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THE ENDURING WORD: A
COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF
NATIVE AMERICAN LITERATURE

The history of Native American literature
is not a linear progression from simple to
complex, nor is it a single story. It is a
vast, multifaceted tapestry woven from
thousands of years of oral tradition,
centuries of colonial contact, and a

powerful contemporary renaissance. To
understand this literary tradition is to
understand resilience, adaptability, and
the profound power of storytelling as an
act of survival and cultural affirmation.
This is a journey through the history of
Native American literature, from its
ancient roots in spoken word to its
vibrant, award-winning presence on
global bookshelves today.


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

The Ancient
Foundations:

American culture, serving as a repository
for history, law, spirituality, and moral
instruction. These works are often
categorized into specific genres, each
with a distinct purpose.

O ra | Lite ratu re&RED NARRATIVES AND ORIGIN

and the Power Of

the Spoken Word

Long before the arrival of European
settlers, the Indigenous peoples of North
America possessed highly sophisticated
literary traditions. This was not a
literature of the page, but of the voice,
the memory, and the communal
gathering. Oral literature was—and
remains—the bedrock of Native

S

to every tribe’s literary canon
are their creation stories or cosmogonic
myths. These are not mere fairy tales;
they are sacred texts that explain the
very origins of the world, the tribe, and
the cosmos. Examples include the
Navajo (Diné) stories of the emergence
through four worlds, the Iroquois
Confederacy’s tale of Sky Woman, and
the diverse trickster cycles featuring
figures like Coyote, Raven, or Rabbit.
These narratives are performed, not just
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told, and are often tied to specific
ceremonies and seasons, demanded by
the community and requiring specialized
knowledge to recite with fidelity. The
language is rich with symbolism,
repetition, and vivid imagery, designed
to be memorized and passed down
through generations.

THE HERO TWINS AND
TRANSFORMATION TALES

Many tribes share variations of the Hero
Twins narrative, such as the Navajo
Monster Slayer and Born-for-Water or
the Mayan Hunahpu and Xbalanque from
the Popol Vuh. These stories recount the
adventures of divine or semi-divine twins
who rid the world of monsters,
establishing the order of human life.
Transformation tales, where characters

shift between human and animal forms,
explore themes of identity, balance, and
the interconnectedness of all living
things. These stories are not just
entertainment; they are maps for ethical
living and understanding one’s place in
the universe.

THE TRICKSTER FIGURE

Perhaps the most recognizable figure in
Native American oral traditions is the
Trickster. This character—be it Coyote in
the Southwest and Plains, Raven in the
Pacific Northwest, or Rabbit in the
Southeast—is a complex bundle of
contradictions. The Trickster is a creator
and a destroyer, a fool and a sage, a
glutton and a teacher. Through the
Trickster's often-absurd and morally
ambiguous adventures, communities



explore complex social norms, taboos,
and the messy realities of human nature.
The Trickster is a powerful pedagogical
tool, teaching crucial lessons through
laughter and cautionary tales.

The Transition to
Writing: The 18th
and 19th
Centuries

The introduction of alphabetic writing by
European colonists presented both a
radical challenge and a new tool for
Native American expression. The first
Native American authors to see their

work in print were often educated in
missionary schools and wrote in English,
a language of the colonizer. Their
literature from this period is
characterized by a dual consciousness: a
desire to advocate for their people within
the dominant society while also
grappling with the loss of their
traditional ways.

EARLY AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND
PROTEST LITERATURE

Samson Occom (Mohegan), a
Presbyterian minister, wrote a
compelling sermon and a short
autobiography in the late 18th century,
often cited as one of the first published
works by a Native American author. His
"A Short Narrative of My Life" (1768) is a
powerful early example of Native voice
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in English. In the 19th century, William
Apess (Pequot) emerged as a fierce
political orator and writer. His works,
including A Son of the Forest (1829) and
Eulogy on King Philip (1836), are searing
indictments of settler colonialism,
racism, and the hypocrisy of white
Christianity. Apess used the written word
as a weapon, demanding justice and
recognition for his people.

ASSIMILATIONIST NARRATIVES AND
THE "VANISHING INDIAN" TROPE

The late 19th and early 20th centuries
saw the rise of the "assimilationist"
narrative, often written by Native
authors educated at boarding schools
like Carlisle Indian Industrial School.
These works, such as Sarah
Winnemucca (Paiute)’'s Life Among the

Piutes: Their Wrongs and Claims (1883),
were powerful acts of political advocacy.
Winnemucca, a translator and activist,
used her autobiography to document the
injustices of the reservation system and
to plead for the rights of her people.
Similarly, Charles Eastman (Santee
Dakota) wrote popular memoirs like
Indian Boyhood (1902) and The Soul of
the Indian (1911), which aimed to bridge
cultures and present a dignified, spiritual
view of Native life to a white audience.
Zitkala-Sa (Yankton Dakota) was a
more radical voice. Her collection Old
Indian Legends (1901) and the
autobiographical essays in American
Indian Stories (1921) powerfully critique
the forced assimilation of boarding
school life and reclaim the power of
traditional stories. These writers were



navigating a difficult path: they had to
write in a way that was palatable to a
white publishing world while still
advocating for their people’s survival
and dignity.

The Native
American
Renaissance: A
Literary Rebirth
(1960s-19805s)

The most transformative period in the
history of Native American literature
began in the late 1960s. This era,

termed the "Native American
Renaissance" by critic Kenneth Lincoln,
was a cultural and political flowering that
coincided with the Red Power movement
and a broader push for civil rights. This
period saw an explosion of novelists,
poets, and playwrights who boldly
claimed the genre of the novel—a
European form—and infused it with
distinctly Native American narrative
structures, oral traditions, and
worldviews.

THE FIRST WAVE: MOMADAY,
WELCH, AND SILKO

The starting pistol for this renaissance is
often considered the 1969 Pulitzer Prize
for Fiction, awarded to N. Scott
Momaday (Kiowa) for his novel House
Made of Dawn. The novel tells the story
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of Abel, a young Kiowa WWII veteran
struggling with trauma and alienation in
both his reservation community and the
urban landscape of Los Angeles. It is a
masterful blend of modernist prose,
Kiowa oral traditions, and a profound
meditation on identity. It was a landmark
moment, proving that a Native American
novel could win the highest literary
honours.

James Welch (Blackfeet/Gros Ventre)
followed with stark, poetic novels like
Winter in the Blood (1974) and The
Death of Jim Loney (1979), which
explored the alienation and dark humour
of life on the reservation. Leslie
Marmon Silko (Laguna Pueblo)
published Ceremony in 1977, a
masterpiece that weaves a story of a
returning WWII veteran, Tayo, who is

healed not through Western medicine
but through the power of old Laguna
stories and ceremonies. The novel is a
powerful argument for the life-sustaining
power of narrative itself. These authors
broke new ground by centering Native
perspectives, using non-linear time, and
embedding poetry and story within their
prose.

EXPANDING THE CANON: GERALD
VIZENOR AND JoYy HARJO

Gerald Vizenor (White Earth
Anishinaabe) emerged as a brilliant and
challenging theorist and novelist. His
work is known for its playful, postmodern
style and his concept of
"survivance"—an active sense of
presence and resistance that goes
beyond mere survival. His novel



Bearheart: The Heirship Chronicles
(1978) is a surreal, satirical road trip
through a dystopian America. Joy Harjo
(Muscogee Creek), who would later
become the first Native American U.S.
Poet Laureate, began publishing during
this era. Her poetry, such as the
collection She Had Some Horses (1983),
is a powerful blend of the personal and
the political, weaving Creek stories, jazz,
and feminist consciousness into a unique
and resonant voice.

Contemporary
Native American

Literature (1990s
to the Present)

The literature of the past three decades
is characterized by incredible diversity.
Native authors today write in every
genre imaginable—literary fiction, crime
novels, science fiction, fantasy, horror,
memoir, graphic novels, and children’s
literature. The central concern may no
longer be solely about proving one's
"Indianness" or documenting historical
trauma, though these themes remain
important. Instead, there is a flourishing
of stories that explore the full complexity
of modern Indigenous life.
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DOMINANT VOICES OF THE LATE
20TH AND 21sT CENTURIES

No author is more commercially
successful and critically acclaimed than
Louise Erdrich (Turtle Mountain
Chippewa). Her sprawling series of
novels set in North Dakota, beginning
with Love Medicine (1984), is a
monumental achievement. She won the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2021 for The
Night Watchman, a novel based on her
grandfather's fight against a termination
bill in the 1950s. Erdrich’s work is known
for its deep humanity, intergenerational
storytelling, dark humour, and rich
character development. Sherman
Alexie (Spokane/Coeur d'Alene) brought
a raw, funny, and fiercely contemporary
voice to the mainstream with his short

story collection The Lone Ranger and
Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993) and the
subsequent film Smoke Signals. His work
often explores the contradictions of
modern reservation life, poverty, and
alcoholism with unflinching honesty and
sharp wit.

GENRE-BENDING AND INDIGENOUS
FuTuRrRISMS

The 21st century has seen a powerful
rise in speculative fiction and Indigenous
Futurisms. This movement, akin to
Afrofuturism, imagines Indigenous
futures, incorporates sci-fi and fantasy
tropes, and uses them to critique
colonialism and reimagine Indigenous
power and presence. Key authors
include Stephen Graham Jones
(Blackfeet), a master of horror whose



novel The Only Good Indians (2020) is a
terrifying and poignant story of revenge
and accountability. Rebecca
Roanhorse (Ohkay Owingeh) blends
post-apocalyptic fiction with  Dineh
cosmology in her "Sixth World" series.
Tommy Orange (Cheyenne and
Arapaho) stunned the literary world with
his debut novel There There (2018), a
multi-perspective novel set in the urban
Native community of Oakland, California,
which won the PEN/Hemingway Award
and was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. It
shattered stereotypes and presented a
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PoETRY, MEMOIR, AND A NEW
GENERATION

Poetry continues to be a vital force, with
voices like Layli Long Soldier (Oglala
Lakota) whose collection Whereas (2017)
is a brilliant and formal critique of the
U.S. government's official apology to
Native Americans. Natalie Diaz
(Mojave) won the Pulitzer Prize for her
collection Postcolonial Love Poem
(2020), exploring desire, the body, and
the erasure of Indigenous languages.
The memoir genre thrives with works

raw, contemporary vision of what it like Terese Marie Mailhot
means to be a Native person in the 21st (Secwepemc)

century.
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