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Abstract

Louise Erdrich is widely acclaimed as one of the most significant
contemporary Native American writers in the second wave of the Native
American Renaissance. Her literary accomplishment is best represented by her
North Dakota Quartet, namely, Love Medicine (1984), The Beet Queen (1986),
Tracks (1988) and The Bingo Palace (1994). The Quartet, in which the trickster
figures make a recurrent presence, is also under the influence of both the
mainstream literary tradition and the Native American oral tradition. The
narrative strategies of Erdrich’s novels are characterized by the Native
American oral tradition and the ever-present trickster figures. Tricksters revise
the passive stereotype of Native Americans in the Western literature, presenting
to the readers truthful images of the contemporary Native Americans, proposing
wayout for the cultural, identity, and economic dilemma confronting the
contemporary indigenous people.

The trickster can be found with different names in literary works around the
world. However, it is in the Native American culture that the trickster manifests
the most ambiguity and hybridity, which were considered as a reflection of the
chaotic consciousness of the Native Americans in a primitive stage of
development. In her novels, Erdrich makes an appropriate revision of the
trickster, rendering his hybridity and ambiguity a unique perspective to observe
the conflicts and integrations between the Native culture and the mainstream
culture. Erdrich also incorporates the ambiguity of the trickster in her
characterization, transforming the mythic figure into Native American
commoners in an attempt to disrupt the faceless stereotype of Native Americans
in the Western culture.

Erdrich draws heavily on the Native oral tradition, and the trickster figures
assume the role as a storyteller, handing down the national culture, and
restoring the essential position of the oral tradition in bearing the national
tradition and culture. Erdrich also underscores the witty and humorous nature of
trickster characters, which is a surviving strategy for Erdrich’s trickster
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characters in face of racial suppression and tragedies in life.

Influenced by the Western gender stereotype, scholars in the early period of
trickster studies tended to accumulate only male trickster stories. In an attempt
to revive the lost matrilineal tradition in the Chippewa society, Erdrich disrupts
the gender stereotype by portraying independent female tricksters with
intellectual sovereignty. The revision of the Western gender dichotomy is
benign to a harmonious relationship between the male and the female, which
provides a powerful counterattack against the stoic stereotype of the indigenous
people in the Western literature.

Erdrich’s stories center on lives of the mixed blood with Anglo and Native
American ancestries. In contrast to the tragic mixed bloods trapped in the
predicament of cultural conflicts, Erdrich delineates her half-blood tricksters as
mediators between two cultures. Their adaptability ensures the continuance of
the tribal culture and promises a secure future for the tribe. As to the problem of
cultural identity, Erdrich does not offer a simplistic solution as to returning to
the traditional way of living while relinquishing the modern life. On the
contrary, she suggests that one can maintain a modern way of living while still
keeping the tribal allegiance. Familial and communal ties are the key to
building up a solid cultural identity.

Different from some indignant Native American writers who vehemently
protest against the assimilations and injustices of the white society, Erdrich
underlines universal themes like love, family and community through trickster
stories to deflate the stereotypes of the Native Americans forged by the Western
ideology. Moreover, the trickster’s commitment to maternity, love and family
also liberates him from a marginal and anti-social existence. In addition to the
shared traits, Erdrich also attributes to tricksters unique individuality,
transforming those once considered “primordial” mythic figures into vivid
incarnations of complex and multi-facet contemporary Native Americans.

As a female ethnic writer, Erdrich also displays plenty of tricksterism when
attempting to challenge the marginalized status of Native American literature.
Her employment of trickster figures helps to gain the recognition of the
academia, thereby winning a wide readership with the endorsement of the
academia and important journals. Her stess on the universal themes shared by
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assorted cultures accounts for the ever-lasting artistic appeals of her works to
the non-Native readers whose empathy and identification are easily evoked by
stories relating to familial and communal relationships, thus effectively
spreading the Native culture to more readers of different ethnic groups.

Key Words: Louise Erdrich Trickster Revision Stereotype
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Introduction

n Louise Erdrich and the North Dakota Quartet

Louise Erdrich has been widely acclaimed as one of the most significant
Native American writers in the second wave of what critic Kenneth Lincoln has
called the Native American Renaissance”. A prolific writer in essays, poetry,
fiction, and children’s books, Erdrich is a “bright new Light—a courageous
writer willing to break new narratological ground...confront the realities of
Native American life in the twentieth century” (Beidler 2). A newly emerged
ethnic woman writer, Erdrich has been awarded the American Academy of
Poets Prize, the Nelson Algren Short Fiction Award, the National Award for
Fiction, the 1985 National Book Critics Circle Award and the Los Angeles
Times Book Prize for best novel. Each of her novels received complimentary

(D The Native American Renaissance was a term originally coined by critic Kenneth Lincoln in his book
of the same title in 1983. Lincoln’s goal was to explore the explosion in production of literary works by Native
Americans since N. Scott Momaday had won the Pulitzer Prize in 1968 for House Made of Dawn. Before that
time, few Native Americans had published fiction. Lincoln pointed out that in the late-1960s and early-1970s, a
generation of Native Americans was coming of age who were the first of their tribe to receive English-language
education. Moreover, the project of historical revisionism which attempted to document the history of the
invasion and colonization of the North American continent from a Native perspective had inspired a great deal
of public interest in Native cultures. During this time of change, a group of Native writers emerged, both poets
and novelists. At the same time, the setting up of Native American Studies departments at several universities
led to the foundations of scholarly journals such as “SAIL” (Studies in American Indian Literature) and WiCazo
Sa Review, and publishing imprints such as the Native American Publishing Program (Harper and Row), all of
which further increased the public interest in Native American literature.
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reviews from mainstream and scholarly journals like The New York Times Book
Review and Studies in American Indian Literature—the latter even devoted an
entire issue to the study of her first two novels.

Born on June 7, 1954, Louise Erdrich is a mixedblood of Chippewa and
German ancestries and an enrolled member of the Turtle Mountain Band of
Chippewa in North Dakota near the Canadian border. Erdrich’s mixed ancestries
reflect a tribal reality for many contemporary Indians, and become a dominant theme
and conflict in her works. Erdrich’s parents taught in a school run by the Bureau of
Indian Affairs. The eldest among the seven children of the family, Erdrich spent her
childhood in a closely knitted family circle and experienced the strong sense of
community that emerges as a recurrent theme in her novels. The communal theme,
as described by Kenneth Lincoln, is a literature of “homing” (Lincoln 209), in which
a sense of belonging is lingering. To foreground the “homing” theme, Erdrich, in her
novels, forms family sagas that weave around a multitude of characters and events,
attempting to offer a whole picture of a family or a community where stories of
different characters intersect, collide, and converge.

Chippewa ® reservation and the people on it constitute the major
background and events in Erdrich’s North Dakota novels. Chippewa Indians
preferred to call themselves Anishinaabeg (the singular is Anishinaabe); but
after the contact with the white, they were renamed by the US government as
the Ojibwa and Chippewa®. To maintain the tribal identity, many contemporary

(D The terms Chippewa and Ojibwa are interchangeable since both are European rendering of a Native
word “Otchipwe”, the meaning of which is still controversial(Vizenor, The People 17-19). Encyclopedia
Britannica defines Ojibwa as a “Algonquian-speaking North American Indian tribe who lived in what are now
Ontario and Manitoba, Can., and Minnesota and North Dakota, U.S...Their name for themselves means
‘original people™ (Chisholm 467).

@ Among the three names, Ojibwa and Chippew are more preferable among the Western readers. Frances
Densmore points out that the name “Chippewa is comparatively modern and is the only name under which the
tribe has been designated by the government in treaties and other negotiations, but it has never been adopted by
the older members of the tribe. They still refer to themselves as ‘Ojibway” ...” or Anishinaabeg (People Named
16). Some critics propose that the primary distinction between the use of the three names (Chippewa, Ojibwa,
Anishnaabeg) largely depends on the writer’s origin. Canadian writers tend to use “Ojibwa”, Americans
“Chippewa” while Native writers prefer “Anishnaabeg™ (Vizenor 13). In the book, I will consistently use
Chippewa, as it is used by Erdrich in her North Dakota novels. This word can stand for both singular and plural

form and can be used as an adjective.



