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A Postmodern Introduction

GERALD VIZENOR

Fostmodern discourse

ative American Indian histories and lilcraturcs, oral and written,
are imagined from “wisps of narratives.” Tlhese harrative wisps,
wrotc Jean-Trancois Lyotard, are

stories that one tells, that gne hears, that ane acts out; the people dogs
not exist as a subject but as a mass of milliuns of insignificant and se.
riows ittle stories that sometimes fet themselves be collected togetlier 1o
constitute big storics and somctimes disperse inte digressive clements, !

The criticat attention in this collection is pPostinodernism: new es.
5ays on nareative discourse, athors, readcrs, tricksters and comic
world views rather than tragic themes, individualism and modernism.

Lyotard uscs the word postmodern to describe “the condition of
knowledge in the most highly developed socictics” and to designate
“the state of our culture following the transfornations which, since the
end of the nincteenth century, lave aliered e game rules for science,
literature, and the arts.” His stadics “place these fransformations in the
context of the crisis of Natatives, ¥
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The word postmodernism is a clever condition: an invitation to nar-
rative chance in a new language game and an overture to amend the
formal interpretations and transubstantiation of teibal literatures,

Ihab Hassan, for instance, wrote that postniodernism sounds awk-
ward and uncouth. The word “evokes what it wishes to surpass or sup-
press, modernism itself. ‘The term thus contains its encmy within, as
the terms romanticisin and classicisin, baroque and rococo, donot. . . .
But if much of edemism appears hicratic, hypotactical, and for-
malist, postmodernism strikes us by contrast as playful, paratactical,
and deconstructionist.”* '

Brian Mchlale, on the other hand, asserts,

Nobody likes the terin, yet people continue to prefer it over the even less
satisfactory alternatives. . . . Postmodernisnt is not post modeni, what-
ever that might mean, but post modernism; it does not come after the
present {a solecisin), but after the modernist movement. . . . Postmexd-
emisin follows from medernism.

He wrote that a “superior construction of postmodermnism would be
one that produces new insights, new or richer connections, coherence
of a diffcrent degree or kind, ultimately more discourse.”*

Native American Indian literatures are tribal discourse, more dis-
course. The oral and written narratives arc language games, comic dis-
course rather than mere responscs to colonialist demands or social sci-
cnce theorics.

Stephen Tyler, in his essay on postmodern artlirapology, considers
discourse as the “maker of the world, not its mirror. . . . The world is
what we say it is,3iid what we speak of is the world.” ‘Tribal narratives
are discourse and in this sense tribal literatures are the world rather
than a representation. Tyler argues that onc of the constant themes in
the dominant cuiture has been the “searcl for apodicticand universal
method. In our own times we sce the triumph of formalism in all
branches of thought. . . . Form, in other words, produces forms it is
both process and steucture.” [e points out that postmodern

wnting focuses on the outer Aow of speech, sceking not the thought it
“anderlics” speceh, but the thought that is speeely. . . - Modernists
sought a form of writing more in keeping with “things,” cmplasizing,
i imitation of modem seienee, the descriptive function of writing—
writing as a “picturc of reality.”
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Postmodern writing overtarms

miexlernist mivnesis in favor of a waiting 1hat “evokes” or “ealls to minel,”
ot by completionn and similasity but by sngeestion aud difference. '1he
function of the text is notl fo depict or reveal within itsef what it Ny,
TTie text s “seen through™ by wliat it caunot say. [t shows what it cannt
say and says what it cannol show.*

Pleasurable misreadings

The world is a text, Vincent Leiteh argues in Deconstructive Criticism,
and nothing stands behind this world of tropes beeause a literal lan-
guage docs not exist, except in illusions. ‘The literal translations and
1epresentations of tribal literatures arc illusions, consolations in the
dorinant culture. There can never be “correct” or “objective” read-
mgs of the text or the tropes in teibal literatures, only more encrgetic,
tnteresting and “pleasurable misseadings.”™*

Native American Indian literatures have been pressed into cultural
categorics, transmuted by reductionism, animadversions and the hyper-
realitics of neocolonial consumerism. ‘The concept of “hyperrealities™
is borrowed from Travels in Hyperreality by Umbcrto Feo. He wrote
that Americans live in a “more to come™ consumer culture.

This is the reason for this journey into hyperreality, in search of in-
stances whese the American imagination demands the real thing aud, to
attain if, must fabricate the absotute fake; where the boundaries be-
tween gamie and illusion are blurred. | | 7

Tribal cultures, in this sense, have been invented as “absolute fakes”
and consumed in social scienee monologues. The consumers dermand
more cultures and new literatures; at the same time, postanodern criti-
ctsm would liberatc tribal narratives in a wmost “pleasurable misccading.”

Native Amcrican Indian literatures are unstudicd fandscapes, wild
and comic rather than tragic and representational, storied with sar-
rative wisps and tribal discourse. Social science theories constrain
tribal landscapes to mstitutional valucs, representationalism and the
politics of academic determination. The marrow teleologics deduced
from social science monologucs and the ideologics that arise from
structuralism have reduced tribal literatures to an “objective” collee-
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tins of conswnable caltural arttfacts. Postruademism liberates fmagi-
nation and widens the awdiences for tribal literatures; this new criti-
cism rouses a contie world view, narrative discourse and language
games on the past.

“Ihe return to 1he past, to the traces, fragments, and debris of menm-
oty and history is both necessary and incouclusive,” reasoned David

Carroll.

The acceptance of representation in its simple sensc is 2 kind of burcati-
ctatic solution 1o the conflicts of history, an acquicscence to the de-
nands and false sceurity of realismy without the will or the force to
maintain the potentially irresolvable contradiction of the struggle.”

Monologic realism and representation in tribal literatures, in this
sense, is a “burcaucratic solution” to necocolonialism and the con-
sumption of narratives and cultures.

In a recent essay on narrative and politics David Carroll wiote,

Any narrative that predeterninines all responses or prohibits any counter-
narratives puts an end to narrative itsctf by suppressing all possible alter-
uative actions and responses, by making itself its own end and the cod of
all other narratives.”

Narrative dissidence

Antonin Dvotik, the composer, and Oleg Cassini, the modern cou-
turier, have in corumon their unusual interests in tribal cultures; now a
source of “little dissident narratives” and ironic literature,™ Separated
in time by a century, these two men shared certain hyperrealities about
Native Amcrican Indian cultures.

“I'he Americans expect great things of rue,” wrote Dvotik. “And the
main thing is . . . to create a national music. Now, if the small Czech
nation can have such musicians, they say, why could not they, too,
when their country and people are so immense?” "

Patricia Hampl, in hicr sensitive meditation on the Czech composer,
wrote that he arrived in Spillville, Towa, in 1893, with his wifc, six
children, houscmaid, and sceretary.

They stayed the whole sunminer, an unusually hot one, past Dvariks
fifiy-sccond birthday, which fell on the feast of the Nativity of Mary,
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Seplember 8. He passed oul cigans (o he towispeople who gathered for
a celebration in lits honor. Two days Liter—quite suddenly it scemed 1o
some people—ic and his family packed up aid were gone, hack the
long way they had come.”

Big Moon, the Kickapoo leader and healer, was in Spillville e that
sunnmer with other tribal people to sell medicinal herbs. Dvoiak at-
tended the tribal dances, listened to the music and even paid for a
snake oil headaclie treatment; he consumed the hyperrealities that he
believed were tribal, authentic, real and representational. A francliised
composer at the tam of the last centary, he was inspired and imagined
a national music; meanwhile, most tribal eultures were enslaved on
reservations. The tribal people he enconntered were on the bounda-
rics. Modern imumigrants were surronnded by “native immigrants” that
sumimner in a small town; their stories arc narmative wisps in the na-
tional tenure on savagisin and civilization.

“He believed the answer lay in the music of the slaves,” Hampl wrote,

Negro spirituals, and in American Indian music, especially its insistent,
patient ehythins . . . Maybe hie could not pereeive the American hesita-
tion. In the old country “the peasints” were himself, his family. Flis
people. tn America there was a boundary. Black and white, red and
white. We call it racisi. He stepped over the line casily, perhaps think-
ing ludian drum heats were as aceessible to white American composers
as Czech folk music was to hini. He didn't hear the heavier hit of the
drum on the car, the biack wail it is hnpossible to borrow.” "

Dvofik considered an opera based vn The Song of Hiawatha by
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, a romantic colonialist poem. “I1e had
read the poent i translation,” Tlampl wrote. “Naturally, s admira-
tion for the indiginous culture appealed to Dvotik. So did Long-
fellow’s lyrical, if rather didactic, restatement of landscape and the
beautics of naturc.” But the idea “fizzled.”™

Dvoiik and his daughter Otitka, who was ftecn that SUrINer, vis-
ited the Chicago Worlds Columbian Exposition. Behind the me-
chanical Uncle Sam on the midway, the barkers and piteh men, Otilka
must have witnessed the cthinic exhibits, tribal dances and ceremonics.
In 1893 the exhibits included a “Bedouin camp, 2 Winnebago [ndian
village, a Lapland village, a Perstan patace, a Chinese miarket,” and
other cultural Tiyperrealitics.”

Otilka returied to Spillvilte. Later that summier she was seen near



INTRODUCTION

the tribal camp on the boundaries, near the river where her father
walked and recorded the sounds of water, birds and tribal music. She
was scen “roaming around the woods, Big Moon by her side. Keeping
company. .. . It was Big Moon with her in the woods by the Tutkey
River, and what of #t?7 Dvofik was told about his daughter and the
tribal feader who had danced for the composcr and treated his head-
ache. “Like so wuch, it depends on your attitude, your place in the
story,” wrote Hanpl. “That night the Dvotaks started packing. ‘They
were gone the next day,” "

Dvotiik pursued the hyperrealitics of tribal cultures, the structured
ceremonies at the tenable borders of civilization in a small town. |le
imagined tribal music as an instance of nationalism and worricd that
his daughter was too close to savagism. This, the wilderness in flesh
and bone toe close to home, is where hyperrealities and dioramas
transmiute the landscape and narrative discourse.

“I'sce the rest,” wrote Hampl. “Girl on a pony, gold light in the blue
maorning sky, a glade where a good-looking man, native to the place,
puts his hand surcly hetween two clumps of fern to expase for her the
white wood mallow, a plant she had never seen before.” ™

Oleg Cassini, the personal couturier and costume designer, consid-
cred “looks and styles” and historica) periods in his fashion carcer; un-
abashed hyperrealities abound in his reeent autobiography. “[ realized
that there was one arca I'd never really exploited: my lifclong obsession
with American Indians.”"

Cassini satisfied his obsession in an agreement with Pcter Mac-
Danald, the clected chainman of the Navajo Nation. Cassini an-
nounced at the National Press Club that he would build, as a joint
venture with the tribal government, a “world-class luxury resort” on
the reservation. “The architecture and furnishings of the tourist resort
would “have their base in authentic Navajo designs.” MacDonald said
that the designer resort would “reflect the unique culture and tradition
of our people.™ Morcover, the tribal leader anncunced, “We are creat-
ing a Navajo Board of Standards for all new tourist facilitics on the
Rescrvation to assure that the Navajo name means quality.”* Designer
hyperrealitics are valuable properties in a consumer culture, even on
rescrvations.

In one instance Cassini stated his clever attention to cultural sclec-
tion and teibal standards. “A good niany of my American Indian dresses
required intricate beading of a sort that was not available in ltaly,” he
wrote in his autobiography.
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I'd heen told Hong Kong was the place to find such material. . .. And
then the show began. The line was modeled by girls witle dark hair
and the svmatic characteristics of Indians; ome wore beads and head-
dresses. Sometimes the models were barefoot, but gencrally they wore
moceasing,

These storics are scrious and COMIC, numerous narrative wisps that
controvert liyperrealities. Tribal literatures are burdened with cole-
nizlism and tragic world views; however, there is a cunous homanism
in tribal naratives on minacious consumenisin. Serious attention o
cultural hyperrealities is an invitation to trickster discourse, an imagi-
native liberation in comic narratives; the trickster is postimodem.

Mikhail Bakltin considered consciousness and character identifica-
tion in aesthetic cvents. In trickster discourse the trickster ts a comic
trape, a chance scparation in a narrative.

Thete are cvents that, in principle, cannot unfold on the planc of a
single and unified consciousness, but presuppose bwo consciousncsses
that do not fuse; they are events whose essential and constitutive cle-
ment is the refation of 3 consciousitess to another consciousiess, pre-
cisely becausc it is ather. Such arc all events that ate creatively produe-
tive, innovative, unique, and irreversible. 2

Itibal narmatives are creative productions rather than social science
monologucs; the trickster is 2 comic trope, chance in a narrative wisp,
tribal discourse and an irreversible innovation in literature.

Comic signs and holotropes

The trickster s a communal sign in a comic narrative; the comic
holotrope (the whole figuration} is a consonatiec in tribal discourse. Si-
lenee and separation, not monologues in social science methodologics,
arc the antithcses of trickster discourse. The instrumental language of
the social sciences are tragic or hypotragic modes that withhold com-
munal discourse. Comic signs and tragic modes ase cultural varia-
tions, the mood and humor in 2 language game; but they are not struc-
tural opposition.

Comic world views are communal; chance is more significant than
“maral ruin.” Tragic modes are inventions and impositions that attend
the “discoverers” and translators of tribal narratives. The notion of the
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“vanislting tiibes™ is a lonesonme nuisance, to cite one hypotragic intru-
sion, that reveals racialism and the contradictions in humanistn and
historical determinisi. More than a century ago, when politicians,
missiomaries and sone intellectuals argued over monogenesis and the
“separate creation of nonwliite races,” the commissioner of Indian af-
fairs “asserted that “the fact stands out clear, well-defined, and indis-
putable, that Indians, not ouly as individuals but as tribes, are capable
of civilization and christianization.”” ™

These two capabilitics, however, were not acceptable to mast whites
at the time; those whe “saw cultures with primitive technologies, en-
gaged i some limited agricalture vet dependent to a large extent upon
hunting and gathering for food and apparel.” It was common then

to sefer to Indian communities as hunter societics as opposed to white
socicties cngaged in agriculture  1d domestic industries. . . . They
contrasted the preliterate Indian societics . . . with the accomplish-
ments of their own socicty and judged the ndian tanguages generally
wotlhless even though of scientific inteeest . - . and they saw their own
rapidly multiplying population sverwhelming the static or deelining
numhers of the Indian tribes, >

The patemat thetoric of liberal politics, however, promised that
peace, wealth and power would be shared; but there was no salvation
n the domination, revision or transvaluation of tribal cultures. In the
hypotragic end there arc tricksters and comedics—chanee, humor and
at best a conmunal discourse in a tribal narrative, ‘The colonists
strained to tame the wild, the tribes and the envirenment. Now, high
technologies overbear posteolonial promises and transvaluations; the
tragic modc is in ruin.

Comic signs in tribal narratives, and then teagic modes in transta-

tions and imposed histeries, are seldom mentioned in social science

rescarch and “discoveries.” To understand these variations and the
problems of interpretation we must tum to the theories of inmagirative
literature. Litcrary criticism, lowever, has not considered tribal nar-
ratives until the past two decades. Amold Krupat corments that “there
has been a sufficient amount of sophisticated wrtting about Native
American literature in the last ten years or so to constitute a New In-
dian Criticism.”*

‘ven now, serious critical attention to tribal narratives is minimal; a
dubious virtue, given the instrumental possession of tribal experience

7
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by romantic adventurers, missionarics and then social science. “Prior
to the twenticth century,” Michael Castro poitds out, “litcrary ap-
proaches to the Indian were dominated by two opposing and distancing
stereotypes, the "brutish savage” and the ‘noble savage,” caclh serving
underlying psychic needs of Western culture.”* These stercotypes arl’
several others, such as idiotism and “genctic code” alcoholisim, are fry-
potragic impositions that deny o comic world view—the racist denial
of tribal languages and ceremonics.

Histories read the past, o the past in the historical present; criticism
reads the narmative; and the trickster reads ncither. Flere in trickster dis-
course the tricksler unlics Lhe hypotragedies imposed on tribal nar-
ratives—tribal narratives have been underread in eriticisim and over-
read in social scicncee. The tagic mode is not in structural opposition
to the comic sign. Rather, it is a racial burden, a postcolontal over-
comnpensation at best; these burdens are a dubious trivimph. “Without
a sense of the tragic, comedy foses heart, it becomes brittle, it has ani-
mation but no life,” asserts Richard Sewall, “Without a recognition of
the truths of comedy, tragedy hecomes bleak and intolerable.” ™ Witls.-
out a doubt soctal science thearies are “bleak” reminders of the hypo-
tragic intrusion and postcolonial domination of tribal cultures ard
literature,

More than fifty years ago Aldous Huxley “wondered whether trag-
edy as a form of art might not be doomed.” e witnessed colonial du-
tance, the intrusions of “moral ruin™ and 1he duress of romantic and
tragic modes in the translation of comic tribal literature, but his cor-
cerne eentered on the classies. Meanwhile, social science studics re-
produced new theories and contributed not so much to the doom of
tragedics, but to a new insolence in trilal literature, an outhreak of
hypotragedies. 1luxley argues in “Tragedy and the Whale Truth” ® that
tragedics arc more than “mere verisimilitude” and cmpirical evidence,
more than facts; tragedies are not the “whole trath.” The trickster, a
semiofic sign in o third-person narrative, is never tragic or hypotragic,
never the whole truth or even part truth. Social science on the other
hand s never comic, never a chance and never tragic i the end.
Causal rescarch strains o discover the “whole trnth” or the invented
truth in theories and models; these “whole truth” models imposed on
tribal expericnces are hypotragedies, abnormal tragedies in this in-
stance. They have no comic imagination, no artistic intent, no com-
munal signifcation of mythic verism.

“To make a tragedy,” Huxley writes, “the artist nust isolate a single



' actiient out of the totality of homan expericnee and use that exclu-

sively as lis material. Tragedy is something that is separated oud frong

the Whole Truth. .. " n The Death of Trugedy, George Steiner holds
that tragedy is dead because of the promise of salvation, which is an
argumcnl shmilar to the “whole truth,”

tn his classical studies on tragedy and comedy Walter Kerr points out
that “tragedy is the form that promises us a happy ending.” * He argues
that “comedy depends upon tragedy” and that there is hope in tragedy,
while in comedy “there is ne way out.” e would not, it scems, agree
with the notion of the “whele truth.” Kerr writes, “In short, tragedy
should report every conceivable experience man can have as he ex-
crcises his freedom totally in the hope of arriving at a new state of
being.”* Huxley declares, “Vor the fact is that tragedy and what [ have
called the Whole Truth are not compatible; where one is, the other is
not.”

Social science theorics isolate certain clements in tribal narratives;
the construction”of human cxperience is modular: The trickster is a
conunutal sigh, never isolation; a concordance of narrative voices.
The trickster is not tragic because the nartative does not promisc a
happy ending. The comic and tragic, the hypotragic, are cultural varia-
tions; the trickster is opposed by silence and isolation, not social sci-
ence. The antithesis of the tragic in social science is chaos, ramors and
wild conversations. ‘The trickster livens chaos, but as Paul Watzlawick
has argued, realitics in social science rest “on the supposition that the
world cannot be chaotic—not beeause we have any proof for this view,
but because chaos would simply be intolerable.” The comic trickster
and soctal science, a tragic monolague, arc contradictions but not an-
tithctical; soctal scicnee is a limited language game. ™

“The comic rites are necessarily impious,” muses Wylic Sypher,
“for comcedy is sacrilege as well as release. . . . We find oursclves re-
flccted in the comedian, who satisfics our need for impictics.” Sypher
maintains that the “high comic vision of life is humane, an achicve-
ment of man as a social being,” which would include trickster nar-
ratives, comic holotropes and concordance in discourse. “So the comic
spirit keeps us pure in mind by requiring that we regard ourselves skep-
tically. Indced this spirit is an agent of that civilizing activity Matthew
Arnold called “criticism,” which is cssential to ‘culture.”™*

The trickster, then, is a comic and communal sign, a discourse in a
narrative with no hope or tragic promiscs. The trickster is neither the
“whole truth” nor an isolated hypotragic transvaluation of primitivism.

12



Lttt iron

The licksler is as aggressive as those who imagine the narmative, but
the trickster bears no evil or malice in narntive voices. Malice and evil
would silence the comic hofotropes; there would be no concordauce in
the discourse. Neither the narrator, the characters, nor the andience
would share the nartative event.

Arthur Kocstler observes in “The Act of Creation” that there are
various “moaeds involved in diflerent forms of humor, including mixed
or contradictory feelings: but whatever the mixture, it must contain a
hasic ingredient whicl is indispensible: an impulse, however fint, of
aggresston or appreliension. ... He writes, “Replace aggression by
sympathy,” as liberal hwmanists and posteolonial interpreters have
done with tribal cultures, “and the same situation will no longer be
connic but pathetic, and cvoke not laughter but pity,”

Freedom is a sign, and the trickster is chance and frecdom in a
comic sign; comic freedom is a “doing,” not an essencee, net 2 museunm

“being, mot an acsthetic presence. The trickster as a semiotic sign is
imagined in narrative voices, a communal rein to ihe unconscious,
which is comic liberation; however, the trickster is outside comic struc-
ture, “making it contic rather than inside comedy, “being it.”** The
trickster is agonistic imagination and aggressive liberation, a “doing” in
narrative points of view and outside the imposcd structures.

Jean-Paul Sartre rcasoned that freedom, or comic liberation in this
tstance, is involvement, to be engagé {engager] in a free clivice: “a
freedom which would produce its own existence would }osc its very
meaning. . . .7 Freedom determines “itself by its very upsurge as a
‘doing™" ™ The trickster is a comie sign with no histories, no political or
econoniic signification, and no being or presence in the narrative. ‘The
trickster is nothingness in a narmative voice, an encounter that centers
imagiation in comic holotropes, a communal being; nothingness in
consciousness and comic discourse.

“Creativity occurs in an act of encounter,” wrote Rollo May in The
Courage to Create, “and is to be understood with this cncounter as its
center.”” The trickster is an encounter in narrative vOICCS, 3 commu-
nal sign and creative encounter in a discourse.
~ Tribal cultures, social science and the environment have at least
three circunstances in cormmon: scicncec is a trope to power and rules
memorics; science measures humans and the carth in hypotragic isola-
tion and monologues; the teibes and the wildermess vanish in tragic
narratives. The wild environment and tricksters are comic and com-
munal; scierice is a monologue with scicnce not the environment, and

13
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the antitheses are silence and chaos. “In literature or in ecology, com-
edy enlightens and enriches human experienee without trying (o trans-
form cither mankind or the world,” wrote Joseph Mecker in The Com-
edy of Survival: Studies in Literary Ecology. ““I'h¢ comie mode of
human behavior represented in literature is the closest art has come to
deseribing muam as an adaptive animal,” ™ The trickster animates this
human adaptation in a comtice language gamce and social science over-
comes chaos in a monologue; the environment hears the comedics and
tragedics.
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Trickster Discourse:
Comic Holotropes and Language Games

GERALD VIZENOR

The anthropos ganies

Cu]tura] anthropologies are monologues with science: MOTCOVET, $0-
cial science subdues imagination and the wild trickster in COntic
narratives. These anthropologics arc at last causal methodologies and
expiries, not studtics of anthropos, human beings or even natural phe-
nomena; rather, anthropologics are remains, reductions of humans
and imagination to models and comparable cultural pattcrns—social
science is institutional power, a tragic monologue in isolation.

The tribal trickster is a liberator and healer in a narrative, a comic
sign, communal signification and a discoursc with imagination. These
anthropologics and tribal tricksters arc not structural binaries; social
science is a trope to power, the trickster is a language game in a comic
narrative,

Conmnic holotropes

Naanabozho, the woodland tribal trickster, is a holotrope, a comic
holotrope, and a sign in a language game; a communal sign shared
between listeners, readers and four potts of view in third person
narratives.
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The trickster ts androgenous, a comic healer and liberator in litera-
tur; the whole figuration that tics the unconscious to social experi-
ences. The trickster sign is communal, an crotic shimmer in otal tradi-
tions; the narrative voices are holotropes in a discourse. ‘The author,
nartator, characters and audience are the signifiers and comic holo-
tropes in trickster narratives. In this discourse the sighificd becomes a
comic chance in oral presentations; however, in translated narratives
the significd is rehicarsed in hermencutics and structural lections,
causal theories and comparative models in social scicnce.

Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg construe that in addition to the
three points of view, “as a narsative becomes more sophisticated, a
fourth paint of view is added by the development of a clear distinction
between the narrator and author. Narrative trony is a function of dis-
parity among these three or four viewpoints,”!

The trickster is a semiotic sign; not cultural material or discovered
clements that are recomposed to endorse invented models in social sci-
ence. Paul Watzlawick argues that what is considered to be the real
world, what is discovered, “is an invention whose inventor is unaware
of his act of invention . . . the invention then becomces the basis of his
world view and actions,”? The most “accepted construction of reality,”
hic writcs, “rests on the supposition that the world cannot be chaotic—
not because we have any proof for this view, but because chaos would
simply be intelerable.™

Roy Wagner argues that “anthropology exists through the idea of
culture,” whicli is an invention, an intrusion and a tragic monologue
with scicnce.

The study of culture i culture. . . . The study of culture is in fact our
{domtinant matcrial] culture; it operates through our forms, creales in
our terms, borrows our words and concepts for its meanings, and re-
creates us thiough our cfforts. [The dominant culture] is a vast accumu-
lation of material and spiritual achievements and resourses stemming
from the conquest of nature and necessary to the continuance of this
effort.*

The trickster summons agonistic imagination in a narrative, a lan-
guage game, and livens chaos more than burcaucracies, social science
madels or tragic terminal creeds; the comic holotrope is a consonance
of narrative voices in discoursc.

Warwick Wadlington atgues that the trickster straddies oppositions
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and “embodics two antithetical, nonrational experiences of man with
the natural world, his socicty, and his own psyche: on the one hand,”
he explains that there is “a force of treacherous disorder that outrages
and disrupts, and on the other hand, an unanticipated, usually un-
intentional benevolence in which trickery is at the expense of inimical
forces and for the beneht of mankind. ™

Structuralism, structural linguistics and various semantic theories
reveal more about trickster narratives (the texture of the language and
the structure of sentences) than do theories in social science, such as
behaviorism, functionalism and new matcrialism that have dominatcd
the acadcmic interpretations of tribal cultures. The emphasis here,
however, is semniotics, the reader, the listener ot audience, and the
consciousness of signs in literature (signs, myths, and metaphors) than
on linear and causal theories or on ontological idealism; semiotics that
locales being in discourse.

Stein Haugom Olsen writes that “the signifier and the signified are
two aspects of the sign which can be abstracted for theoretical purposcs
but which in practice belong together like the recto and verso of a sheet
of paper.”* The trickster is a sign, a communal signification that can-
not be scparated or understood in isolation; the signifiers are acoustic
images bound to four points of view, and the signified, or the concept
the signifier Jocates in language and social expericnee, is a narrative
cvent or a translation. The listeners and readers become the trickster, a
sign, and scriotic being in discourse; the trickster is a comice holotrope
m narrative voices, not a model or a tragic figuration in isolation.

Jacques Lacan, however, liberates the significr; the comic holotrope
in trickster narratives. Lacan warns not to “cling to the illusion that the
signifier answers to the function of representing the signified, or better,
that the significr has to answer for its existence in the name of any sig-
nification whatever.™?

The narrative voices or comic holotrope, the signifier in a trickster
narrative, is signified in chance. The trickster is a semiotic sign, closer
tn connotation to an iconic sign than to the arbitrary symbalic sig-
nification or causal representation in semiotic theorics. The trick-
ster sign wanders between natrative voices and comic chance in oral
presentations.

Geoffrcy Strickland points out that signs are defined “by means of
their differences from onc another.”® The trickster is never the same in
oral and translated narratives; however, these differences are resolved
in comic holotropes and discourse in modern literature. 'The trickster

189



I NARRATIVIE CHANCE

has a real voice, a mythic and communal voice in imaginateow; but in
translation the isolated voice or representation of the trickster 1s ueher
real nor mythic. Even so, “an tage is what we make of it, and what
we inake of an acoustic image is determined by the concept for which
it stands. ™™ In another conneetion Marshall Blonsky argues that “im-
ages do things, operate for real interests although they are themselves,
struck with unreality.”" The trickster is real in those who imagine the
narrative, i the narrative voices.

‘Tropes are figures of speech; hiere the trickster is a sign that becomes a
comic ho[utrupc, a consonance of sentences in various voices, ironics,
variations in cultural yths and social mctapliors. Comic holotropes
comprise signifiers, the siguified, and signs, which in new critical
theories provide a discourse on the trickster in oral narratives, transta-
tions and modcern imagtnative literature. This sui generis discourse is
named “mythic verisin” in this discourse, which assumes that the
theoretical arbitrariness of signs has been resolved in comic holotropes.
Tzvetan Todorov explains that “discourse is not stmply an adding to-
gether of sentences: it is, itself, one great sentence.” " That great sen-
tence in trickster narratives is communal, a comic holotrope. While
there are similaritics to theories in structuralism, the comic helotrope
is more than the unexpected harmonies that survive even the worst
translations; it is a discourse, not an isolated element in mythic struc-
tures ar social science models.

) Verisimilitude is the appearance of realitics: iythic verisin is dis-

 cuurse, a critical concordance of narrative voices, and a narrative real-
ism that is more than mimesis or a measure of what is believed to be
natural in the world. Stein Haugom Olsen explains that “naturalisny
and verisimilitude niced not be measured against reality. It can simply
be measured against what is natural with the world of the work, . "2
The trickster s imagination, an agonistic sigh in narrative voices;
mythic verism is a concordance, the discourse we choose to hear and
believe in literature. Paul Ricocur writes, “For my part, 1 hold that to
scarch for concordance is part of the unavoidable assurnptions of dis-
course and conununications.” "

Emile Benveniste argues that the

senuotic sign exists in dsclf, and establishes the reality of the language,
but it has no particular application; the sentence, an expression of the
scinantic, ean onfy be particular. With the sign, we come to the intrin-
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sic reality of the language; with the sentence, one is in contact with
what lics ouiside language, . . .

The trickster is a sign, comic bolotropes are narrative voices, and
nythic verisin is discourse and critical concordance. “We can con-
clude then that, with the sentence, we leave the domain of linguage as
a system of signs and enter another world, that of language as an in-
strument of communication, whose expression is discourse,”

Roy Wagncer, however, argues that a “trope can be elicited but not
defined,” while “a sign can be defined precisely, and can be assigned
discrete functions in an exact science of semiotics.” ™ These precise in-
terpretations, these “diserete functions”™ would trannmel comic holo-
tropes and our imagination in trickster narratives. The trickster as a
comic holotrope is a sign that “exists in itself . . . with no particular
applicatiot:.”

In his studies of Mikhail Bakhtin, Todorov explains that “bunan ut-
terance”™ is an interaction and the context “belongs to history.” The
uticrance is similar to a sentence, both are discourses. “Ihe most im-
portant feature of the utterance . . . is its dialogism” or the “inter-
lextual dimension,” which means that “all discourse is in dialogue
with prior discourses on the same subject. . . . There is no utterance
without rclation to other utterances, and that is essential.” ™ The comic
holotrope is a “dialogisin” in these “translinguistic™ theorics of dis-
course. The trickster is a comic discourse, a collection of “utterances”
in oral traditions; the opposite of a comie discourse is a monologue, an
utterance in isolation, which comes closer to the tragic mode in litcra-
ture and not a comic tribal world view.

Bakhtin explains in translation that “no utterance in general can be
attributed to the speaker exclusively; it is the product of the interaction
of the interlocutors . . . the whole complex social situation in which it
has occurred.” ™ The interlocutors in the trickster narratives arc the au-
thor, narrator, characters and audience. These points of view, these ut-
lerances are dialogism, or the relation to other utterances. “Discourse
lives, as it were, beyond itsclf, in a living impulse toward the abjeet,”
which in this instance is the trickster: “if we detach ourselves com-
pletely from this impulse,” as social science has done in the transla-
tions of oral narratives and the comic trickster, “all we have left is the
naked compse of the word, from which we can leamn ttothing at all
about the social situation or the fate of a given word in life. To study
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the word as such, ignoring the impulse that reaches out beyond it,
is just as senseless as to study psychological experience outside the con-
text of that real life toward which it was directed and by which it is
determined.” "

The language game

The trickster is a chance, a comic holotrope in a postmadem language
game that uncovers the distinctions and ironics between narrative
voices; a semiotic sign for “social antagenisni™ and “aesthictic activism”
in postmodern criticism and the avant-garde, but not “presence” or
ideal cultural completion in warratives. Charles Russell argues that
postmodern identitics are “recast in terms of the essential workings of
language, cspectally of the play of varianee and difference, and the
shifting grounds of all discourse.” The conception of “being” as an
idcal “ontological presence,” he writes, is a radical change to semiotics
which “denics presence and completion. Being, known through and as
discourse, is experienced as the field of free play. . . .” One side of
“postmodern creation is expressed in the acceptance, even glorification,
of play. chance, indctermimancy, and self-conscious performance.”

‘The trickster and comic liberator craves chance in agonistic imagi-
nation to lessen the power of social science and beurgeois humanism:
in postcolonial translations, where tokens arc sccured, the trickster s
cornered in a lexical rusc, a cold recitation in semantic dieramas. This
comic liberator is a healer in language games, chance and pustmodtm
imagination; the trickster, as a semiotic sign, “denies presence ahd:
completion,” that romantic “vital essence” in tribal representations,
and the instrumental language of social science.

Naanabozho, the woodland trickster, is 2 social antagonist in a
comic holotrope but not a ritual sign; not a ceremonial, a spectacie or
a scasonal festival, The trickster is not a structural code or an invitation
to the arcane. The trickster is a comic sign not a tiope to power in
social science. The myth of objectivism was cstablished on tribal cul-
tures; anthropologists, archacologists and others, with state subsidics,
have published thousands of articles and monographs. This predacious
rescarch became an imperative voice in public institutions; the doc-
trines and taxonomics on tribal encounters have been rewarded with
doctorates and academic tenure, the tropes to power in social science,
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Material cultures are possessed and continue to be inanipulated in muy.
scums; tribal identitics are revised with now theories and abstract “dis-
covertes” that never heal and uever lead 1o liberation. Tribute to the
tribes has seldom been much ore than posteolonial and racial over-
compensation with sinooth adjcctives. On the other hand, there are
innumerable sentimental scholars and culture hobbyists enchanted by
abstruse embleins and assumed tribal values. The romantic “trans-
valuation of roles,” as the sociologist Robert Bellaly points out, “that
turns the despised and oppressed into symbols of salvation and rebirth
is nothing new in the history of human culture, but when it oceurs, it
is an indication of new cultural dircctions, perhaps of a deep cultural
revolution.”*" Ve trickster summens agonistic imagination in a comic
holotrope to a discourse on the revolution in semiotic signs.

Miche] Foucault arguies that there is 1 “battle for and around history
going on at this very moment. . . . The inension is to progranunc, to
stifle what I've called ‘popular memory’; and also to propose and im-
Posc on people a framework in which to tnterpret the present.”#

At the same time there are thase inspired by the acsthetics and poli-
tics of modernism. The trickster in medernist literature was invented
to be an individual, or at least the mctaphor of individualism: this in.
age suppotted the notion of the vanishing tribes. Certain individuals
survived discoveries, lethal pathogens, studics and relocations (but not
their cultures) and were assimilated as exceptional in modern aesthetic
and political theories. The stoic “savage” survived in literature and
emulsion; invented, painted and photographicd by postcolonial adver-
turers; the modern individual was then interpreted as the structural op-
position to bourgeois democracics. The “savages” were separated from
their social experiences, reinvented as racial emblems and then iso-
lated, abstracted, revised and used in literature as idcologics to 0pposc
bourgeois materialism.

The trickster, however, is a communal sign, comic discourse, and
docs not represent aesthetic modernisim in narratives or the glorifica-
tion of isolated individualism. Fredric Jameson asserts that the “great
modernisms were . | predicated on the invention of a personal, pri-
vate style, as unmistakable as your fingerprint, as incomparable as your
owit body. But this means that the modernist acsthetics is in some way
organtcally linked to the conception of a unique sclf and private iden-
tity, a unique personality and individuality, which can he expected to
gencrate its own unique vision of the world. . % This unique indi-
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vidualism has been rendered to compare tribal cultures; the trickster
wits associated with cultural roles and other inventions that penincate
soctal scicnce rescarch.

Charies Russcll writes that the

glotification of “man” and the assumed sanctity of individual iden-
tity . . . now are attacked as untenable ideological strictrres. Individual
identity is shown to be a fiction, having ne center, no clear boundaries.
Instead, we are found to be constructs of discecle clements of socisl
discourse, . . .

Socicty is perecived as a fictive frainework of idevlogical codes which,
like all seiiotic systems, are grounded in nothing mere than human
desire and fear but which appear to have the authority of essential truth,
As such, social values and systems of order are subject to critical de-
mystification and decenstruction, through which the embattled individ-
ual may perceive his or her conceptual freedom. ™

In trickster narratives the listeners and readers imagine therr liberation;

r

the trickster is a sign and the world is “deconstructed” in a discourse.

Science and narrative knowledge

Roland Barthes comparcs science and literaturc. e writes, “For sci-
ence, language is mercly an instrument which it chooses to make as
transparent, as neutral as possible. . . " The trickster is a comic sign
not a ])aialtmgi_c-instrumcnt; language in science immures the trickster
and inciscs conic holotropes with structural binaries, Barthes asserls
that litcrature is

alone today in bearing the entice responsibility for kuguage; for though
scicnee needs language, it is not, like literature, within language. . . .
Science speaks itself: literature writes itsclf, science is led by the voice,
|"_l|'lcmlurc fullows the hand: it is not the same body, and hence the same
desire, which is behind the one and the other.

The trickster is “within language” and not a ncuiral instrument that
reveals codes and structural harmonies in tribal cultures. The trickster
is a sign and a patent language game in a2 narrative discourse; science is
tanguage closure, a monoeloguc in theoretical contention.

Jean-Frangois Lyotard is more precise on the language games in sci-
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ence and the postmodern cendition in the new human sciences, e
writes:

Scientific knowledge requires that one language game, denotation, be
rehined and alt others exeluded. A statement’s truth-value is the crite-
rion detenmining its acceptability. . . . Scientific knowledge is in this
way sct apart from the language games that combine to farm the social
hond. Unlike varrative knowledge, it is no longer a dircet und shared
component of the hond. But it is indirectly a component of it, because
it develops into a profession and gives rise to institutions, wud in modern
sociclics language games consolidate themsclves i the form of instity-
tions run by qualified partners. ™

The trickster is a comic narrative in the same language gatne that
accomunodates science as a variation in discourse, but “the opposite is
not true,” as Lyotard points out, because the

scientist questions the validity of narrative statements and concludes
that they are never subject to argunentation or proof. He classifies then
as belonging to a different mentality: savage, primitive, underdevel-
oped, backward, alienated, composed of opindons, customs, authority,
prejudice, ignotance, idcology. Narratives arc fables, myths, legends, fit
anly for women and children. At best, aHempts are madce to throw some
rays of light into this obscurantismy, to civilize, educate, develop. . . |
We all know the symiploms. It is the entire history of cultural inperi-
alism from the dawn of Westeen civilization. ™

Lyotard concludes that it is important to recognize this special form of
imperialism, the “demand for legitimation.” [lowever, he pointts out
that the “problem of legitimation is no tonger considered a failing of
the language game of science.”

Paul Feycrabend argues that when anthropologists “collected and
systematized” tribal cultures, the scicntific emphasis was on tic “psy-
chological meaning, the social functions, the existential temper of
a culture,” while the “ontological implications” were disregarded.
Feyerabend contends that, to the anthropologists who transformed
tribal cultures, the “oracles, rain dances, the treatment of mind and
body,” and the trickster narratives in this instance

express the needs of the menibers of a sacicty, they function as a social
glue, they reveaf basic structures of thought, they may cven lead to an
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increased awareness of the relations between man and man and man
and nature but without an accompanying knowiedge of distant events,
ain, mind, body. Such interpretations were hardly ever the result of
critical thought—most of the tinie they were simply a consequence of
popular antimetaplysical tendencies combined with a firm belief in the
excellence . . . of seicnee.

Louis Sass suggests that “the facts of social science are not facts at ali
but intcrpretations of interpretations.” ™

The power in social science research is intractable beeause it is lo-
cated in institutions; that power is keard and endured but tribal TCSiS-
lance is reduced to new mcasures in academic language games. Trans-
lations of nareatives and the comparative studics of tribal myths arc
not the least revisions of pawer and knowledge in social science. Alan
Sheridan, in Michel Foucault: The Will to Truth, comstrucs that

power and knowledge are two sides of the same process. Knowledge
canmot be neutrd, pure. All knowledge is political not beeause it may
lave political conscquences or be politically useful, but because knowl-
edge has its conditions of possibility in power relations. ™

The trickster is a comic liberator in a narcative and the sign with the
most resistance to social science monologues: if not in narrative dis-
course the trickster is “released” as an “object” in translation. Victor
Barnouw, for cxample, asserts that the trickster is a real person, but Lis
assertion reveals power relations over the culture he has studied and
mvented in social scienee; his interpretations subdue the comic dis-
course and hiolotropes in trickster nacratives.

Fhe trickster is disembodied in a narrative; the language game trans-
mutes birds and aninals with no corporeal or material representations.
The trickster is 2 communal stgn, a comic holotrope and a discourse;
not a real person or a tragic smctaphor in an isolated monologue.

The trickster narrative situates the participant audience, the listencrs
and readers, in agonistic imagination: there, in comic discourse, the
trickster is heing, nothingncess and liberation: a loose scam in con-
setousness; that wild space over and between sounds, words, scntences
and nagratives; and, at last, the trickster is commic shit.



Trickster Discourse
Naanabozho and coprophilia

Victor Bamnouw collected rickster narratives and published them in
Wisconsin Chippewa Myths & Tales. Fe writes that from “these storics
we can leatn somcthing about the belief systems of the peaple who teld
and listened to them.” Bammouw asserts that the trickster “was a real
person whom they respected although they also latighed at his antics.”

The short narratives that follow were scleeted from several translated
parts of the origin myth to review the theoretical interpretations and
to continue the argument that the trickster is a fictional character,
a semiotic sign, a comic holotrope and a discourse in a tribal lan-
guage game,

The story that I'm going t6 tell you wear't be about 1his carth, It will be
about a different world, “There were only two people fiving in this other
world: an old lady and her daughter. . .

The old lady’s daughter used to go every day inlg the woods to find
something that she could use for fuod. This was in the sumimer. She gat
those carly berries in the spring. "Fhat was their food. She wenl into the
woods o pick the berries all day long, picking hicre and there.,

Then one day somebody saw her traveling all alone by herself in the
woods. “That person seained to take a liking to her. Fle even wanted o
marsy her. Fle knew what to do. When she was out berrying ane nice
hot day, when there was no wind, at neon-time, she beard a noise like a
gist of wind., She Jooked around in the direction of the noise and saw a
wond conring. When the wind reached her, she conldn pull her dress
down for some time, until the gust of wind went bv. She didist think
anything of it, because no one was there to see her. She started picking
berries again. ..

it wasi't long afterwards that the ginl found eul {hat soaneihing clse
was going to happen. She left thal place where she and Irer mother liad
been fiving and went into lhe woods. There she gave binth to some chil-
dren—three of thene. Tlic frst looked just like a human baby boy. After
it was born, she held bim in Ler ams. Then she heard a voice frons
somewliere telling lier to put her baby on the ground. She didu't do it.
Afler the person whose voice she heard got tired of waiting for her to put
her baby down, hie spoke to her again, “You don't want to do what | tokd
you to do-——put your baby on the ground. If vou had done that, your
baby would have got up and walked. But sice you deirt want to dJo
that, it will be a year from the tinze that he is bots that lie will be able to
walk." That's the way that people of this carth would have done from the
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time that they were bom. ‘They would have walked right away, just like
animals. The ndian could have done that too.

Then the next baby was born. This one didi't have huinan features
cxictly, but he looked like a hunen buby to seame extent. Just a little
while Tater another one was born. “1his one didn't Took like a human
cluld. This one was a stone. . . . Somclimes when | go inlo the wods
sce this stone. Its a very hard stone. I'm just telling you what | lieard. It
docsn't say that this woman took her babics home. . "

The trickster ran:

lie heard a big noise coming belind him. He knew fust what it was that
was conting. [t was the water that was coming. He laoked around for a
big high hill. He found one. Fie ran to the top of a hill where a big pine
tree was standing. That's where Wencbojo [Naanobozlo] stopped. In a
shart time the water got up to the top of the Iill. When hie saw the water
conung that high, he climbed right up to the top of the tall pine tree.
lHe said to the tree, “Brother, stretch yoursclf to twice the length you
are now.” The tree did that. Then he climbed some more. This trec
steetched four times. ‘That's how long it was. Then the tree told Wencbojo
that he couldn’t do any morc for him. ‘I'hat was as high as he could go.
But then the water stopped. Wencbojo was standing on the top of the
tree. He had his head back, and thie water was up to his mouth. Pretty
soon Wencbojo feft that he wanted ta defecate. He couldin't hold it The
shit floated up to the top of the water and floated around his mouth.
After a while Wenelojo noticed that there was an animal in the water.
This animal was playing around. Wencbojo coulditt see the animal,
but hie knew that it was there. He tried to look around. Then he saw
several animals—beaver, muskrat, and otter, Wencebeijo spoke to the ot-
ter first, “Brother,” he said, “could you go down and get some earth? If
you do that, | will make an carth for you and me to biveon. ., 7Y

Tow Badger told these stories through an interpreter, his wife, to
Victor Barnouw forty-two years ago at Lac du Flambeau in Wisconsin.

Ba

gist: he rendered a tribal language game into po

mouw delivered his interpretations in isolation, as an anthropole-
wer theorics, lincar so-

cial structures, and carried on an autistic monologue with science.
There is no discourse with the narrative artist.

Barnouw is outrageous in his cvaluations of the nariator, a nonparcil

moenologuc with scicnce:

Tom Badger was a reserved, intelligent, mild-mannered man in his scv-
enties. ... I gave him a Rorschach Test and collected two Draw-a-
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Pevson diawings. . . . there was evidence of emolional dependency amd
abso some confusion about sex. . . . “The two inlerpretations suggest the
existence of sepression, whicls is also suggested by the origin ivth, witl
its avvidance of wonien and sex and its recurrent oral and anal themes,

"There is a distinction between the author, a collective and agonistic
hmagination, and the namative artist who quotes the trickster, the
wind, a tree, and comments on the mythic verisi of the narrative:
“I'm just telling you what I heard,” the narrator told the translator and
anthropologist. Here the narrator intrudes in discourse, a first person
divergence in a third person narrative, an itonic intrusion. What is
being told in the past tense is known to the sophisticated narrator.

Ann Jeflerson writes that the “preterite™ s the

tense which guarantces causality, the linking of tlx: chain of events lead-
ing to a solution, and the promise of the revelation of teuth. The
third person and the preterite have it common the ability (albeit a ques-
tionable enc) to speak of the world without calling into question the na-
ture of that specch, ™

Social scicnee theorics abase the comic holotropes in trickster nyr-
ratives. The narrator and trickster are scparated in translation; the
points of view in narrative discourse and that “clear distinction be-
tween narrator and author,” arce denied. The trickster is neasured
in causal roles and the narcative is compared to other translations.
Barnouw for example declares, “Sinee myths may be, in part, caution-
ary tales, the appearance of certain miotifs may indicate tabooed be-
havior.” Tis suppositions burden the trickster sign, end comic dis-
course in a language gamce and desnand legitimaticn.

Karl Krocher, editor of Traditional Literatures of the American In-
dian, writes that “anthropologists and folklorists whaose disciplines
are not dirccted toward appreciation of supcerior artistry, usually play
down, orignore, the individual distinetion of ereative accomplishiment
in ethnographic material."

Dennis “ledlack, an enlightened translator and interpreter of tribal
narrives, points out that “storytellers can talk about storics, but their
obscrvations and speculations come from accumulated experience at
hearing and telling storics, not from the reeollection of a lesson plan.”*
Tedlock explains that the

teller is not merely repeating memorized words, noc is le or she merely
giving a dramatic “oral interpretation” or “concert reading” of a fixed
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seript. We e in the presence of a performing art, all right, but we are
getting the criticism at the same time and from the same persoie. The
interpreter does not merely play the parts, but is the narrator and com-
mentator as well,

Barmouw, in the introduction to the narratives, writes that the “best
way to highlight the distinctive features in the folklore of o society ts to
compare tt with the folklore of another socicty which las cantrasting
features in social structure or family type.” This method is an autistic
memologue with social science. Naanabozho, he wrote, “was 2 real
person whom they respected.” Later however he noted that the trick-
ster “scems to be neither a human being nor a god, but something of
both.” ™ Barnouw listened and recorded what he heard, but there is no
evidence that the anthropologist responded or participated i a nar-
rative discourse on the trickster, His menologue on the narratives, at
best, is a “lesson plan.”

The Anishinaabe [Chippewal] “origin myth seeins to make the point
that it is difficult to live with others; then one becomes tied down to
people who are slower than onesclf. . . . There is an implicit regret
that children take so long to mature and reach independence, whereas
animals can walk shontly after birth.” Barmnouw contends that the trick-
ster “seems to be happicst when he is completely alone.” ™ lere, inter-
pretation ks linear, a causal distortion and outside the narrative cecor-
dance. ‘The trickster s a conic holotrope in a language game and a
discourse that narative artists mind and social scientists maripulate
and pretend to understand. The trickster s a tribal sign, communal in
virious rarrative voices, mythic verism is a narrative and artistic cvent
but there is no concordance in the instrumental language of science.
The tribal sign is inhcrited and liberated in literature but not in social
science models that deduce “real” and “functional” worlds.

“And yct a real world exists,” writes Geoffrey Strickland. “1'he study
of language is not a dental of reality but onc of the means to a more
realistic view of the world.” ™ The studies of language are the studics of
the trickster in spoken and written narratives.

Walter Ong, in Orality and Literacy, argues that “oral speech” is
“natural to human beings™ and rises “out of the unconscious™ as does
the comic sign in trickster narratives. “The process of putting spoken
language into writing is governed by consciously contrived, articulable
rules. . . . Thought is nested in speech, not in texts,” is a notion that
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would invite deconstruction eriticism. “The spoken word is always an
cvent, a movement in time, completely tacking in the thing-like -
posc of the written or printed word. . . . He concludes that “writing
and print isolate.”* The trickster is a communal sign, a comic hulo-
trope in a narrative discourse, oral or written in translation. Social sci-
enee as an instrumental language game becomes “articutable rules” in
transltion and interpretations; the isolation of “writing and print” iy
indentional in the monologue with scicnee,

Jacques Derrida s critical of structural linguistics and the “Togo-
centrie tradition™ that confers priviteged status to the spoken word and
phouological thearies, The origin of langnage is writing, not the spoken
word. Derrida announces that “there is no linguistic sign before writ-
ing.”" Naamabozho is a sign in transtated narratives, and at the same
time the trickster is a comic deconstructionist in social scicnce. Tl
trickster was ereated with bears and crows, inagined in narrative voices,
and has survived taxonomics with the crow, translations, struetural
models, transvaluations with the bear, in o lainguage pame that is
spoken and written; comic discourse shimmers with the crows and
bears over dead metaphors and isolated maonologues, the tragic mono-
Jogue with science.

Roland Barthes, however, observes that

writing ts in no way an instruinent for commuication, it is not an open

route thiough which there passes oy the intention to speak, . . . writ-

ing is a hardened language which is self-contained aud is it no wiry
meant {o deliver to its own duration 2 mobile series of approximations,

Itis on the contrary meant to impose, thanks to the shadow cast hy its

system of signs, the image of a speech which had a structure even before

it came into existence. ™

Barnouw points out that there “scems to be more emphasis on the
anal zone jn the folklore” of the Anishinaabe than in other tribal
cultures.

Freudians find an explanation for the “anat character” in severe carly
toitet training, but une would not expeet to find strict toilet training in a
“nemadic” tribal calture, :

On the other land, perhaps we should not see the presence of anal
motifs as something surprising or pathelogical. After all, an interest in
feces is natural and understandable. . .

Barmouw reminds the reader that in “todern Aush totlets, feces are
quickly spirited away and disappear, but a hunter who defecates on the
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carth is literally closer to lis feces, and they ltave more permanence for
hini.”** Barnouw imposes structural binarics in his interprotations; the
hunter and the modern flush toilet are dubious undertows, Savagism
and civilization, a common steuctural theme, has insptred more lucid
racialisn,

Barthes blurs the structural models, a “liberation from ‘the binary
prison." 1o anyone who docs nat get into the binary categorics of ordj-
nary soctal reference,” and the trickster docs not, “the Neutral is the
anly nonhmprisoning hope.” Barthes stands “for nany-sided mean-
ings, for the oscillation of value, for metanmorphosis.” ™ and he must
stand for the contic trickster, the deconstruction reader. The death of
ihe author is the birtl of the reader, and the death of sociyl sciencee is
the birth of the trickster in modem literature.

Through the Text the reader becones a wiiter, producing meaning; the
reader produces writing of his own enly as a responsc to a previous expe-
rience of a Text. Critics are perhaps to be defined, Barthes suggests, jn
the same way as uther writers—as “those who read in order to write,”

The trickster author becomes the nariator, and narrative voices, the
comic holotrope in a discourse; the trickster author never died but 4
mack death in 2 monologuc with science,

Flizabeth Bruss, in “Theory of Literature Becomes Theory as
Literatare,” notes that the

author turns out to be 5 misnoiner: not a divine creater, not even a divine
creation, buta sccular invention and an ceononc convenichce, | | | By
replacing the relationship between tet and source with an infinite in-
teatextual circut, literary theory las, in cffect, enormously expanded
the powers and responsibilitics of the reader. ™

Alan Dundas on an analogous theme advanced coprophilia to record
levels; he declared:

Despite the lack of a great number of actual excremental miyths, the
existenee of any at all would appear to lend support to 1he hypothesis
that men do think of creativity in anal terms, and fusther that this con-
ceplion is projected into mythical COSIMOGOILEC terms,

Dundas rests his hypothesis on two assumptions: “The existence of a
cloacal theory of birth, and the existence of pregrancy envy on the part
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of males.” " Dundus dacs, however, explain i part the “failure of an-
thropology” to make “notable advances in myth studies.” "There is a
“rigid adherence to two fundamental principles,” he writes:

A literal ceading of myth and a study of myth in monoeultural contest.
The insistence of most anthrepelogists upon the literal as opposed to the
symbolic interpretation, in terms of cultural relativisim as opposed to
transcultural universalism, is in part & continuation of the reaclion
against nincteenth-century thought, in which universal sytubolism in
myth was often argued, and in part a direct result of the influence of two
dominant figures in the history of anthropology, Boas and Malinowski.
Bath these pioneers favored studying one cullure at ainie jn deptls, and
both contended that wyth was essentially nonsymbolic. #

Here again anthropologists secure an uncertain monologue with sci-
ence and other anthropologists, but not a discourse with the tribat cul-
tures that were reduced to theories in their studies.

Naanabozho is shit in 2 comic holetrope and so is Martin Luther;
this is a real connection between trickster narratives, dubious the-
ologics and hagiographics, which provides a more miteresting discus-
sion on shit than the rather prudish monologues by anthropologists.
“'It’s as I've often said,” Luther told his wife, 1I'm like a ripe freck {shit]
and the world’s like a gigantic arschiloch fasshole].” But if Luther thought
he didn’t belong in the world's asshole,” Martin Pops writes in “The
Mctamorphosis of Shit,” ™ “he (Luther] thought the Devil hetonged in
Bis. For the Devil is not just the materialized lord of the world and the
flesh, but, as Norman O. Brown has argued, the hallucinated dis-
placement of Luther's own anality. Like a quixotic knight of faith,
Luther met him in theological combat, daily and strenuous. Doctrine
failing to convince, Luther iepulsed him with a fart, turd, or the
sightt of ltis naked backside.” ‘The trickster does no less in literature to
heal and balance the world, Bamouw, Dundas and other theorists bur-
dened with coprophilia would have done much better to consiruc shit
as a untiversal comic sign than to bind the literal malodor in social sci-
cnce monologues.

Naanabozho could not escape his own shit; the carth was not his shit
because he invited several animals to dive down and return with
some carth. “H you do that,” said the trickster with shit as high as his
mouth, “I will make an carth for you and me te live on.” In several
other narratives, however, the trickster created hamans from shit,
William Jones collected a narrative about a beautiful tribal woman
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who spurncd the men in her tribe. Several wanton suitors constructed
a handsome man with shit, dressed him in fine clothes and directed
him to the woman. She was smitten with love at the sight of hiny, an
outsider; she followed him to the end of the trail where he melted
down to 2 heap of shit.* Modern variations on this warrative tum an-
thropologists ito cloacal tropes to power, shit mounds at the end of
the trail in soctal scicnee.

Norman Mailer scems to understand the trickster and shit as a
comic sigrt in literature. In “The Metaphysics of the Belly” he recom
mends a bowel inspection “because feces are the material evidence of
the processes of communication within ws.” Comie shit is 4 smooth
sign and shit floats in irickster narratives, but when the “communica.
tion within us” is blocked, when the comic hiolotrape is ruincd with
literal shit, “the odors and shapcs ate tortured, corrupt, rich, fascinat-
ing . . . cven tragic.”"

The trickster as healer

In The Trickster: A Study in American Indian Mythelogy Paul Radin
reviews the trickster as the “presence of a figure” and as a “theme or
themes” which are told in various cultuces. Radin scems to present the
trickster as an “acsthetic presence’” in narratives; this is modemism,
and in a sense a celebration of individualism. On the other hand,
Barnouw declared that the trickster was a “real person” and “neither
human being aior a god, but something of both.” The trickster is not 2
prescnce or a real person but a sentiotic sign in a language game, in a
comic narrative that denices presence. The sign is communal and the
narrative is a discourse; individualism is isolation, a tragic mode, in the
instrumental language of social science.
The trickster is

al the sanc time creator and destroyer,” [Radin declares| giver and
ncgator, he who dupes others and who is always duped himself. He wills
nothing consciously. At all times he is constrained to behave as he docs
frone impulses over which he las 1o control. He knows ncither good
oz evil vt lie is responsible for both, Fle possesses no values, moral or
social, is at the mercy of his passions and appetites [and yet, | througl his
acteens all values come into being. . . .

Laughtes, humour and irony pereate everything Trickster docs.
The reaction of the audience in aboriginal socictics te botl him and his
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cxploits is prevailingly enc of laughter tewpered by awe. .. . Yet it is
difficult to say whether the audience is laughing at him, at the tricks he
plays on others, or at the implications his behaviour and activitics have
for them. ™

In his essay on the psychology of the trickster Carl Gustay jung

construes:

Since all miythical hignres correspond to inner psyclite experiences and
originally sprang froni thein, it is net surprising to find certain phenom-
ena in the fickl of parapsychology which remind us of the Iricksler, . . |

In picaresque tales, in camivals and revels, in sacred and agical
rites, s man’s religious fears and exaltations, 1his phantom of the trick-
ster haunts the mythology of al) ages, sometines in quite unmistakable
form, somctimes in strangely modulated guisc. ™

Jung names the trickster an “archetypal psychic structure of extreme
antiquity.” Enriched with psychic structures and narrative stemmata,
the tribal trickster shirunters and crosses the limina into universal con-
sciousncss. The comic sign s not denied in instrumental languages.

Jung, however, asserts that the trickster as a “collective figure gradu- |
ally breaks up under the impact of civilization, leaving traces in folk- |

lore which are difficult o recognize.” ™ e must assume an incrt trick-
ster, an erroncous assertion because the narrttot imagines the trickster
and the characters arc active in a narrative discourse. The trickster is a
sign, a healer and comic liberator in narratives, not an artifact or a rcal
vichim in historical summaries; rather than a trace clement, suppose
the tribal trickster is atavistic, a revenant holotrope in new and recussent
narratives. Moreaver, the tricksier is a communal sign i tmagination, 2
comic holotrope and a discourse that endures i modern literature,
Jung abserves that the

trickster is a primitive “cosimic™ being of divine-animal nature, on the
one hand superior to man because of his superhuman qualitics, and on
the other hand inferior to him because of his unicason and unconscious-
ness. He is neinateh for thie animals cither, because of his extranrdinary
clumsiness and lack of instinet. These defects are the ntarks of his
human nature, . | %

The trickster is a collective shadow figure, an epitome of all the in-
ferior teaits of character in individuals. And since the individual shadow
is never absent as a component of personality, the collective figure can
construct itsclf out of it continually. . . . In te history of the collective
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as in the history of the individua), everything depends on the develop-
ment of consciousiess, This gradually brings liberation from imprisan-
ment i . .. consciousness, and is therefore a bringer of light as well as
healing *

Trickster Metaphors and Models

In the context of literary theory models extend into uncertain situations
constructed over measured words, signs and sentences; the models lean
tmeven with too much intension. Elizabeth Bruss puints out that
maodels and mictaphars initiate “a process of trial and error, which leads
to a reorientation of our vwn approach and a reorganization in how we
sce a given subject matter.” 7 “Irickster narratives are tested models in
social scicnce; instrumental interprctations are used to compare cul-
tures. The trickster is dead in models and mock tragedies in the same
manner that 2 comic sign or metaphor is dead when overused, overrun
and insolated in a monologuc with science.

I his anthropological studies on humor and laughter, which in-

clude a chapter on the trickster, Mahadev Apte establishes his ymodel
with two axioms. Humor, lic writcs, “is by and large culture based,”
and with unabashed arrogance he asserts that “humor can be a major
conceptual and methodological tool for gaining insights into cultural
systems.”™ The trickster is a semiotic sign in written narratives, a
- comic sign that “wanders” in universal signification, Humor, however,
;or at Icast the lumor that heals, is closer to the oral tradition and
bound to 2 specific culture. The second axiom s an isolated mono-
logue with science, the paratragic model that compares narmatives as
material.

Apte argucs that his rescareh - the trickster is definitional and con-
cemed witl how to scparate tie tckster fromt “other related concepts.”
He describes and compares invented eultures and models but asserts
that he dues not choose one definition of the trickster over another.
Here are three model definitions:

E. W. Voegelin describes the tricksters in “prosc narratives as animal-
hunan beings who are typically ‘greedy, crotic, imitative, stuptd,
pretentious, deccitful’ and whose thievery and deceitfulness benefit
peaple, . "

M. L. Ricketts agrees and “adds that the trickster is a restless wan-
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derer and does not distinguish between friend and foc in carrying out
his pranks.” )

R. Abrahams believs that “the trickster is the most paradoxical of all
characters in traditional narratives and his outstanding characicristic is
his lack of morals. . . . ‘The concepts of jesters, fools, clowns, and mo-
rans all basically derive from the broad, general notion of trickster.”

Apte and others who have compared definitions of tribal tricksters
scent to assume a literal “presence” of the trickster and measure imagi-
nation and narrative behavior in human terms—causal and with literal
motivations. In his summaries Apte names traits—the trickster js cruel,
stupid, docs not resist lemptation, lacks control, mocks and ridicules
and “his inability to recognize things as they are or to identify his sur-
roundings frequently leads him into trouble, as do ather actions.” Apte
imposcs structuralist theories when hie writes that the “overall person-
ality that emerges from the trickster tales incorporates opposites of all
kinds.”* Once more, the trickster is not a structural oppostte or an cle-
ment in 2 tragic model; the trickster is a comic sign, neither a real per-
son nor a character with “aesthetic presence.”

Apte scems to ascertain that “rarely are individuals with such oppos-
ing traits to be found in human socictics.” However, he retams to the
notion of a real person. He writes that tricksters

appear o be disorderly, chaotic personalitics. They also manifest cx-
tremiely inappropriate and socially devimnt belavior and actions. Their
acts arc aberrant by any cultural standards, making the tricksters misfits
in human socicties because of their refusal 1o abide by the established
sociocultural nonns. . . . The incongruitics associated with tricksters,
in other words, are biological, psychelugical, and sociocultural,®

Apte holds his descriptions closc to social science models, too close
to imaginc tricksters as comic signs in narratives; he asserts that in
“Amcrican Indian prosc narratives, little attention has been given in
the past to context, function, and performance of verbal art, while
texts are overemphasized in folklore rescarch.”*? :

In his article on the forms of prose narratives William Bascom
points out that classifications are not “particularly interesting,” at the
same time he contributes his own interpretations of tribal narratives,
his own monvlogue with social science because folklore “needs clari-
fication” and because the field “has so long been plagued by inconsis-
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tent and contradictory definitions.” 1o that end he contributes dehini-
tions of three forins of prosc narratives:

Folktales are prose narratives which are regarded as fiction, . |
Myths are prose uarratives whicli, in the socicty whicly they arc told, are
considered to be truthful accounts of what Lappened i the reniote

Legends are prose narmatives which, Jike miyths, are eegarded ay true
by the wareator and his audicnce, hut they are setin a period considered
less renote, when thie world was muich as it is today.

Bascom concedes that mytis, legend and folkiale are not the “only
major categorics of prose narratives” and are net propoesed as “univer-
sally recognized categories.” He asserts that these are “analytical con-
cepts” which can be applicd “cross-culturally even when other systeins
of ‘native categories” are locally recoguized. ™™ 1is categorics are tropes
to power; monologues with social science Moarcover, he declares Hyat
the Anishimaabe are ihe “only socicty reported to lack fictioal prosc
narratives,” and “apparently have no folktales. ™ ** Bascorn bascs his as-
sertion on the published observations of other anthropologists; he did
not hear the aural stories of tribal people,

In his studics of bourgeois perceptions, Donald Lowe points out that
written languages “preserved knowledge after the act of speech and be-
yond the lapsc of memory.” e argues that in oral cultures “hearing
surpasses sceing as the most iimportant” of the senses; the assimilation
of knowledge in an aural performance without the “mediation of the
eye.” Once in primt, however, there is an emphasis on conent; what is
known from what is heard in an oral culture is “detached from the
knower.”™ Even those anthropologists who hear stories rather than
read cultures must overturn the aural performance in their translations
and publications—thic scparation of the knower frum a tribal discoursc.

Naanabozho is overheard as a comic holotrope; heard but not seen
in an aural performance the trickster fashions an anthiropologist with
shit to show that the tribe has “fictional prose narratives” and the
comic mind to transform the obvious,
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