of "teaching" stories that "helps explain how to live as an Ojibwa" (171). Her character is 

static with multiple roles and essential to Omakayas's upbringing. 
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Another female character with a minor role. Old Tallow, is equally crucial to the plot's 

fruition. Old Tallow, an older female living on the outskirts of the village is the woman who 

rescues Omakayas. She is described as "afraid of nothing" whose husband "was amazed at her 

courage" (2). She extends her loyalty to the-family and Omakayas, caring enough for the girl to 

be willing to "protect her with her life" (115). An independent woman. Old Tallow is also a 

skilled hunter that lives alone with some wild dogs. Though she dwells in isolation from most of 

the village, she participates in the caring of Omakayas, hunting for the family and sharing with 

Yellow Kettle. She is the aunt, a special position in many indigenous conununities. She 

provides rabbit meat for the family and bravely becomes the caregiver when they are ill with 

smallpox (166). Omakayas even calls her "auntie". Like Nokomis, she assumes various roles 

and tasks in the story. Both Nokomis and Old Tallow are strong older women and positive role 

models. 

Omakayas's friends. Two Strike Girl and Ten Snow, and her sister, Angeline, also are 

independent and capable characters with a variety of talents. Two Strike Girl dances and is 

"better than most boys at hunting and fighting" (95). Her abilities surpass genders. Ten Snow is 

an expert bead-worker (126). Angeline, Omakayas's sister, is described as "smart and so pretty" 

with "her hands clever" and steps that 'Vhen she walked or danced, were clear and graceful" 

(10). Angeline as the oldest daughter also helps with farming, child-rearing, etc. Oftentimes, 

she cares for Little Pinch and Neewo, the younger siblings, or helps her mother and grandmother 

with chores. Omakayas states that she admires Angeline as a role model (10). Angeline also 

understands her role as older sister contributing to the family's survival. All of these characters 
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act as a collective support system for Omakayas. Individually, they are complex and multi-

faceted. These female characters offer role models with an assortment of interests and talents. 

Most importantly, the heroine of the story is a strong, positive role model for Native and non-

Native girls. It is through Omakayas' curiosity and adventures that the reader experiences her 

story. Omakayas is not shy, fearful, or lazy. Her curiosity leads her to explore the forest where 

she meets bears and creates a bond with them. She farms with her mother, grandmother, and 

sister throughout the story. In one part of the book, Angeline and Omakayas catch and prepare 

crow. The two girls devise an elaborate plan for trapping the birds (60). Learning from their 

mother's example, they remember just how to cook and prepare the crow themselves. They 

demonstrate an ability to survive. Omakayas is also a natural healer who leams to listen to her 

intuition to survive and save her family from smallpox (151). She shows an array of emotions as 

well. She contemplates the tragic death of her beloved baby brother, Neewo. 

In addition, she maintains healthy female-female relations in the story, making friends easily. 

She has a soul-mate bond with her grandmother since both have "dizzy spells" and share a role 

as healers (38). Nokomis teaches Omikayas almost as an apprentice and granddaughter, 

claiming that the girl is "special to the spirits" (38,97). Omakayas respects her mother and the 

other women. She calls Old Tallow "auntie" according to kinship etiquette and out of respect 

(24, 231). Their relationship is special, much like her relationship with Nokomis. The women in 

the story clearly love Omakayas. 

This book offers a truthful and accurate portrayal of how communities would have functioned 

at that time and even still do today with women at the heart of many Anishnabeg families. One 

gains a sense that women are important to familial structures as well as community life. The 
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characters follow cultural traditions of their community and function successfully within it. The 

books offers cultural insights regarding religious practices, storytelling, lifestyles, etc. of 

Anishnabeg tradition. As discussed earlier, such issues as "traditional" food preparation, social 

structures, and spirituality permeate the text. Erdrich shares Anishnabe culture with readers, 

including creation stories and history involving the encroachment of white settlers and the 

onslaught of the smallpox epidemic. Erdrich researched her own family history to write the 

story. Her depiction of an Anishnabeg family is a realistic and positive way to educate all 

children about life at this time in history. 

Joy Haijo 

Joy Harjo's magazine for children. Dancing With the Wind (1999-2000). features a collection 

of poems, short stories, and illustrations by children from school districts in and around Tucson, 

Arizona. These works in the volume range from reflections on the complexities of Native 

identity to thoughts on dreams. What makes Haijo's collection especially unique is that many 

poems are in the child's Native language, written by the child. Some have been translated into 

the languages of the region, Yoeme or Spanish. Many pieces in the text are concerned with the 

issues of Native identity and community. For example, the poem '1 Like Being Yaqui" by Tricia 

Godoy (S"* Grade) discusses various culture aspects that are part of the Yaqui identity. In the 

poem, Godoy makes reference to 'food cooking" and "elders praying in the church" during 

ceremonies (10). She then describes how she can "see the Flower World and pretty dark colors," 

important details of Yaqui history and philosophy (10). Most importantly, the last line states that 

'1 am proud of being a Yaqui" (10). In this one line, the rest of the poem falls into place. Godoy 
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describes her reality within her Yaqui community and embraces it with pride. Several poems in 

the collection come to the same conclusion about their connection to their Native community. 

This collection speaks to Native children with similar concerns and life experiences, while it also 

educates non-Indian children of the realities of Yaqui children in this region. Haijo says that "it 

was the songs of the children that inspired my people to keep going on that long walk when it 

was difficult to want to continue into an unknown world" (Dancing With the Wind 5). Though 

this work includes many writers and does not imitate traditional forms of children's literature, 

the targeted audience is children. It is written by children for children. The magazine speak 

volumes about children's reflections of their Native community. 

Many poems and short stories in the piece reflect women's roles and value. For example, 

"My Mom's Mom" by Lechanda Patricio (2"*' grade), discusses the child's grandmother, N-hu'ul 

(8). In the poem, Patricio longs for her grandmother, who "would hug me,...make some celmait 

for me and her, and she would hold me" (8). This piece exemplifies the maternal roles in child-

rearing that are still a major part of Native women's roles. The child cherishes her relationship 

with her grandmother. One senses the caring and the importance of the grandmother to the child. 

Another poem, entitled "My Nana" by Crystal Alvarez (S*** grade), describes the attributes of her 

"Nana" that reflects a gentle relationship between the two. It portrays a kind and loving person 

as Alvarez states that 'I'll never forget my Nana's ruby lips so soft,...her soft hand touching my 

hair,...her chirping giggle that would laugh at my jokes" (36). This woman clearly loved the girl 

and left a lasting impression on a new generation writing about the women in her family. Many 

girls wrote stories about females with strong cultural and familial connections, while some 

stories discuss deity-like figures, such as a poem by Justine Whitman called "Cloud Lady" about 
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a woman that "sat in the sky all day throwing down rain" (34). The lady is a creator and clearly 

powerful figure. "Cloud Lady", grandmothers, and other female relatives are mentioned 

positively and convey a positive relationship with the given author. 

This magazine serves a similar purpose as other publications by Native women—expression 

of stories and worldviews. It promotes the children's exploration of their own Native languages. 

The children speak for themselves. Children express cultural aspects. Haijo explains in the 

introduction that: 

Children are the messengers, freshly carrying the brightness of memory from the spirit 

world into this one. They have not forgotten the sound of the original song, poems, and 

stories. They can still hear it. They have yet grown weary with the heavy atmosphere of 

desires that often defines this existence here in the physical world, they have not forgotten 

that we are here because someone else created us because they loved us. To create, in 

turn, is to honor that gift, is natural, like breathing. (5) 

This collection serves to showcase the talents of upcoming generations of Native students and, 

most importantly, acknowledge the voices of the children. As Joy Haijo states, in the 

introduction of her book "what continues to be the most valuable resource, no matter the year, 

the century, are the children...They are who we are becoming, how we continue to dream 

ourselves into existence." Hence, it is crucial to listen to what they have to say. These 

publications further attempt to redefine Native identities and express how Native children see the 

world and themselves. From this collection, the reader gathers how children view women in 

their families and communities. According to this magazine, women are important and valued 
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enough to the children to write about them. The children confirm the roles of Native women as 

caregivers, storytellers, and cultural transmitters. 

Joy Haijo's second children's book. The Good Luck Cat (2000), takes place in a 

contemporary setting and concentrates on a young girl's relationship with her cat, named 

"Woogie." In the story, the young girl remembers and narrates the adventures that Woogie 

encounters and the nine lives that the girl believes Woogie loses. The cat's adventures point to 

the aspects of the girl's life and that of her family's. The first page describes Woogie as a 

"stripedy cat" that when petted "purrs as if she has a drum near her heart" (1). From this first 

detail, Woogie is associated with drums and music, introducing the girl's association with pow

wows. The girl's aunt pets the cat in an effort to help her win playing Bingo, a humorous 

reference to gaming amongst Native conununities. This detail and the fact that the cat 

encounters other animals in the neighborhood that belong to relatives of the girl, insinuate she 

lives in a community of relatives. She lives near family possibly indicating life within a 

reservation. Though the book does not designate a specific Native community, it speaks for 

many Native families that remain part of the pow-wow circuit. This is detailed in a part of the 

story where Woogie is lost. Woogie hides under a bed amongst the family's pow-wow 

paraphernalia and "Ben's bustle" (18). The cat functions within the story as the connecting link 

to all of these hints of the girl's life. After reading the text, one understands the value of the cat 

to reveal the subtle references in the story to the girl's ethnicity, culture, and family. 

The story highlights a common female role in Native communities concerning women: aunt. 

Throughout the text, the girl maintains a connection to her aunt. Shelly. The relationship 

between the girl and Shelly reveals a great deal about the various roles of Native women and 
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girls within familial structures. Shelly maintains a significant part in the story. The mother is 

only briefly mentioned in finding the cat in various places where Woogie was almost hurt. 

However, Aunt Shelly is a more important character to the story. Aunts, in general, maintain a 

respected status in the family, particularly in raising children. Aunts often act as second mothers 

to their nieces and nephews. Sometimes, they are the most prominent figures for young Native 

girls throughout their lives. In this story. Aunt Shelly plays this crucial role. For example, the 

girl states that when she asked to take the cat to a pow-wow, her parents and Aunt Shelly refused 

permission (18). From this, one can assume that the aunt carries authority in making decisions 

for the child as much as the parents do. Aunt Shelly shares a connection to Woogie that the girl 

shares. The aunt introduces the story and the relationship between the cat and the girl. For, she 

tells the girl that "some cats are good luck... You pet them and good things happen" (2). Just as 

the girl grieves over the loss of Woogie when it disappears, so too Aunt Shelly loses miserably at 

Bingo (24). Aunt Shelly helps the girl to locate the cat whenever it is lost, explains the hunting 

tendencies of cats, and clearly has influence on the upbringing of the children as a teacher and 

authority figure. This story reflects past and contemporary roles of aunts in Native families. 

The two main female characters are positive role models that speak to many Native children 

whose aunts maintain significant roles in their lives. The girl and Aunt Shelly function 

successfully within their Native conununity and traditions, participating in pow-wows, gaming, 

and recognizing neighbor relations. The two maintain traditional roles of female-female 

relationships in a positive and loving way. For, the aunt is the girl's teacher as well as kin and 

caregiver. The girl's aunt gives her advice and attention, always loving and often humorous. 

The girl is a happy, intelligent, and caring character with a loving aunt. These are positive 
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portrayals of women, girls, and their relationships. The fact that the aunt plays a larger role is 

very typical for many Native girls. They will identify with the main character of this story, 

especially girls whose extended family act as guardians. The lack of a name given to the girl 

creates a character that could be any Native girl furthering this connection to Native readers. 

The relationship between the two female characters offers a role model for feminine 

relationships in Native families. Haijo's book accomplishes the goal of creating an accurate 

view of an important familial relationship in contemporary Native communities. 

Geri Keams 

Deities often surface as figiu-es in children's literature to help humans or animals to survive. 

The importance of female elders in Native communities also extends to female deities in oral 

stories. Geri Keams' book. Grandmother Spider Brings the Sun: A Cherokee Storv (1995). 

concentrates on the importance of a female deity. Grandmother Spider, in Ani Yunwiya 

(Cherokee) oral tradition. Like human grandmothers, this deity is respected as an important part 

of Ani Yunwiya tradition. The plot retells an oral story about how the world and creatures of the 

earth gained sunlight. In the story, the animals of the world live in darkness, while the sun 

guards hoard sunlight at the opposite end of the earth. After two unsuccessful attempts by other 

creatures. Grandmother Spider volunteers to an unreceptive group. Wolf says to Grandmother 

Spider, "You can't go to the other side of the world... You're too old—and besides that, you're 

too slow!" (18). The other animals doubt her ability, due to her age. Grandmother Spider proves 

them wrong. She pleads with Wolf and the others, saying "but I want to help my people one 

more time" (19). She molds a piece of clay into a bowl and enters the tunnel towards the other 
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side of the world. Grandmother Spider becomes the heroine that retrieves sun in pottery and 

brings it to the world. 

Like Erdrich's stories, this story emphasizes the potential of female elders and their 

importance in Native communities. A strong female elder remains the focus and heroine. In the 

story. Grandmother Spider acts as a strong, brave provider for all creatures of the earth. She is 

an integral part of Ani Yunwiya tradition and is valued in the story. Throughout the plot, the 

deity demonstrates her adherence to cultural and traditional values. In fact, it is by doing so that 

she survives the mission and is successful. Due to her knowledge of traditional singing and 

pottery-making. Grandmother Spider succeeds in retrieving sun without getting burned. It 

suggests that understanding one's culture and knowing the stories/ways of the ancestors helps 

one survive. It also points to expected roles of grandmothers to act as transmitters of culture. 

Grandmother Spider in the story is helpful and selfless in her pursuit to aid creatures of the earth. 

In this way, she expresses the roles of earthly grandmothers expected to help the family and 

community. All of these characteristics make her a positive role model for girls. Grandmother 

Spider is clever, strong, and capable. 

This text celebrates Ani Yunwiya culture and the importance of elderly female roles in this 

conununity. According to the author's notes in the beginning of the book, this story "teaches us 

respect and honor for Grandmother Spider, and our four-legged friends." Ani Yunwiya 

cosmology is reflected in this way in the story, revealing the greater importance of these stories. 

It also reveals the importance of pottery in this tradition and its association with Grandmother 

Spider. Keams states in the preface that "Just as Grandmother Spider carried her bowl through 

the long tunnel, Cherokee potters place their bowls of soft clay in a cool, dark place to dry and 
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harden... And just as Grandmother Spider's bowl became stronger as she carried the sun in it, 

Cherokee potters place their bowls in a hot fire to give them strength." The actions of 

Grandmother Spider in oral tradition influence the pottery process. Keams educates readers 

about the importance of this deity. Keams also expresses the value of women in Ani Yunwiya 

conununities. She dedicates the book to her grandmother, mother, and sister, "whose stories, 

wisdom, and teachings have kept me on the Beauty Way." This is an important clue to 

recognizing the roles of Ani Yunwiya women. One can glean that women are transmitters of 

culture, passing on stories that educate Ani Yunwiya children concerning cultural aspects or 

survival. 

Snail Girl Brings Water: A Navajo Storv (1998), by Geri Keams, also retells an oral story 

with a female deity as the heroine. This story focuses on a Dine creation story of how fresh 

water got on the land. In the beginning of the story, Keams describes that "there was a mighty 

flood, and the People left their world, the Fourth World, the Underworld, and came up into the 

Fifth World, the world we live in today" and there was no fresh water (2). First Woman asks the 

clans to bring her fresh water so that she can create rivers and streams for the earth. First 

Woman understands the need for pure water and decides that "someone will have to go back 

down to the world below" to bring water back (2). She then creates a bottle from seashells and a 

rainbow into a handle to carry the water. Several animal people attempt the feat and fail. Snail 

Girl volunteers for her people, the Water Clan. Though her small stature instills doubt in other 

creatures. Snail Girl persists and retrieves a little water. First Woman finds the droplets of water 

and sings her "magic songs" to turn the drops into a river (23). First Woman then celebrates 

Snail Girl's victory, making her a symbol of sacrifice, bravery, and the preciousness of water. 
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First Woman is a secondary character, but she functions in a vital role. A deity in Dine 

stories. First Woman is described in the book as "tall with strong arms and hands, and a gentle, 

kind face" with eyes that "shone with wisdom and strength" (2). From these descriptions, one 

can surmise that she possesses a combination of kind and powerful attributes. She is respected 

by the creatures who follow her commands for the betterment of others. Upon her request, fresh 

water is obtained and the bearer celebrated. First Woman is a strong leader that cares for humans 

and provides for their survival. She is a creator figure with powers to create a stream from the 

few drops of water that Snail Girl offers. She uses her "magic songs," a sign that she 

understands and works within cultural traditions of Dine people. She also acknowledges Snail 

Girl's accomplishment and rewards her. First Woman is a strong and benevolent force in the 

story. 

Keams' two female characters act as positive role models for Dine and non-Native girls. First 

Woman aids people, while also honoring Dine values such as songs and clans. Snail Girl 

functions as a model for the behavior and values that Dine girls can identify with. She is a brave 

heroine. The entire book celebrates the importance of Snail Girl's role in the creation of the 

world. She is an unlikely heroine who is never to be dismissed easily or underestimated. Like 

Grandmother Spider, Snail Girl defies the odds and proves others wrong due to her 

determination, efficiency, and intelligence. As Keams states in the preface, "in my homeland 

where there is very little rainfall, we live by these messages in these stories." Recognizing the 

sacrifices of these two female deities for humans is important. In the last line of the book. First 

Woman notes that the snail's trail "will be a message to everyone that our pure water is precious 

and we must take care of it." The book is a valued story for children to understand the 
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importance of water and Dine women, girls, and deities. Like her other stories, Keams tells this 

story in order to speak truthfully about Dine values, sharing the stories with Native and non-

Native children. 

Lud Tapahonso 

The alphabet book, ABC: A Dine Alphabet Book by Luci Tapahonso and Eleanor Schick 

(1999), incorporates elements from Dind culture and language into an alphabet book that 

introduces readers to the Dine language. The book begins with a foreword to children about the 

Dine communities, stressing such aspects as the language spoken, geography, and identity. The 

foreword begins by telling the reader they calls themselves 'T'dd Dine", meaning 'The People." 

It also states that "all of the objects in this alphabet book are only parts of larger ideas, which are 

expressed through stories, songs, and prayers" and that "the Dine language teaches us to be 

strong and have pride in all that we do." Each page following features a letter from the English 

alphabet in capital and lower-case form. For example, "Aa" represents "Arroyo" and "Oo" 

stands for "Oljdd'" the Navajo term for "moon" (I, 11). Some words in the alphabet are English, 

such as "cradle board," with the Dine translation in the glossary. In addition, each illustration 

accompanies the letter, illustrating the word and its relevance in Dind life. At the end of the 

book, a glossary defines each term used to represent a letter in the alphabet (as it is understood 

from a Dine perspective) with a pronunciation guide, translation, and brief cultural significance. 

For example, the letter "C' is for "cradle board," is listed as "aww ts' dal" in the glossary. The 

description of this term in the glossary is "the sky, rainbows, sunbeams, clouds, and lightening 

bolts are represented...They help the baby grow strong and healthy." This defines the term and 



76 

describes the symbolism found on cradle boards and their importance to the baby's development. 

The entire book acts as an educational chart for Dine children and an introductory guide for non-

Dind children. The book offers a rare exposure to Dine language and culture. 

This alphabet book shares aspects of Dine values and the roles of Dine women. In fact, 

approximately thirty percent of the letters include images of Native women in various capacities. 

For example, "G" is "grandma," which is defined in the glossary and pronunciation guide as one 

who will "teach children, tell them stories, and sing to them" (7). From this definition, 

grandmothers are not just defined as elderly women. They clearly hold knowledge of stories and 

transmit culture to the children via oral tradition. Tapahonso conveys the women in this role as 

valuable. More of those letters relate to roles of Dine women in indirect ways, as well. For 

example, women's attire is represented in the letters, "D" for dress and "E" for earrings (4, 5). 

Both letters include a cukurally authentic illustiation of a woman and a girl. The girl is dressed 

in a traditional rug dress, while the woman wears a Dind hairstyle and turquoise earrings. Both 

of these objects are important material culture presented in the illustrations accurately. The same 

is done with the page representing fry bread and yucca. The illustrations shows two women 

cooking and an image of a woman showing a young girl how to process yucca (6, 25). Elder 

women stand talking in woven blankets on the page for "X" denoted "x-design" (24). The cover 

picture shows a woman weaving on a loom, while a young girl looks on and prepares the wool. 

They are dressed in "traditional" clothes with a hogan in the background. The women are 

illustrated making frybread, weaving, and preparing yucca (S, 23). Tapahonso portrays Dine 

women as functioning successfully within their communities and cultural traditions. The women 

in the book represent positive role models. Though the book is not in "story" form, it definitely 
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reveals aspects associated with Dine females and culture. The book portrays Dine women in 

non-stereotypical ways and in various roles related to Dine culture. 

The book. Songs of Shiprock Fair (1999) by Luci Tapahonso, also includes cultural aspects of 

Dine communities, particularly in Shiprock. The story centers on an annual celebration of the 

Dine Nation, the Shiprock Fair, in New Mexico. This book introduces readers to the details and 

delights of the fair viewed through the eyes of a child. The story is about a young girl, Nezbah, 

and her adventures with her family at the Shiprock Fair. The story begins with the family and 

community preparing for the fair as "everyone prepares for the fair each year" (3). The story 

continues with the experiences of Nezbah and her family. The story ends with Nezbah falling 

asleep and dreaming of all the joy and blessings of the days at the fair. Nezbah recalls the 

visiting of family members that arrive for the fair and describes in great detail the booths, food, 

landscape, and fiin of the fairgrounds. 

The text remains in poetic structure throughout the book. The publisher's comments inside 

the book leaflet state that 'Tapahonso's poetry captures the anticipation and exhilaration of 

Nezbah's experience." Tapahonso uses a poetic style of expression. This style is innovative and 

emphasizes sensory detail. The language of the story flows beautifully with plenty of multi-

sensory imagery appealing to all readers. Sights and smells are masterfully detailed. Plenty of 

food is prepared as "scents of fry bread, stew, and roasted mutton rise from outdoor grills" and 

"the smell of fresh coffee mingles with the noises of passing cars, country music, sizzling fry 

bread, and children begging for candy" (3). Tapahonso also describes auditory stimulation as 

people in the community prepare for the frur, describing people listening to "marching songs," 

while "Navajo songs from radios drift through the air as they talk and laugh" (3). Throughout 
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the text, the author stimulates all senses. The interaction of people and fluidity permeate the 

textual images, creating a piece of sensory delight that accurately conveys experiences at the fair. 

Dine women maintain significant roles in the story and are valued within the story. Though 

Nezbah is the main character, the mother and female relatives act in secondary roles. The 

women relatives are mentioned as the primary participants in the selling of foods and caring for 

the children. The aunties and grandmothers feed the children and take them on rides. Nezbah's 

mother is instrumental in the feeding of the family and organizing their sales for the fair. They 

are also successfiil within their communities and culture. Important aspects of Dine dress and 

material culture are included in the descriptions of Nezbah, signifying a young girl closely 

associated with her heritage. For example, the author describes Nezbah as wearing appropriate 

and traditional clothing, a "biil, a rug dress, a concho belt, and kenitsaaf, high topped moccasins" 

(IS). The girl and women convey a connection to their cultural values in dressing accordingly. 

In addition, Nezbah exudes pride and love for her heritage. For, the narrator says that "Nezbah is 

proud to be Tdhnii" and her father "tells Nezbah and Kiineez that they must remember the plant 

and harvesting songs" (6). Nezbah embraces her family and community. 

It is also important to note that throughout the story, Nezbah is surrounded by positive, 

healthy relationships, particularly between the female characters. For example, "her auntie buys 

her cotton candy, and then she gets on 'The Hammer' with an older sister," while her 

"grandmother and the aunties will sell coffee and donuts" (10, 3). Nezbah is mentioned 

exploring with her cousin-sister. In one scene, Nezbah clutches her sister's hand for support 

when riding a ride, showing a bond and closeness in their relationship (12). Like Haijo's The 

Good Luck Cat (2000), this book emphasizes the strength of family and how female kinship 
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functions. All aunts, cousins, sisters, and grandmothers help care for the younger children and 

each other. Nezbah spends time with her cousins, aunts, uncles, father and brothers who "always 

make Nezbah and Kiineez[Nezbah's brother] feel very special" (10). There is gentleness in their 

relationships, as well. Nezbah describes how the father and brother bring chairs for the aunts and 

grandmothers to watch the Yei dance, while Nezbah sits in her mother's lap (22). Nezbah is 

clearly loved and happy with her family and community. 

The descriptions of women in this story reveal the varied roles of Dine women, as well as 

their value in this community. For the fair, the women participate in the economic success of the 

family, working and preparing the children for dances. Nezbah's mother helps Nezbah prepare 

her outfit and encourages Nezbah's dancing at the pow-wow in addition to cooking for booths 

and caring for the family (28). Women outside of the family and tribe are also described in a 

positive way. For example, Nezbah admires the Plains girls dancing in the pow-wow. She says 

that she "likes the way the sunlight sparkles off their dark hair and beaded jewelry" when their 

"pretty shawls sway" (18). The women are active in their cultural traditions, whether dancing, 

dressing, speaking their language, or aiding in the success of the community fair. One gains a 

sense of the roles and value of Dind, and Native women in general, as being important in Dine 

culture. All of the women characters are positive role models for Dine girls. Like her first book, 

Tapahonso celebrates Dine culture while also identifying with children from her community. 

Vebna Wallis 

Several books by Native women authors published recently about grandmothers reflect a 

variety of "grandmother" figures and issues associated with contemporary lifestyles of elderly 
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women. As discussed earlier in this study, grandmothers in Native communities remain an 

important source of wisdom and tradition. Velma Wallis states that "stories are gifts given by an 

elder to younger person" (Two Old Women xii). It is important to cherish the stories, tell them 

accurately, and respect the storytellers. Velma Wallis's book. Two Old Women (1993), stresses 

the importance of female elder knowledge and roles in Athabaskan life. Women of Wallis' 

Native community worked hard to survive in the harsh Alaskan terrain near Fort Yukon. In this 

particular society, community is essential to survival. One must contribute to the whole 

community, rather than just self-centered endeavors. The knowledge that female elders possess 

concerning survival skills or stories about life in the past are often crucial in times of greater 

environmental stress. Wallis explains in the introduction that the story was conceived as she 

reflected on the strength of her mother, who continued to work for the family well into old-age, 

despite physical ailments (xii). Wallis wrote the book in remembrance of her mother, 

grandmothers, and generations of women in her Native community. The elderly women 

characters reveal important aspects of women within this community and the value of female 

elders. 

The plot focuses on two elderly women from a Native community in the upper Yukon River 

area in Alaska and their fight to survive alone. The two elders, Sa' and Ch'idzigyaak, stop 

contributing to their conununity and cease to maintain the traditions of their people. The women 

believe that the younger people should care for them at this point in their life, even though they 

are somewhat fit (27). Due to their attitude regarding their roles within the group, the younger 

men and women hesitantly decide to leave the women behind during a time of starvation and 

difficulty. The women are banished from the community, because they stop working, and "all 
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they did was complain...even when the children were hungry*' (102). For the first time in their 

lives, the women find themselves alone and faced with certain death. However, the women 

survive. They remember past can^ spots and "hunting skills they learned in their youth 

reemerged" (69). The women work very hard and create a large storage of food with which they 

feed their starving people when they encounter them again. At the end of the story, the women 

feed the people and are wekomed back into the community. The women finally experience a 

"worry-free sleep," because they "were no longer alone" (121). Sa' reflects that "the body needs 

food, but the mind needs people" (6S). They realize the necessity to contribute to the larger 

group for survival, while the others in the tribe learn a lesson about the value of elders' memories 

and life experience. In the conclusion of the story, "the People found themselves seeking out the 

company of the two women for advice and to leam new things" (128). The community is 

reminded of the value of female elders just as the two women remember their roles as elders to 

contribute their part and perpetuate traditions. 

This book reflects a very positive image of female elders, while it reveals valuable 

information about the roles of women. It is tribal-specific with female elders retaining 

significant parts in the story as the main characters and focus of the plot. The women are valued 

in the story at the end when they leam the importance of participating within their community, 

rather than taking their families and loved ones for granted. Though critics might argue that 

exiling the women does not reflect their value, this is not the case. The women are only exiled 

when they fail to continue their expected roles as providers and transmitters of culture. Through 

the banishment, the story demonstrates the integral roles of elderly women in this community 

and their capable success within their tradition and culture. For example, they save themselves 
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and their tribe from defeat, because they know the old stories and remember the ways of their 

ancestors. Wallis reveals that women in this community are valued for their industriousness, 

strength, selflessness, and honor. The story also reveals that they are valued for their adherence 

to cultural norms and traditions. For this, the women are successful and make positive role 

models for Native girls from this tribe and beyond. The women are heroines of the story. Their 

limited body strength never hinders their strong memories, minds, and sheer will. Sa' and 

Ch'idzigyaak create traditional rabbit snares, haul their wood, and hunt (78-79). They are active 

and productive while working together. Their shared efforts reflect a healthy female-female 

relationship. Most importantly, the women educate readers about the independence of elders. 

Based on an oral story set in an earlier time, this book shows that elderly women possess 

value in this Native community. It teaches the reader that it is important not to underestimate the 

abilities of female elders and what they can contribute to the community via memories, even if 

the body is not as strong as it once was. According to this story, the roles of women within this 

society are crucial. 

The publication of this story in mainstream form sparked controversy within Wallis' 

community for its oral status, since certain oral stories are never to be written or published. 

Despite this controversy, the story speaks volumes about the roles of Native women within this 

community from an "insider," female perspective. Her voice is relevant. Wallis is a Native 

woman who published this story to "set the record straight" by writing a different image of 

Native Alaskan women. According to her version, they are an essential factor of survival. 

Wallis states that this story "was a story about my people and my past—something about me that 
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I could grasp and call mine" (xii). Velma Wallis is taking control of the story, telling it from her 

voice and owning it for her people. 

Summary of Content Analysis 

The books featured in this content analysis reveal a number of important findings concerning 

Native women. One important finding is that almost every book features a woman as its main or 

as secondary characters. This indicates that Native women are important to these writers, either 

as inspirations or for their integral parts of Native families. When the books were cross-analyzed 

as a group, the books shared connections with one another and similarities regarding roles of 

Native women and beyond. 

The women characters in all of these stories maintain a variety of roles as contributing 

members of their communities, family members, and friends. They are cared for by their 

relatives and loved. Almost all of the women are portrayed surrounded by or in connection with 

a supportive Native community with healthy female-female relationships. Most importantly, 

they are strong and passionate women that function successfully within their traditions, whether 

adhering to cultural values or promoting the survival of their people. They usually are portrayed 

as transmitters of culture or play major roles in the success of a particular community. None of 

the characters are stereotypical in the texts. The illustrations of all of the books challenge the 

"princess" and "squaw" images and roles. The illustrations are specific to the Native community 

represented. For example, both of Keams books visually portray the female deities with pleasant 

faces and appropriate attire. This fits the texts' description of them rather than distracting from 

the integrity of the story. In addition, the women characters collectively act in roles as leaders. 
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survivalists, builders, and mothers in independent ways. They offer a variety of emotions and 

use their own creativity to resolve a conflict or overcome some obstacle. The results of this 

analysis show that these five writers are creating strong female characters with a variety of roles. 

Another finding in the cross-analysis is that some of the texts incorporate Native language to 

further define or describe the roles of Native women. Tapahonso incorporates part of Dine 

tradition and language into the plot and dialogue of her books for similar purposes. For example, 

Tapahonso states that "Nezbah's mother and grandmother buy a necklace, two bracelets, and a 

ts'aa', a wedding basket" (17). Tapahonso also describes that the "Yeibicheii have returned to 

their sacred home" in the end of the story (25). This reveals the importance of language and 

culture as part of these stories. It also helps to define culture and educates readers about the 

aspects of Dine women, since in this example she defines terms associated with women. 

Through her book. Dine language is used. This preserves language and perpetuates these 

experiences in new forms of writing. Tapahonso and Erdrich's books remain a few that combine 

Native and English languages. 

Louise Erdrich's use of language in her book. The Birchbark House (1999). exemplifies how 

many writers use the English language to tell their stories in addition to Native languages. 

Erdrich includes Anishnabe language in her story, including defining terms in the index. Erdrich 

also changes the meaning of the word "auntie" in English in order to describe the role of aunt in 

this community. In the book. Old Tallow maintains the roles as aunt. Omakayas even addresses 

her as "auntie." The term, "auntie," changes in this context to mean a woman that acts in the 

'traditional" roles of aunt but may not be kin. Interestingly, many Native communities use this 

term to mean the same thing—a woman (not necessarily of blood relation) that aids in 
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childrearing and supports the family unit. Erdrich redefines this word to incorporate Anishnabe 

concepts of "aunt" giving it a different and broader meaning. She does the same with 

"grandmother" when Omakayas addresses the bear. The bear acts in the same role as Omakayas' 

grandmother guiding her to medicine and protecting her. Erdrich reveals Anishnabe 

understandings of familial relationships through the story's language. 

Some of the questions used to analyze the books in this study did not apply due to the nature 

of the story and/or characters. Tapahonso's alphabet book and Haijo's magazine do not include 

characters or traditional children's literature forms. Questions pertaining to Native women 

character interactions, female-female relationships of characters, and the combination of 

illustrations and text functioning as a whole do not apply. Those questions were omitted for 

these books. However, questions regarding Native women roles, their relationship to culture, 

and their images in these works do apply. Both books were speciHc to a conununity or region, as 

well as speciHc languages. 

All of the books as a collection similarly emphasize the importance of Native women, while 

also educating children about some of the nuances of individual societies. Individually, the 

stories emphasize cultural insights such as traditions, lifestyle, and storytelling of particular 

conununities. These differences must be recognized for the fiiU appreciation of these books. 

Their individuality of what each of book expresses is important. They have some similar points 

in regards to the roles of Native women. However, the story, the female characters, the 

development and variety of the women's roles, and the communities they function within differ. 

One gains a sense of the diversity of women, communities, cultures, and languages. 
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Writers* Reflections 

The second part of the study involved gathering information from the writers about roles of 

Native women and their works. It was an attempt to get the writers' voices concerning their 

writing. This section discusses the answers to the second inquiry of ttiis thesis: why these Native 

women writers publish children's literature and their perspectives on issues concerning the 

writing process. In order to answer this part of the inquiry, a questionnaire was created that 

posed eleven questions to the writers that participated: (1) What inspired you to write children's 

literature?, (2) How does writing children's literature differ from other literary or artistic 

pursuits, if at all?, (3) Did you collaborate with the illustrator and why or why not?, (4) Did you 

encounter any obstacles when writing or publishing children's books?, (5) How important is 

"cultural authenticity" to you?, (6) Where do your models or inspirations for female characters 

come from?, (7) Who is your intended audience?, (8) What are some issues that you hope to 

convey to your audience about the roles of Native women, and what issues concerning Native 

women do you feel need to be addressed in futive children's literature?, (9) What impact do you 

feel that children's books have on children and Native communities?, (10) What are your 

thoughts on the use of children's books as educational tools in school?, and (11) What are some 

of your future goals involving children's literature? Two >vriters agreed to participate in the 

study and answer the questions. To protect the identities of the writers, the participants will be 

referred to by the names "Ally" and "Betty." Their answers regarding why they publish in this 

field, their views on the roles of Native women, and issues concerning cultural authenticity and 

publishing offer insight into their motivations and thoughts. These findings echo those in the 
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content analysis concerning roles of Native women. The writers also give important information 

about their experiences. 

Reasons for Writing Children's Literature 

The motivation for conducting this research was the trend that emerged amongst already 

successfiil Native women literary scholars that chose to publish children's literature. As stated in 

the paragraph above, it was important to try to determine why this trend emerged and what 

motivated the writers. When asked questions regarding why they publish in this field, the writers 

responded with similar answers. Both writers mentioned that writing for children extended firom 

their experiences as a child and raising children with storytelling. 

Storytelling is ingrained in the traditions and cultures of most Native conununities and is a 

natural part of educating children. Kenneth Lincoln notes that oral stories and poems are 

"spoken literatures" in Native societies, since "storytelling, old and new, is drawn from living 

history" (Native American Renaissance 43, 222). For many Native children, storytelling begins 

at an early age. Children learn about their cultures and Native histories from these stories, as 

well as how to behave in a variety of social situations. Lincoln adds that "culture extends history 

as a collective experience, across the spaces between peoples, over time that separates the living 

and dead" (223). From the beginning, stories connect the lives of many Native children to their 

family and community. Paula Gunn Allen describes the types of stories told to her by female 

relatives: 

My mother told me stories ail the time, though I often did not recognize them as that. My 

Mother told me stories about cooking and childbearing; she told me stories about 
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menstruation and pregnancy; she told me stories about gods and heroes, about fairies and 

elves, about goddesses and spirits; she told me stories about the land and the sky, about 

cats and dogs, about snakes and spiders; she told me stories about climbing trees and 

exploring the mesas; she told me stories about going to dances and getting married; she 

told me stories about dressing and undressing, about sleeping and waking; she told me 

stories about herself, her mother, and about her grandmother... And in all of those 

stories she told me who I was, who I was supposed to be, whom I came from, and who 

would follow me. In this way she taught me the meaning of the words she said, that all 

life is a circle and everything has a place within it. That's what she said and what she 

showed me in the things she did and the way she lived. (The Sacred Hoop 46) 

Allen explains that the stories cover all aspects of life and beyond. Stories are important. They 

told her everything she needed to know. Children's literature is an extension of oral storytelling. 

The writers that participated in this questionnaire confirmed this assertion. 

When asked what inspired her to write children's literature. Ally stated that she has "always 

enjoyed stories—both oral and written" and that '1 have also told (and still do) stories to my 

children and assorted relatives when my daughter volunteered me to tell stories at her school (in 

the mid-1970s) and so that led to storytelling in a more formal sense." Ally revealed that 

storytelling was always a part of her life. Her daughter's efforts to share her stories sparked her 

publishing career. This initial flirtation with public storytelling to children eased her into 

writing. Betty stated that her inspirations for writing in this genre extended from her own 

childhood, stating that "it was important to write down those things I have heard as a child as 

oral history and tradition...! also felt that by doing this it gave those of us of Native American 
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heritage and history a chance to be our original and authentic voice." When asked about their 

intended audience, both women mentioned children. Betty stated that her intended audience 

include "mostly children and parents who like to read to their children: and that "my books are 

written so they can be read out loud." Ally stated that her targeted audience depended on the 

reading level, but that Native children are her focus. She also stated that "I consciously keep the 

children's faces and expressions in mind" when writing in children's literature. Both writers 

were exposed to storytelling and felt a need to pass on that process in a written form. Native 

women as traditional storytellers and transmitters of culture are roles that these writers engage in 

when writing for children. 

Native Women's Roles 

The participants of this study also had interesting statements to make about the roles of Native 

women. Both subjects mentioned that inspirations for their female characters come from the 

women in their families and communities. Betty stated that "I come from a long line of strong 

female role models and coming from a matrilineal society also places women at the forefront of 

being cultural icons and being at the center of our people creation mythology" and "women are 

the movers and shakers of my people". She validates the assertions that Native women in her 

community are valued and important. Ally noted that her inspirations also come "probably from 

my own family members, and from stories from...[Native] history." These women are writing 

about the realities around them. The roles of Native women in their stories are reflecting truthful 

portrayals based on their own experiences as "insiders" and women, themselves. 
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Regardless of their literary success, both participants felt there is a gap or imbalance in 

literature about roles of Native women. They discussed the reality of the lack of understanding 

about the roles of Native women and communities, in general, when asked what issues need to 

be addressed about the roles of Native women in children's literature. Ally felt that some issues 

that require addressing are "traditional roles in the family, as well as leadership roles women 

held and still hold today" and "many of the issues concern portraying women as conveying 

cultural and spiritual values." Betty supports this notion, stating that "I believe that the role of 

Native women in mainstream culture still is not addressed or given platform...Native stories 

need a permanent place in mainstream publishing." The women collectively express the need for 

a variety of roles and more opportunity for expression of Native peoples. 

Cultural Authenticity and Pubiisiiing 

Cultural authenticity in books and publishing issues were important to the writers that 

participated in this questionnaire. Both participants expressed how important "cultural 

authenticity" is to them. Betty stated cultural authenticity "is the key to the work that is 

published... You have to have respect for the Native people that you are representing through 

story," and " it is important to have as many of the details researched and authenticated." 

However, Betty also recognizes the difficulty of this task: 

Sometimes, even with all the careful planning, a folktale is based on an informant's 

Version of the tale. I have been working with tribal folktales, and I have found that one 

may end up hearing many versions of the same tale depending on one's informants. It is 

not to say one is more authentic than the other. This is where an author has to make a 
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judgment call. In telling a folktale in a certain part of the country several years ago, I 

found that there were several versions of the same tale. I also discovered that the 

migration of the tribe from one region to another affected the characters and plot line of 

the story. In exploring the place of origin of the tribe I found that migration of the tribe to 

a new area affected and changed aspects of the tale. 

In Betty's experiences, she admits the difficulty in authenticating a story from a Native 

community other than her own since versions between informants and regions within a 

conununity may differ. This is a reality for authenticity issues for many Native stories. Native 

communities do not share a collective consciousness. Their varied perspectives require 

narrowed research of a particular Native community. However, Betty emphasizes the approach 

to take in retelling stories; research. 

Ally also encourages cultural authenticity in children's literature and discusses reasons why. 

She recognizes that "it is very important because so much of what children read, forms their 

impressions for life... And for Native children, it's important that their experiences and lives be 

accurately depicted so that their self-esteem is reinforced and the books convey pride in 

particular cultiu-es and histories". Betty explains the importance of positive images to Native 

children: 

Books have a great impact on Native communities. It is important to inspire the younger 

generation about their culture and to give them the tools by which they can be proud and 

have greater self-esteem When there are positive cultural markers that are present in the 

greater mainstream it goes a long ways in boosting morale among the younger generations. 

Many indigenous communities are isolated from the world at large and need to have 
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symbols of their cultural enviromnent celebrated by all people everywhere. We need 

positive messages by positive voices. 

According to Betty, the children's reactions to these stories require consideration when writing 

about them for the strength of their future views of themselves. For these writers, what is written 

affects Native conununities and must be conveyed accurately when creating books for children 

about them. 

Attempting to tell one's story accurately and offering a variety of images is often difficult for 

Native writers due to many publishing issues they face. Editors and publishers often incorporate 

their own input into the creation or promotion of children's literature with little or no 

understanding of the diversity of Native communities and the nature of Native storytelling. For 

the participants in this study, the obstacles that they encountered in the publishing process 

involve marginalization, whereas they experienced more freedom in cultural authenticity issues. 

Betty comments on the business and marketing side to publishing that often contributes to the 

marginalization of Native stories and voices: 

Native stories need a permanent place in mainstream publishing. I find that books, like 

fashion, oftentimes treat literature as the latest thing. Several years ago the market was 

swamped with Native peoples children's book. Then no one could get a book published 

because the market had too many Native American themed books. So, no publisher would 

accept a Native American themed manuscript. There is no real place for our stories and 

hence our books. We are given credence and attention only at the whim of what the 

market will bear. It is difficult and in mainstream market almost impossible to now get a 

Native American folktale published. At least for the moment. We or those of us who 
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write folktales have to wait for the wheel to go around again. 

Publishing companies are business-oriented in nature, often less concerned with balancing the 

literature in publication than sales. 

The publisher's views on how the story or pictures should appear can further distract from 

authenticity. As a result, misconception and inaccuracies result. The publication of picturebooks 

can be especially difficult in maintaining authenticity with the visual component of storytelling. 

Suddenly, the illustrator's perspective of how the story will be told through pictures enters the 

mix. Ally remembered an experience with editors and publishers unfamiliar with cultural and 

geographical aspects of the story requested changes in illustration for aesthetic reasons. She 

discouraged such changes in order to maintain the integrity of the story and the community 

involved in the story. However, both participants experienced a certain amount of opportunity in 

collaborating with editors and illustrators. Ally stated that collaborated with the editors and 

illustrators on a project and wa.s successful. However, she also notes that geographical distance 

between illustrator and writer can make this collaboration difficult. Betty mentions that she 

collaborated with an illustrator "as far as the authenticity was concerned," and the illustrator 

"was aUowed to be as creative as possible and had full rein in creating the picture, however, 

early on, there was collaboration on the cultural details of the stories origin and it was important 

to make the picture reflect accurate cultural details." Both writers received an opportunity to 

work with illustrators and editors. 

These answers to the questionnaire between these two writers are extremely similar. Cultural 

issues. Native female voice/representation, and accurate images of Native women in this genre 

are important to these writers. The participants also mentioned similar obstacles of 
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representation, more Native women need to be acknowledged and portrayed in stories with 

varied roles. Both writers mention they were allowed collaborations with editors and illustrators. 

Many times this is not an option. The reason for this may stem form the fact that both writers are 

of a small group of Native women that have already achieved a certain amount of literary success 

and fame in mainstream. This may also explain some of the similarities in the publishing 

experiences. These are celebrated authors with more influence and power than other Native 

women writers. Their prior success may have made their efforts to publish and control 

authenticity issues easier than unknown women writers. The elite group of writers selected for 

this study may narrow or somewhat skew the findings in this part of the study. More research 

and data with additional writers may lead to a completely different conclusion. Nonetheless, it is 

intriguing to find similarities between writers on di^erent issues concerning culture and Native 

women's roles. 

Summaiy of Findings 

The two methods used to collect data for this study were created to extrapolate information 

from the books and writers themselves. It was necessary for a content analysis tool and 

questionnaire in order to give the writers an opportunity to voice their views on issues of this 

study and writing children's literature. The content analysis was designed to ask pertinent 

questions about the value of characters in the story in order to determine if they match the value 

of Native women in Native families. The questionnaire was designed to ask authors about these 

characters and the writing process. More specific questions in the questionnaire targeting the 

writers' perceptions of the roles of Native women and female characters in their own books or 
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asking the authors what they view are significant issues would have strengthened the study. 

Unfortunately, maintaining anonymity in the questionnaire would have been impossible. For the 

sake of this study, broader questions were used. Despite this issue, the data collected from both 

methods confirmed the idea that Native women remain integral parts of their communities with 

cultural and spiritual importance. The books convey strong women characters closely affiliated 

with their Native communities and traditions. 
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CHAPTERS: 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Native stories deal with the experiences of our humanity, experiences we laugh and 

cry and sweat for, experiences we leam from. Stories are not just for 

entertainment. We know that. The storyteller and writer has a responsibility—a 

responsibility to the people, a responsibility for the story and a responsibility to the 

art. (Keeshig-Tobias 72) 

Stories in Native communities organize histories, cultures, and lives. According to 

Allen, "tribes seek—through song, ceremony, legend, sacred stories (myths), and tales— 

to embody, articulate, and share reality, to bring isolated, private self into harmony and 

balance with this reality,...to actualize, in language, those truths that give to humanity its 

greatest significance and dignity" (The Sacred Hoop 55). Native storytelling involves 

speaking honestly and maintaining the integrity of the community. For many Native 

authors, writing is an extension of oral storytelling. Children's literature is no exception. 

This study confirms that the Native women writers included in this research are 

writing children's literature as an extension of Native storytelling. They are re-creating 

images of Native women in a medium for children to tell the truth and "combat the 

romanticism of [the] past" (Green Women in American Indian Societv 57). Their efforts 

to portray their realities have lead to important contributions to the field of children's 

literature. These books offer new ways of perceiving the roles and lives of Native 
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women. Stereotypical images as "princess" or "squaw" do not surface in their stories. 

Instead, well-rounded and complex women characters with a multitude of roles emerge. 

All of the female characters function successfully within their Native families, signifying 

to readers the importance of cultural understanding to the writers. They also signify the 

importance of Native women to Native communities on a larger scale. The characters in 

these stories and the writers speak about the association of Native women with the 

spirituality and the continuance of traditions. The books remain a source of knowledge 

for understanding aspects of Native women and Native societies. 

Whether telling new stories or retelling old oral stories, these women are following a 

long tradition of passing knowledge to new generations. WalUs states in the beginning of 

Two Old Women (1993) that she writes with the hope that Native children later will "also 

yearn for stories such as this so they may better understand their past, their people, and, 

hopefully, themselves" (xii). These writers assert their own heritage for Native and non-

Native children. The books function as educating materials about the complexities of 

Native families, offering information about oral tradition, cultural values, and Native 

histories. All of these contribute to a greater understanding of Native communities. 

Implications 

The implications of this study and its conclusion reach beyond and within Native 

communities. Understanding Native societies remains crucial for their survival. 

Perceptions of non-Native children will eventually influence the fate and power of Native 

communities particularly in social and political arenas. Mainstream society's 
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comprehension of the complexities of Native communities and peoples breaks a barrier 

between groups. As a result, awareness about the images of Native communities in 

children's literature is crucial. 

Most importantly, what authors express about Native families in children's literature 

effects the identities of Native children. This implication touches the heart of Native 

communities and their survival. Self-esteem issues are a concern when writing about 

Native children. Anna Lee Walters exemplifies the reason for this and discusses her 

early reactions to misrepresentations and stereotypes in her book, Talkln|g Indian: 

Reflections on Survival and Writing (1992): 

In the earliest years, I was very drawn to books. They were so entertaining and 

informative, they opened up worlds to me. When I learned to read, I was curious about 

what the books said about Indian people. Imagine how it felt to read the lies and 

distortions! Imagine how it felt to discover the omission of an entire race of people! 

Imagine my rage towards adults who were in control of these things! The schooling 

process and books seemed to have a conunon goal: to deny the continuing existence of 

Indian people...a dramatic personal change occurred. I stopped believing in everything. 

(52) 

Search for an identity within mainstream society was difRcult for her. She notes that finding "a 

place in today's world meant differentiating personal and tribal valued from those of mainstream 

society" (98). Once she realized this, her "birthright as a tribal person in the twentieth century 

became clearer" and "it restored my sense of well-being, personal and tribal history, and a 

promising, intact fiiture as well" (98). Walters' experiences exemplify the effects of 
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misconceptions about Native communities on Native children and adults. In order to strengthen 

Native children and their communities, they must understand themselves and gain support from 

others to embrace their identities. Since children's literature influences the impressions children 

create of themselves and the world, literature maintains a vital role. 

Native children must value themselves and feel valued in mainstream society as well as their 

own communities. First, Native children must actually find their families and heritage 

represented in children's literature. Second, the representations must be accurate. This requires 

the promotion and encouragement of Native voices. Acknowledging the voices of Native 

women writers and what their works reflect about Native families remains an important first 

step. Evaluation of the roles of Native women in children's literature written by women offers 

insight. It also creates an opportunity for awareness of what images of Native women are in 

children's literature and who are changing these images. Publishers and educators can leam 

from the works of Native authors how to evaluate books focused on Native communities. 

Furthermore, discussion about these authors and their works may lead to an understanding of 

appropriate role models for Native girls according to Native communities. 

Reconunendations 

In order to accomplish a goal of greater understanding, efforts to work with and 

promote Native voice is a positive focus. A necessary second step to this study is 

research with Native communities and women. Research involving more interviews with 

Native women authors and studies focusing on the writers' comments evaluating their 

own works without anonymity is needed. Also, an in-depth analysis of the illustrations in 
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connection with the texts of these books is needed especially for determining issues of 

cultural authenticity not focused on in this study. 

Ultimately, a balanced portrayal of Native women in the field of children's literature 

requires more writing and publishing by Native women from different cultures. This can 

be accomplished through greater support of Native women writers from a variety of 

urban and Native communities. Publishers possess the power to influence this. They 

need to take a pro-active stance in balancing the current literature. Mihesuah 

recommends that publishers "hire American Indian readers and editors to access potential 

manuscripts" (117). More specifically. Native women reviewers are needed to evaluate 

the roles and images of Native women, preferably from the Native community 

represented in each book. Research topics in children's literature needed to further 

change stereotypes and increase understanding of Native women include (1) studies that 

focus on Native female illustrators, (2) multiple interviews with various Native women 

authors, (3) perceptions of Native children, particularly girls, about roles of Native 

women in books, (4) comparative studies of Native female authors in the U.S. and 

Canada, (S) comparative studies of collaborations of Native women to create books for 

children, and (6) studies of organizations and publishers that promote Native women 

writers. All of these research topics would contribute to the strengthening of Native 

communities and the field of children's literature. 

The emphasis of any research on this topic should be aware of what the effects of the 

research will have on Native children. If the development of future minds and hearts is a 

goal of any society, the perception of Native children is relevant. All of us benefit from 
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the empowerment of Native children. Creating a strong self-image and a place for their 

voices ensures the strength and continuity of Native cultures. It also enriches Native and 

non-Native understanding of our collective histories. Native women writers are speaking 

to children and the world. It behooves the rest of us to listen. 
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APPENDIX A: CONTENT ANALYSIS CRITERIA 

1. Is the story tribal-specific? 

2. What role(s) do women assume in the story? 

3. Are women characters given significant parts in the story? 

4. Are women valued and portrayed as integral parts of their family or society? 

5. Are women successful within their traditions and culture? 

6. Are the women character(s) role models for Native girls, especially the Native 

community represented? 

7. What female-female relationships are in the story and are they healthy? 

8. Are the images of Native women in the story stereotypical? 

9. Do the images of Native women in the text and illustrations work together towards 

the same goal? 

10. Additional comments of significance? 
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APPENDIX B: QUESTIONNAIRE 

The questions below are part of a research thesis focused on Native women writers of 

children's literature within the United States. This study is completely voluntary. You 

may withdraw at any time. The questions are to be answered and returned via postal mail 

or email to the investigator. By completing the questionnaire and returning it to the 

investigator, you give consent to use the data for this Master's thesis research only. 

Should you have any questions, please contact the investigator. 

1. What inspired you to write children's literature? 

2. How does writing children's literature differ from other literary or artistic pursuits, if 

at all? 

3. Did you collaborate with the illustrator? Why or why not? 

4. Did you encounter any obstacles when writing or publishing children's books? 

5. There is intense debate about the accuracy of characters and stories concerning Native 

communities in children's literature. How important is "cultural authenticity" to you? 

6. Where do your models or inspirations for female characters come from? 

7. Who is your intended audience? 

8. What are some important issues that you hope to convey to your audience about the 

roles of Native women? What issues concerning Native women do you feel need to be 

addressed in future children's books? 



9. What impact do you feel that children's books have on children and Native 

communities? 

10. What are your thoughts on the use of children's books as educational tools 

schools? 

11. What are some of your future goals involving children's literature? 
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