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ABSTRACT

Key Words: cultural memory, cultural trauma, cultural identity, counter memory,

aboriginal, hegemony

The thesis titled “Triumph and Trauma: Reconfiguring Self and Ethnicity through
Cultural Memories in Select Aboriginal Narratives of Maurice Kenny and Narayan™ is an
attempt to analyse and decipher the function of the representation of cultural memories in
the aboriginal narratives of Maurice Kenny and Narayan. Maurice Kenny is a Native
American author from the Mohawk tribe of North America and Narayan is from the
Malayaraya tribe of Kerala. The thesis pays attention to the recurring and constant presence
of the cultural memories of trauma and triumph in the works of these authors, the modes of
operation of the cultural memories, the convergence and divergence in the writing style of
these writers and the results that they aim at while rigorously accommodating the cultural
memories in their works. The cultural memories can be the memories of the traumatic
incidents that happened to the tribal communities that effectively constituted to the
dismantling of the cultural and social fabric of the community. Such traumatic incidents are
called cultural trauma. These cultural memories also signify the memories of the days of

grandeur and glory of the tribal communities.

Adhering to the theoretical frame work of cultural memory and cultural trauma the
thesis argues that the repeated representation of the cultural memories of triumph and
trauma in literature adequately constitutes to the reintegration of the cultural identity of the
aboriginal communities, which is fragmented in the process of external as well as internal
invasions. Thus the tribal communities can regain their ethnic pride and act collectively for
the common goal of resisting hegemony and reclaiming social and political agency. The

cultural memories of the aboriginal communities can be hence called counter memories.

The works of Narayan and Maurice Kenny are active spaces of cultural memory reiteration.
The thesis has analysed the short stories and novels of Narayan and the short stories and
poems of Maurice Kenny. An invariable presence of the cultural memories of triumph and
trauma constitutes the narrative fabric of both the writers, even though both the writers
diverge in their treatment of the same theme. When Maurice Kenny and Narayan represent
the cultural memories of the tradition, culture, vision on life and nature and the tragic plight
of their respective aboriginal communities,theyact as cohesive agents of cultural identity re-
integration.The dispossessed and displaced communities are thereby enabled to act

collectively for a common political cause.
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INTRODUCTION

Literature often carries the political function of transformation. It acts as a
surrogate space to address the voids of history. For the marginalized tribal communities
across the globe, the realm of literature with its potency to regulate and co-regulate
human action, works as a political tool of social cohesion and identity revision. The
present thesis is based on the works of Narayan, a writer from the Malayaraya tribal
community of Kerala and Maurice Kenny, a writer from the Mohawk tribe of North
America. Both of them are with huge literary output. Narayan won the Kerala Sahithya
Academy Award for his novel Kocharethi in 1999 and Maurice Kenny was nominated
for the Pulitzer Prize twice and is much admired for his poems, short stories and
autobiographical essays. The impact of the re-inscription of cultural memories in the

texts of these tribal writers is investigated in the corpus of the project.

The two authors selected for the study are from two extremely different regions
in terms of culture, politics and geography. Despite these massive disparities, and the
distinctiveness in terms of the experiences of the past, the result that both the writers try
to achieve through the representation of culture specific memories in literature is the
same. Both the writers employ evident and repeated usage of culture defining themes
and motifs in their writings. It is worthwhile to note the similarity in the representation
of memories by them and how these representations operate at a collective level.
Selecting two writers from two different spaces effectively adds to the investigation to
identify the uniform pattern of the working of memories and their attributes despite the

spatio-temporal disparities.
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The theoretical framework to the study is rendered from the area of Memory
Studies and Trauma Theory. The postulations of the theory of cultural memories and
cultural trauma are being used extensively to analyse the context within which they
attempt a revisit to their collective past, the peculiarities of their narrative space, and the
results of such a venture. Memory, trauma and identity are three inter-related terms that
are impossible to consider in isolation. The thesis attempts to scrutinize how the
traumatic experiences of the tribal communities become cultural trauma and the
memories of this cultural trauma and the glorious past of tradition they often tend to
revisit become cultural memories. Furthermore, how the memories of this cultural
trauma as well as ethnic grandeur or triumph are inscribed in the works of the authors is

also studied.

The investigation addresses the memory of the good old days of glory that the
tribal communities remember as ‘the cultural memory of triumph’ and the memories of
oppression as the ‘cultural memory of trauma’ or ‘the memories of cultural trauma’. The
narrative meditations of cultural memories are significant for an ethnic community to
imagine its collective identity. The memories of triumph and trauma are to be imagined,
re-narrated, and carried over. The memory of triumph often alludes to the figure of a
hero or some culture specific symbols, images and other correlatives and that of trauma
refers to the memory of collective struggle, dispossession, marginalisation and
oppression of the victims. The reiteration of these cultural memories in literature aims at
the configuration of a collective ethnic identity. The enquiry also brings to light the
uniqueness and idiosyncrasies of both the writers in terms of their use of stylistic
devices and themes. Though the elements of the collective past, cultural memories of
trauma and triumph converge in both the writers, the techniques they adopt for the

crafting of their fictional worlds often diverge.



Babu 3

The present study locates aboriginal literature in the domain of the ethnic
literature and the literature of the marginality. An ethnic group can be a large group of
people with a common racial, national, tribal, religious, linguistic, or, cultural origin or
background. These common identifications get strengthened as the people move away
from the group or they are displaced and disintegrated by force. Though the writers
outside the ethnic domain can write about the ethnicity, when the writers within the
collective write about their past, present and the future, it promises credibility and
authenticity. These narratives in themselves hold the potential to configure collective

identity.

Ethnic literature generally adopts recurring themes and motifs that reflect the
cultural background of the specific ethnic community or group. These culture specific
symbols and images collectively contribute to the reinforcement of the cultural memory.
Throughout their literature they celebrate ethnicity and critically position the foreign
culture to which they get assimilated into. The literatures of the Afro-Americans, Asian-
Americans and the Native Americans are generally considered as ethnic literature.
There are regional variants of the ethnic writings such as the American ethnic writing

and the Canadian ethnic writing.

The Native American literature is generally categorized as ‘ethnic literature’ by
the academia and the literature from the tribal communities in India is commonly
designated as ‘subaltern literature’ or ‘literature of the marginality’. The Gramcian term
‘subaltern’ technically signifies a person of lower or inferior rank. Literature for the
subaltern is a room to let loose the muted voices. The people of the marginal and doubly
marginal communities raise their voice against the hegemonic social structure through
various artistic media. Their narratives thus become counter narratives and their

memories counter memories as they contrast and often contradict the accepted
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metanarratives. The negotiation and validation of individual memories with the

recorded history are explicit in those literatures.

The literature of the aboriginal communities can be included in the blanket term
the Fourth World literature as it shares many of the characteristics of other literatures
under the title. The Fourth World literature includes the works of the literature of the
doubly marginalized communities of the world such as ethnic minorities, black women,
Dalits of India, LGBT and the aboriginal communities across the globe. The literatures
from these tropes are gaining political attention from the final decades of the twentieth
century. With the Postmodern concern for mini-narratives, the voices from the margins
gained prominence. The Fourth World literature obviously includes the writings of the
Native people living in a land that has been taken over by the non-Natives. The World
Council of Indigenous Peoples after its formation in 1972 used the term “Fourth World”
for the first time incorporating the original indigenous inhabitants, those who existed
even before the European or other colonisers’ invasion. They are people of the tribal
settlements, culturally vibrant, heterogeneous and opaque to technological
advancements of the times.

The literature from the authors of tribal communities can be considered as Minor
Literature with its specific thematic and linguistic features as well as political impacts.
The French writers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in their work Kafka: Toward a
Minor Literature discuss the features of ‘minor literature’. They define minor literature
as a literature that “doesn’t come from a minor language; it is rather that which a
minority constructs within a major language” (16). Thus the narratives of the minorities
or the marginalized communities are linguistic operations in the language of the
majority or the privileged. They continue to attribute certain characteristics to minor

literature and most of them are significant to the present study: “...everything in them is
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political. In major literatures, in contrast, the individual concern (familial, marital, and
so on) joins with other no less individual concerns, the social milieu serving as a mere
environment or a background;... Minor literature is completely different; its cramped
space forces each individual intrigue to connect immediately to politics” (17). The
political orientation of the literature of the marginalized is signified by Deleuz and
Guattari. Within the boundaries of the present research both Maurice Kenny and

Narayan write for the ultimate goal of political emancipation.

When represented in minor literature the memories of trauma and triumph
become politically charged. The individual and the personal traits of narration tend to
give its space for the nuances of collective aspects and needs. Even the narration of

someone’s personal life too can be read politically in this respect:

In minor literature everything takes on a collective value. Indeed,
precisely because talent isn't abundant in a minor literature, there are no
possibilities for an individuated enunciation that would belong to this or
that “master” and that could be separated from a collective enunciation...
literature finds itself positively charged with the role and function of
collective, and even revolutionary, enunciation. It is literature that
produces an active solidarity in spite of skepticism; ...The literary
machine thus becomes the relay for a revolutionary machine-to-come,
not at all for ideological reasons but because the literary machine alone is
determined to fill the conditions of a collective enunciation that is

lacking elsewhere in this milieu: literature is the people's concern. (17)

The connection of the individual to a collective immediacy and the cultural assemblage

of enunciation are the basic premises to which the present thesis pays attention. This
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collective assemblage pursues the writers from the minority narrate their cultural
memory at two levels, the first one being the memories of the days before contact with
colonisers to which the writers now do not have any direct access. And the next is the
memories of the immediate past of trauma that still continues. The features that Deleuze
and Guattari talk about are evident in the literatures of the Native Americans and the
aborigines of Kerala. They write to cure, to belong and to resist. The peculiar
dimensions of their writings can be identified as both protest and therapeutic. Through
their literary expressions they try to define and locate themselves in the present social

political and cultural scenario.

Being a medium of protest and resistance the literary aesthetics of the minority
is often different from that of the mainstream writers. They speak about the culture
specific and explore the collective psyche. The private life of an individual especially
the psychological realm is seldom taken into consideration in their literature, unless it
can achieve some effect that helps to make the outer world aware of the existence and
agonies of the person as a member of the particular community. The exploited people
resort to literature and through it they write back to the marginalizing and oppressing
forces. Through their discussions of the ways in which they are marginalized and
suppressed, they are in fact pointing their finger at the privileged classes of the society.
Creating a collective ethnic identity is mandatory for the disintegrated communities to
stand for a political cause. The significance of ethnic identity is described in the work

Tribals, Rehabilitation and Development:

Ethnic identity systems generally incorporate political goals, i.e.
the need to protect culture, religion, language and autonomy of the
group. Cultural boundaries and their maintenance are important to

understand how they define ethnicity and generate group identity. The
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symbols of these are sacred to the ‘self and ethnic identity’. These
symbols are consciously formulated as a unique identity system and is
used by culturally subordinate groups to rejuvenate and revive a pride in
their own culture, traditions, institutions, religion, food and clothes, etc.
and above all language. They are also used to distinguish between the
categories of “self” and “other” and to reinforce the collective identity
internally and externally. Thus these boundaries are more of a

psychological nature. (Alexander 74)

The literature from the aboriginal space predominantly engaged in the process of

identity reinforcement resorting to their unique past at different levels.

Indigenous or aboriginal people, being the earliest inhabitants of any location,
lived intricately attached to their land. They are signified by different names in different
places such as the Native Americans in the USA, the First Nations in Canada, the
Aboriginals in Australia and the Tribes in India. They lived in complete isolation from
the external world with their unique tradition and culture. An inseparable connection
with nature is a feature that all the different indigenous communities commonly exhibit.
Foreign colonisers and settler colonisers have intruded upon their land and turned their
peaceful life miserable. In his A Study on the Problem of Discrimination against
Indigenous Populations authorized by the United Nations’ Sub-Commission on
Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, Martinez Cobo stresses the
strong connection between indigenous peoples and their territory and defines indigenous

peoples:

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which,

having a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies
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that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from
other sectors of the societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts
of them. They form, at present, nondominant forms of society and are
determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their
ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their
continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural
patterns, social institutions and legal system. (5)

The life of the indigenous communities worldwide is marked with the stories of
exploitation, suppression and oppression, so is the literature of their younger generation.
Aboriginals are primarily found in the forest and its surroundings or similar secluded
geographical terrains. In the earliest days the tribal people were independent and self-
reliant. They led a life with their own unique culture, tradition and the ways of life,
unadulterated by any other cultures. Later on, trapped in a completely helpless and
hopeless condition, they led a life full of the agony of dispossession. The United

Nation’s Publication State of the World's Indigenous Peoples in 2009 states:

The situation of indigenous peoples in many parts of the world
continues to be critical: indigenous peoples face systemic discrimination
and exclusion from political and economic power; they continue to be
over-represented among the poorest, the illiterate, the destitute; they are
displaced by wars and environmental disasters; the weapon of rape and
sexual humiliation is also turned against indigenous women for the
ethnic cleansing and demoralization of indigenous communities;
indigenous peoples are dispossessed of their ancestral lands and deprived
of their resources for survival, both physical and cultural; they are even

robbed of their very right to life. In more modern versions of market
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exploitation, indigenous peoples see their traditional knowledge and
cultural expressions marketed and patented without their consent or

participation. (12)

An evaluation of the political and social history of the respective regions brings to
light the extent to which the aboriginals are suppressed and marginalized. The dominant
class of the society has always side-lined and subdued the aboriginals on the basis of
many factors such as race, way of life and culture. Since these people were settled
mostly in forests and away from the cleared land, they were not able to acquire the so
called civilized lifestyle. The extravagant need for land of the privileged sections of the

society put the life of the aborigines at stake.

In the article “Politics of Language, Religion and Identity: Tribes in India”,
Virginius Xaxa expands the term ‘tribe’ as a colonial construction. According to the
elaborations of Xaxa, the political categorization of the forest dwellers as different
tribes in India is a colonial invention. Xaxa explains the physical, political and the

psychological invasion of the tribal communities in India:

They enjoyed social security and protection as a result of the
control they had over land and other resources. Control over resources
was based on either ownership rights or usufructuary rights. These
traditional rights are being eroded. The incorporation of tribes into the
colonial state structure through annexation also led to their incorporation
into the larger system...These processes drastically altered the traditional
relationship of the tribes with land, forest, and other resources.
Traditionally, these resources were either individually or collectively

owned. (48)
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The power holders of the society, colonisers or conquerors, were the major threats to
the aboriginals. With this intrusion the aboriginal people or the indigenous people lost
their place of being and they were planted to a totally new soil or left to the strange
world to find their own new settlements. As the outer world is completely strange to
them, they found themselves misplaced. People from outside have seldom considered
them as complete human beings and thus inflicted torture at greater magnitudes. With
the marginalization and subjugation experienced by the indigenous people, their life
changed completely. In the history of the world there can be cited instances of
exploitation and unparalleled torments imposed upon the aboriginals. There are
recorded mass persecutions of the aboriginals to take over their land. The methods used

for this differ with respect to places.

According to historical records, the history of the Dalit people in India starts
around BC 1300. Before the intrusion of the Aryans, people lived in the geographical
locale now called Kerala. The Aryans infused inequality, untouchability and
degradation of certain jobs to the land. By the 8" century BC, the civilization of the
Aryans got completely infused into the land with the decline of the Buddhist and the
Jain religions. The people of the land were stratified according to the job they did. The
people of the forest were not even considered as human beings who could be included
in any of these strata. The work Identity, Gender and Poverty in Indian Tribes notes the

political and cultural changes that accelerated the plight of the tribals:

The term ‘adivasi’, a Sanskrit derivation meaning ‘original
inhabitant’ has come to define a population of nearly one hundred
million people in India.... Through current processes of modernization,
the adivasis are increasingly being subjugated, dispossessed, and

usurped-in large part-by the politics of economic development. The
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monolithic character of modern India has made uncertain the future of an

adivasi identity. (Prasad 23)

Since they are out of the social strata, they had a peaceful existence in the forest
away from the land while compared to the people in the lower strata of the society such
as the Pulayas, Parayas and the Thiyyas. Yet with the process of colonisation, Britain
and other imperial powers intruded into the land and the forest of India alike. They
started plantations clearing the forests which affected the existence of the aboriginals in
the forests. After the imperial powers left India, the settler colonialism started which
proved utterly disastrous to the tribal life. The Christian communities of the central
Kerala moved to the northern parts rich with forests and high ranges. These regions
were the habitat of the tribal people and thus this intrusion made their lives in their own
land impossible. The renowned historian and the author of the famous book Keralathile
Africa, K. Panoor, records in his later work Keralathile America the development of

settler colonialism in the high ranges of Kerala and its after-effects:

A very important incident which Kerala and Keralites have seen
and have pretended not to have seen after 1947 is the powerful surge of
lakhs of emigrants into the valley of the Western Ghats. The negative
impact of this is not only that the forests have been destroyed but also the
children of the forest were driven out of their last sanctuary. The tribals
became completely homeless. They are perishing unknown in their own
land as strangers deprived of the living facilities which they enjoyed

earlier. (7)
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The indigenous communities’ sensibility towards land is entirely different from that of
the intruders. The aboriginal people never marked the boundaries of their land and they

never had private ownership. As K. Panoor notes:

Our hills and valleys were once the Africa of the tribals. May be it
was so because of geographical or historical reasons. But after 1947, a lot of
both pleasant and unpleasant changes have happened in the independent
India. One of the most significant changes was that the sections of lands
which were the Africa of the tribals, the hills and valleys in the Western
Ghats have become the America of lakhs of emigrants within a few decades.
The world of those who owned and used the forests and the forest resources
and who lived comfortably for centuries according to the rights beyond the

documents was being attacked. An attack which is undeclared. (25)

Thus it is easy for the intruders to cheat the illiterate tribal people and grasp their
land by crafting fake documents and by manipulating them by offering alcohol and
money. The intruders owned huge forest area through crooked ways and made the tribal
people work there for a small amount as wage. The life of the aboriginals turned out to
be more and more impossible due to famine and diseases. They were completely
displaced from their place of origin in the course of time. When the government
implemented plans for the upliftment of the tribal people, the younger generation got
partially educated and they reached the mainstream society as people seeking higher
education and employment. The story of humiliation continued even then as they were
viewed with contempt by the privileged class. The tribal people of India are still in a
miserable condition. Kerala though being a literate and socially developed state
compared to the northern states of India, fails to fulfil the demands of the tribal

population. The literacy rate and living conditions of the tribal population of Kerala is
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not up to the mark when compared to the other sections of the society. The literary
output from the region also is scarce even though there are several tribal settlements in
the state. Yet, apart from Narayan other writers from the area include Pratheepan
Pampirikkunnu, C. K. Janu and V. Ravikumar Kani. The central thesis of Narayan’s
fiction is the huge gulf between the haves and the have-nots, the powerful and the
powerless. From the numerous novels and short stories of Narayan, the selected short
stories and novels are scrutinized here to investigate the gravity with which Narayan

explores the past of the tribal people of Kerala.

The physical power asserted upon the tribal settlements ensured the plunder of
their land and resources and, later on, the psychological assertion of power through
ideology and discourse ensured their complete surrender to the system of hegemony.
[lliteracy and lack of knowledge about the modern ways of life cemented their lower
position in the social ladder. Counter discourses are mandatory for them to regain their
lost self and ethnic esteem. In his work Ideology and Discourse: A Multidisciplinary
Introduction, Teun A. van Dijk observes the functioning of the ideological discourses in

controlling the society:

If power is defined here in terms of the control one group has over (the
actions of the members of) another group, ideologies function as the
mental dimension of this form of control. That is, ideologies are the basis
of dominant group members' practices (say of discrimination). They
provide the principles by which these forms of power abuse may be

justified, legitimized, condoned or accepted. (35)

Narayan’s fiction engages with the issue of the tribal people in Kerala from the

period of settler colonialism. He also speaks of their old culture and their vision of life
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and nature. In the interview “Unending Abuses in Terms of Caste” by M K Harikumar,
which is included in the anthology Puliyampulli Thampuran by Narayan, he speaks of
the discrimination he experienced from his contemporary writers just because of the fact

that he is from the tribal background:

| had to experience scorn, neglect and contempt even from the
members of Sahithya Academy who claim to be the proud doyens of
literature. The interesting aspect of this is that all these happened not
from the people of the upper caste. The upper caste writers when we
meet would dismiss me in a formal manner. | do not expect anything else
from them but the experience which | had with the lower caste writers

was bitter. | suffer from several caste based tortures even today. (9)

Narayan is the first novelist from a tribal community of Kerala. He was born on the
26" of September 1940 at Kudayathur in Idukki district, which is known for its second
largest tribal population in the state. Narayan passed away on 16™ August 2022 at the
age of 82. He had retired from the Indian Postal department. Most of his novels deal
with the lives of the tribal communities of Kerala and there are a few that deal with his
professional life. Narayan, in an interview with Catherine Thankamma, his translator,
which appeared in the translation of Kocharethi (The Araya Woman) comments:

The Adivasi when represented appeared as a monochromatic
figure; like the rakshasan or nishacharan of mythologial stories. It was
always a negative picture; he was depicted as apathetic, unable to react to
injustice or worse, inhuman or sub-human, vicious.... He existed for the
sole purpose of being defeated and/ or killed by the forces of virtue and
goodness, represented by the upper castes.... We wanted to tell the world

that we have our own distinctive way of life, our own value system. We
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are not demons lacking in humanity but a strong, hardworking and self-
reliant community. (208)

Apart from Kocharethi (1998) which received the Kerala Sahithya Academi
award for the best novel in 1999, Narayan has written a handful of novels and short
stories, all portraying the tribal life and its tribulations. His works are Uralikkudi (1999),
Chengarum Kuttalum (2012), Vandanam (2003), Aaranu Tholkunnavar (2006), Ee
Vazhiyil Aalere Illa (2010), Manasum Dehavum Kondu Njan Ninne (2010) and
Vannalakal (2016). The short story collections include Nissahayante Nilavili (2006),
Pela Marutha (2006), Kadhakal Narayan (2011), Narayante Theranjedutha Kadhakal
(2012) and Puliyampulli Thampuran (2013). Rather than an intricate pattern in
narration, Narayan gives attention to the simple mode of storytelling which is
identifiable with the oral tradition of the past. He brings to the forefront the question of
subaltern identity, critiques the dominant ideology and tries to restore the tribal history

through the narration of the nuances of the past.

As the title ‘Malayaraya’ signifies, the tribal community to which Narayan
belonged once lived as the monarchs of the hilly areas of Idukki, Kottayam and
Pathanamthitta districts of Kerala. In Malayalam ‘mala’ means hills and ‘arayan’ means
king. The tribe, according to several studies, is the most educated and employed set of
people among the tribes of the state. They traditionally practiced agriculture and
collected forest produce for their livelihood. Though they were followers of the Hindu
religion many have been converted to Christianity in the course of time. Yet during

ancient times they worshipped nature.

Narayan uses the elements of the past in his works profusely in order to nurture

ethnic pride and thereby locate himself and his people in the current socio-cultural
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scenario. His novels as well as short stories clearly reflect the culture and tradition into

which he was born, in one way or another. In one of his novels’ preface he points out:

Though entered into modern life and circumstances, the memories about
the past and its effects for the aboriginals and Dalit people would be
different from that of the people of the mainstream. It doesn’t mean these
people are not prone for changes. The reminder by the African revolutionary
and writer Franz Fanon that, the authors of colonies and once colonies
turning back to their childhoods, get back their memories and treating it
along with modern age they must create works, is get realized now.

(Vannalakal 2)

Narayan is very much aware of the effects of articulating the past and the
memories in the works of the aboriginal writers. Hence a deliberate attempt is evident in
his literary ventures to incorporate them. His fiction is primarily set in the tribal
settlements and the tribal people appear as major characters and portrays their ways of

life and traditional practices.

The political, social and cultural dimensions of the life of the tribal people
become the focal point of Narayan’s fiction. He has incorporated the tribal dialects too
in his novels without being translated. These dialects differ with respect to each tribal
community. His short stories are solid pictures of the tribal tradition and their agony of
dispossession. In the anthology Cries in the Wilderness (2008), a collection of ten
translated short stories, edited by Prof. K. M. Sherrif, the memories of the past and the
unique cultural symbols are dealt with in detail. The tribal communities of Kerala form
a strange group alien to the mainstream culture of Kerala. Narayan states in his

interview, (which is included in the anthology Cries in the Wilderness), with Prof. K.
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M. Sheriff: “I was provoked by the horrible misrepresentation of Adivasis in fiction by
non-Adivasi writers. |1 had no higher aim than giving a true picture of the Adivasi
community” (98). The works of the aboriginal communities in general and the works of
Narayan in particular call for the deconstruction of the cultural as well as literary
aesthetics, which is mandatory for placing them in the mainstream society. The literary
critic Balachandran Vadakkedath in his critical study “Aparam” observes how a history
of exploitation is getting evolved in the writings from the tribal communities: ‘“Narayan
mainly addresses the Malayaraya and other tribal communities. In the present scenario it
is impossible for the tribal dalit to forget his history. The claims related to the
innovations which Narayan points out could emerge from some quaters. But his cultural

history is the history of how the masters of power have made him the victim” (24).

Rather than focusing on the stylistics and the prevailing aesthetic standards,
indigenous literature reflected the plain realities of indigenous life. The primary aim of
the indigenous or Dalit literature is to instil a spirit of survival within them. An
unembellished language would help to convey the harsh realities of life directly to the
people who faced it and to the hegemonic sectors to realize their privileged state of
being, which has been obtained at the cost of diminishing the status of the other groups.
The manner in which the formation and propagation of a discourse limits or restricts the
agency of the underprivileged sectors is what Edward Said denoted in his introduction
to Orientalism with regard to the condition of the oriental people, it is a psychological
state of invasion, “because of Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a free subject

of thought or action” (11).

Stereotyping of the tribal people in the mainstream literature forced Narayan to

come up with authentic renderings about the tribal life and culture. In the interview with
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M. K. Harikumar, “Unending Abuses in Terms of Caste”, Narayan explains the ways in

which they are stereotyped in the popular media:

I understood that, in the periodicals..., the tribals and their rituals
were represented in an absolutely wrong manner. When | realized the
conscious efforts by most of the literary works to label the tribals,
especially the Malayarayas, the community to which | belong, as a wild
species who doesn’t have any culture, knowledge or any ritualistic order,
| felt it necessary to inform the public i.e, the civilized world that the
tribals are masters of several things and to present the foundations of
their heritage, pride and dignity. When | reached the town after
acquiring a job, | realized the difference between the tribal society and
the city culture. It is from this that | attained the will and courage to
reveal the tribal reality and its uniqueness even without any external

support. (8)

The literature of the Dalits in India, which aesthetically represents the social,
political and cultural issues of them, is inseparably linked to the expression of their
identity politics. Through his works Narayan gives a realistic reflection of the life and
culture of the tribal communities across Kerala. His works become counter discourses to
the discourse of privileged class ideology. The tribal communities in India had a
glorious past before the invasion of the Aryans, and centuries later the colonialism of
the Europeans, and the settler colonialism. A prominent American scholar, Angela
Cavender Wilson, in her study “Reclaiming our Humanity: Decolonisation and
Recovery of Indigenous Knowledge” notes: “The recovery of Indigenous knowledge is
deeply intertwined with the process of decolonisation because for many of us it is only

through a consciously critical assessment of how historical process of colonisation has
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systematically devalued our Indigenous ways that we can begin to reverse the damage

wrought from those assaults” (72).

The ‘nativist’ impulse which is identified by the postcolonial critics in the
works of the postcolonial authors is explicit in Narayan’s fiction. The post-colonialist
theorists identified the impulse of the Native writers to reassert the traditional culture
and practices with the term ‘nativism’. Bill Ashcroft et al. describe in Postcolonial
Studies: The Key Concepts about ‘nativism’:

The desire to return to indigenous practices and cultural forms as
they existed in pre-colonial society. The term is most frequently
encountered to refer to the rhetoric of decolonization which argues that
colonialism needs to be replaced by the recovery and promotion of pre-
colonial, indigenous ways...Minorities from these areas have thus argued
against the idea that the post-colonial oppressed form a homogenous
group who can be decolonized and liberated by a nativist recovery of a
pre-colonial culture. (Ashcroft 143-144)

Their past and present of exploitation and the humiliation as well as the nostalgic
description of the past culture of the different tribes are narrated by Narayan as a
strategy to make themselves aware of their existence and identity. Unless the tribal
people revive their collective identity and belonging, a revolt for change would be rather
impossible. Bina Saklani in her essay “The Identity Question Among the Tribals of

India” signifies the link between ethnicity and collective identity:

Ethnicity lies at the core of all processes of group identity. All
human beings and groups of human make an active self-conscious
attempt to construct definitions of who they are as “a people”. In their

culture they have many symbols of ‘peoplehood’. These can be called
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“ethnicity” that is the symbols of cultural boundaries. People draw
selective symbols from their cultures to create ethnic identity system...
Ethnicity therefore, is the composition of historically derived symbols as
vehicle of conceptualising ethnic identity. These symbolic systems are
self-conscious formulations of group’s distinctiveness, creatively drawn
from the collection of political and religious images of their ethnicity and

to evolve a functional conception of their identity. (Shukla 74)

As it is the case with the literary expressions of all the aboriginal spaces, the
literature from the aboriginal space of Kerala too is tuned to achieve the end of cultural
revival through evoking the elements of culture specific memories. The memories of the
painful past of the settler colonialism and of the independent and the glorious tribal past
lingering in their lives are intertwined into their literature to re-map their space in the
current socio-cultural scenario which has marked them as under-privileged. The
literature of the tribal people of Kerala is embedded in their cultural matrix and
proclaims a pride over their various culture specific elements. Memories of old culture
and tradition, narration of marginalization and exploitation, revisiting the old legends
and myths, revival of Native dialects and the revival of the tribal vision are recurring in

Narayan’s fiction.

The history of the Native Americans in the Americas began thousands of years
before the founding of the country. There were millions of people living in the continent
as tribal groups and they had wars with each other. The destruction of the tribal
communities and the domination of one over the other were part of their lives. They
spoke hundreds of different languages and practised unique customs. Some of the tribes
of early times were, Cheyenne, Navajo, Sioux, Mohawk, Cherokee, Crow People,

Odawa, Yakama, Sauk People, Haudenosaunee, Shoshone, Houma People, Biloxi
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People, Meskwaki, Chumash People, Miami People, Lakota People, Omaha People,
Nez Perce, Ho-Chunk, Chinookan People, Quinnipiac, Tillamook People, Hidatsa,
Arikara, Mandan, Hopi, and Iroquious, to name a few. The history of the European
invasion in the Native American land is marked with numerous incidents of conflicts,
allegations, revolts, wars and peace treaties. According to historical records, Christopher
Columbus landed on the Caribbean island in 1492 to find the Native people dwelling
there. In the following centuries explorers from Spain, England and France intruded into
the land and had wars with the Indian tribes as well as one another. 1754 witnessed the
French-Indian war and 1756, the Seven Years’ War between the British and the French.
The European invasion and expansion were rationalised with the assumption that they
are in the mission of saving the pagans by spreading the Christianity. The deplorable
plight of the Native Americans was caused by the epidemic diseases, violence, warfare,
enslavement, poverty and displacement from the native land and genocide. Though the
native people aligned with the British in the war with the newly formed United States,
the Peace Treaty of Paris between the two opposing groups ignored the natives
completely. The state of New York made small reservations to dump the Natives.
Though there were numerous peace treaties signed with the Natives, the hunger for land
of the European powers encroached into the native settlements and made their life more

and more impossible.

The Red Indians were huge in number and they were subjugated at the hands of
the European powers. Their history of ruthless exploitation and massacres spans over
centuries. The European imperial powers with the advantage of technology and
crookedness got their grip on the Red Indians so fast. The plan of termination that the
intruders executed for the Natives is clear with the well-known statement by an

imperialist colonel, ‘Kill every buffalo you can, every buffalo dead is an Indian gone’.
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The Natives were innocent people with primitive weapons and a holistic vision of life.
Even then they managed to fight back and resist. They made numerous futile efforts to
defend themselves from the European powers. The authentic culture of the Native
Americans was deeply ecological. Their all-encompassing way of life was disturbed
with the intrusion of the conquerors. In his speech “The End of Living and the
Beginning of Survival” compiled in the book Zeitgeist: Readings on Society and
Culture, Chief Seattle comments:

To us the ashes of our ancestors are sacred and their resting place
is hallowed ground. You wander far from the graves of your ancestors
and seemingly without regret. Your religion was written upon tablets of
stone by the iron finger of your God so that you could not forget. The
Red Man could never comprehend or remember it. Our religion is the
traditions of our ancestors -- the dreams of our old men, given them in
solemn hours of the night by the Great Spirit; and the visions of our
sachems, and is written in the hearts of our people. (31)

Being a Native American tribal chief, Chief Seattle speaks of the agony of losing
their culture and the degradation of the ecological balance that happens along with it.
He reminds the world of the fast growing Western culture and the irreversible impact it
creates on the ecology. The Native American spirit of the deep ecological existence is
evident in his speech where he considers the elements of nature as the blood relations of

the tribal people and the dissolved spirit of their ancestors:

There was a time when our people covered the land as the waves
of a wind-ruffled sea cover its shell-paved floor, but that time long since
passed away with the greatness of tribes that are now but a mournful

memory. | will not dwell on, nor mourn over, our untimely decay, nor



Babu 23

reproach my paleface brothers with hastening it, as we too may have

been somewhat to blame. (Zeitgeist 31)

Even when the colonial expansion had politically ended and the colonised
nations received freedom from the conquerors, the colonial relic survived and a new
colonial hegemony began to develop creating new masters and new minor colonies.
Thus the phenomenon of internal colonisation emerged and the marginalized status of a
set of people continued. The Native Americans thus subdued under perpetual
colonization imbibing the colonial ideology. The new Free States were trying to unify as
a single body ignoring the heterogeneity abiding in it. In the project of homogenization
the Natives have not gained any status other than being the owners of a strange culture.
Maurice Kenny’s works reflect the cultural memory of both the stages of colonisation
and its physical as well as psychological aspects. Colonisation had its impact on all the
realms of the Native American existence according to Cambridge Companion to Native

American Literature,

There were differences in how each colonizing nation related to
Indians, but these differences were more to do with the different social
and governmental organization of the native societies they encountered
and the different terrains they inhabited than they were to do with
essential divergence in approach. Spain, France, and England all
competed to raise national and personal prestige through colonization, to
maximize public and private wealth through trade, and to spread their
version of the Christian faith through conversion. Each impetus radically
affected cultural cohesion within Indian communities through eroding

traditional politics and economics, displacing traditional gender roles,
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and imposing conflicting allegiances within Indian spiritual life. (Porter
60)
In the introduction to Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, Dee Brown notes about

the great record of the Red Indian history published:

During that time the culture and civilization of the American
Indian was destroyed, and out of that time came virtually all the great
myth of the American West — tales of fur traders, mountain men,
steamboat pilots, goldseekers, gamblers, gunmen, cavalrymen, cowboys,
harlots, missionaries, schoolmarms, and homesteaders. Only occasionally
was the voice of an Indian heard, and then more often than not it was the
dark menace of the myths, and even if he had known how to write in

English, where would he have found a printer or a publisher. (xxiii)

Brown’s elaboration speaks of the situation of the Red Indians where it is not easy for
them to write and get it published. They watch their history and experiences being
described by others. The history of the Red Indians from their own perspective began to
appear much later and now it has been widely read and accepted. The people from the
aboriginal spaces themselves have started to record their past and events and also
numerous writers come up with fictional and poetic recounting of the past and the
present. Uncle Luther, a character in Louis Owen’s The Sharpest Sight, comments on
the way history should be dealt with. He says, “a man’s got to know the stories of his
people, and then, he’s got to make his own story, too... we got to be aware of the stories
they’re making about us, and the way they change the stories we already know” (Owens
91). Thus revisiting the tropes of memory through various narrative techniques is a
common feature in the Native American literature and the characters often proclaim its

need being the mouthpieces of the authors: “The great transformative power of Indian
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literature from any era derives in part from its ability to invoke a past with direct
implications for the present. Indians, after all, are not just fictional, they are real. The
strength and agency of Indian America today testifies to the survival of diverse Indian

nations and individuals in spite of a brutal colonial past” (Porter 54).

Maurice Kenny was born in to the Mohawk tribe of North America. Patrick
Barron wrote in ‘“Maurice Kenny's Tekonwatonti, Molly Brant: Poetic Memory and
History”: “With its rivers, mountains, valleys, flora, and fauna, Mohawk land is the
unflagging constant behind Tekonwatonti. The call for the remembrance of silenced but
unvanquished, Mohawk cultural structures rise from this land to Kenny. He is a
champion of forgotten voices, and Molly Brant is one of these voices” (2). Calling him
the ‘champion of forgotten voices’ Barron elaborates on Kenny’s attitude towards the
past and the memory recounting. The elements of the past and the memories recur in the
works of Kenny as it is with that of any other writer from an uprooted community.

Patrick Barron notes:

That Kenny partly bases his history on myths, various recollections, and
poetic revivification cannot be denied, yet he does provide a factual basis for his
work. He includes an introduction, a glossary, and a historical chronology.
These succinct references, although by no means exhaustive, give helpful hints,
such as brief biographical sketches of historical actors and dates of important

wars and colonial discoveries. (32)

The better standard of living that the Native American communities experience can
be owed to the political and economic background of the USA. The literary, academic
and the political worlds have recognized the Native American literature at least from the

latter half of the twentieth century with Scott N. Momaday’s House Made of Dawn.
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Numerous Native American writers of all the genres have claimed their position in the
scenario of world literature such as Gerald Vizenor, Leslie Marmon Silko, Paula Gunn
Allen, Duane Niatum, James Welch, Janet Campbell Hale, Joseph Bruchac, David
Treuer, Joy Harjo, Linda Hogan, Simon J. Ortiz, Louise Erdrich, Thomas King, Eddie
Chuculate, Heid E. Erdrich, Melissa Febos, Tommy Orange, Billy-Ray Belcourt, Elissa
Washuta, Diane Glancy, Darcie Little Badger, Joshua Whitehead and Dennis E. Staples

to name a few.

The works of Maurice Kenny are abounding in strategic turns that are tuned to
achieve a collective ethnic identity through different measures for claiming an
individual as well as a collective space among the hegemonic classes. The diverse
methods adopted in the works of Kenny can be analysed at different levels to negotiate
the gravity of those strategies and its effects. The prompting feature of his works such as
the frequent imagery of the collective as well as the personal trauma of exploitation and
marginalization, recurring motifs of the ethnic correlatives, and the addressing of
personal dilemma of existence are potential spaces to evaluate the correlation between

memories, trauma and identity.

Maurice Kenny’s literary oeuvre comprises of short fictions, poems, plays and prose
pieces. The themes of reclamation of the past, existential dilemma, displacement and
misplacement, agony of the dispossessed, and the cultural alienation are woven so well
in the literary fabric of Kenny. His incorporates cultural memories and the erased
history of his tribal ancestry explicitly or implicitly in his works. Through his characters

Kenny voices the need for the repossession of the past for the future.

Maurice Kenny’s popularity lies in his poetry and his short fiction, which are

conversant of his Mohawk ancestry and the contemporary Native American life.
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Kenny’s works also mirrors the wide range of his personal experiences, exploring the
countryside as well as the metropolitan life of Brooklyn. The first published anthology
of Kenny was Dead Letters Sent and Other Poems, in 1958. It is after nearly two
decades that his second volume appeared in the literary world in 1977 and the volume
was titled North: Poems of Home. This award-winning work is an aesthetic account of
the initial encounters of between the French Jesuits and the Mohawk Iroquois in the

North America.

In the year 1984 Maurice Kenny’s popularity got accelerated with the
publication of The Mama Poems. The poems of the volume reclaim the poet’s
connections with the ancestral past at various junctures of his life. In the beginning he
narrates the creation myth that his forefathers shared to the younger generation learned.
The work also portrays the deceased ancestors appear to talk to him and remind him of
his roots. The recurring images of flora and fauna permanently plant him in the natural
soil of the Mohawk tradition. His first published volume of short stories came out in the
year 1985 with the title Rain and Other Fictions. In the title piece, a Mohawk takes a
road trip with a Pueblo family. As the story progresses the narrator contemplates on his
feeling of rootlessness. A traditional Native American rain festival to which they are
travelling to becomes the background of the short story. The dilemma of the Native
Americans who are caught between two cultures is a focal theme of the collection.
Kenny’s use of figurative language perfectly imparts the feelings of uprootedness of the
characters. The theme is further exemplified in “Leave the Driving to Us”, which
follows a Native American teenager on a Greyhound bus as he travels across the states

to meet his father for the first time.

Between Two Rivers, published in 1987, discusses the Kenny’s experiences as a

Native American and a resident of urban America. In the poem, “Going Home”, a
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Native American who has left the Reservation discovers a rejuvenation of his traditional
beliefs at the new place. “Wild Strawberry” perfectly captures the mythical significance
of the berry in the Mohawk culture. The author was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize for
the work Between Two Rivers. The poetry in the volume Greyhounding This America:
Poems and Dialog revolves around the bus trips that the author had across the country
in the late 1970s. The volume explores various topics, including the history of the native
people and the unpleasant aspects of the contemporary American life. Kenny’s works
are deeply rooted in the Mohawk culture to which he belongs and it is impossible to
separate his ethnic consciousness from those works. The Mohawk tradition, the tribal
culture, the days of exploitation that his people faced and their present condition of

personal and collective dilemmas are elaborately described in his works.

The Mohawk tribe into which Maurice Kenny was born is one of the Iroquoian
confederacies. They were sedentary half the year and nomadic otherwise. The women
generally engaged in cultivation and men hunting. They were people with strong
familial affiliations and social values. The tribe had three clans namely the Turtle, Wolf
and the Bear. As in the case of all the Native American tribes the Mohawk population
was also declined after the European contact. The Mohawks were acclaimed for their
bravery and hunting spirit. The harvesting period of the wild strawberries is a time of
celebration for them. They live in close harmony with nature and the ripening and
harvesting of the berries assert the continuation of life cycle. Many of Kenny’s works
celebrate berries as a motif in them. In his poem “Wild Strawberries” he calls them

‘blood berries’, indicating his intimate connection with his tradition and culture.

Despite the fact that Kenny’s works unveil the cultural memories of the Mohawks in
particular and the Native Americans in general, it is not fully possible to capture the

essence of the entire Indian existence from the works of a single writer. As Arnold
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Krupat puts it in his work The Turn to the Native, “Indian experience is not always and
everywhere the same, nor is it ever unproblematically given to consciousness nor is
consciousn