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ABSTRACT
This thesis is a work of literary criticism, specifically psychological criticism, of 

American Indian Stories (1921), a collection of autobiographical and fictional short 
stories previously written and published by writer Zitkala-Sa during the early 1900s. The 
purpose of this thesis is to solve one of the most debated aspects of the work—the 
identity of Zitkala-Sa—and to show how identifying Zitkala-Sa as a Sioux Indian offers a 
different perspective on American Indian Stories. The collection of Stories provides key 
evidence that provides insight into the healthy development of Zitkala-Sa’s personality as 
she progresses through Erik Erikson’s “Eight Stages of Man,” one of the most well- 
known theories of human psychosocial development. It is argued that American Indian 
Stories can be used as a map to illustrate that Zitkala-Sa develops her sense of Sioux 
identity during her early childhood years, clearly defines herself as Sioux during her 
adolescent years, and reinforces her Sioux identity during her adulthood years. Proving 
Zitkala-Sa’s identity is significant to advancing the critical debate surrounding American 
Indian Stories, because assigning Zitkala-Sa a Sioux identity allows her and her work to 
be seen as an articulate part that stands for and fights for the Native American whole.
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Introduction: Zitkala-Sa and American Indian Stories
I was first introduced to Zitkala-Sa’s American Indian Stories while taking an 

undergraduate course in early American literature. Before reading Zitkala-Sa’s American 
Indian Stories, I hardly remember having any specific expectations. I only remember 
being captivated by Zitkala-Sa’s determination to preserve her Sioux identity as she 
transitioned from her traditional Native culture to a culture dominated by White society. 
As I learned more about American Indian Stories, I quickly found that my interest in 
Zitkala-Sa’s identity was shared by many of her biographers and critics. Throughout the 
work, Zitkala-Sa’s conflict with man, conflict with nature, and conflict with self all 
revolve around one of the most debated aspects of the work: Zitkala-Sa’s psychological 
and social identity as a Sioux Indian. The consensus among Zitkala-Sa’s biographers and 
critics is that she fails to identify herself definitively as Sioux or White through her 
writing and throughout her life.

In her Foreword to American Indian Stories, Dexter Fisher claims that Zitkala-Sa 
“struggled toward a vision of wholeness in which the conflicting parts of her existence 
could be reconciled” and writes that Zitkala-Sa’s failure to succeed “is evident in her 
work, which is a model of ambivalences, of oscillations between two diametrically 
opposed worlds” (xviii). Margo Lukens asserts that Zitkala-Sa’s “life and letters 
exemplify the condition of a Native American writer in transition between two cultures” 
(336) while Ron Carpenter argues that Zitkala-Sa “signs in a context that is inseparably 
Anglo and Yankton; a context in which she is irreducible to either culture and alienated 
from each” (1). The following description further exemplifies the paradoxical life
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choices of Zitkala-Sa and briefly illustrates the difficulty of identifying Zitkala-Sa as 
solely Sioux or solely White:

[Zitkala-Sa] clung to her traditional beliefs while practicing Catholicism 
and other versions of Christianity; she had a Mormon funeral in Arlington, 
Virginia. She was wrenched from her traditions by the assimilating 
boarding school experience, yet she sent her only child to a Catholic 
school in Nauvoo, Illinois. She performed in public arenas and pandered 
to sentimental, colonial images while demanding legal rights and national 
sovereignties for Indians. She resisted Col. Richard H. Pratt’s model of 
assimilation but joined with him in the campaign against legalized peyote 
use and in advocating the power of education. (Hafen xi)

Proving Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity is significant to advancing the critical debate 
surrounding American Indian Stories, because assigning Zitkala-Sa a Sioux identity 
allows her to be seen as an articulate part that stands for and fights for the Native 
American whole.

The purpose of this thesis is to show that Zitkala-Sa clearly identifies herself as a 
Sioux Indian writer and not as a liminal writer “suspended on the edge between two 
worlds” (Tibbitts 3). The validation of Zitkala-Sa’s identity qualifies her to speak for 
Native Americans and allows her American Indian Stories to be seen as a work that 
represents the thoughts and feelings of countless American Indians who shared her 
similar experiences such as leaving the reservation to learn the White man’s language 
only to return to the reservation to find themselves unable to function effectively in either
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Native or White society. To clarify how Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity develops, this thesis 
applies Erik Erikson’s theory of human psychosocial development, also known as 
Erikson’s “Eight Stages of Man,” to the life of Zitkala-Sa life and uses textual evidence 
from American Indian Stories as well as historical facts to chart Zitkala-Sa’s movement 
from harmony (early childhood years) to chaos (late childhood years) to identity 
(adolescent and adult years). Before introducing Erikson’s theory of development, a 
broad summary of Zitkala-Sa’s life is necessary.

Born Gertrude Simmons in 1876, Zitkala-Sa spent “her first eight years of her life 
on the reservation with her mother [Ellen Simmons] in a seemingly idyllic state of 
harmony” (Fisher ix). These years represent the period when Zitkala-Sa develops her 
sense of self, which later becomes the foundation of her Sioux identity. During Zitkala- 
Sa’s early childhood years, Zitkala-Sa learned the traditions of Sioux legends, customs, 
and survival skills from her mother after her father, a White man named Felker, 
abandoned the family. Zitkala-Sa’s harmonious, early childhood years ended abruptly 
when she left the Yankton Reservation at age eight to study at White’s Manual Labor 
Institute, a Quaker missionary school in Wabash, Indiana. The years that immediately 
followed were some of the most tumultuous of her life. These are the years when 
Zitkala-Sa’s experiences demanded that she choose an identity; she was catapulted into a 
White-dominated society and spent her late childhood and adolescent years learning the 
White man’s language, discovering herself, and finding her place within the new culture. 
She described her first day at school as the day she lost her spirit and later wrote, “The 
melancholy of those black days left so long a shadow that it darkens the path of years that
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have since gone by” (Zitkala-Sa 67). Zitkala-Sa attended boarding school for three years 
before returning home and describing her return to Yankton reservation as “deplorable.” 
The awkwardness she felt—“neither a wee girl nor a tall one, neither a wild Indian nor a 
tame one”—led her to return to the east to continue her education (Zitkala-Sa 69). Before 
returning to Indiana, Gertrude Simmons had an argument with her brother’s wife, which 
caused Gertrude to re-name herself Zitkala-Sa, a name that translates to “Red Bird” in 
Lakota (Hafen xvii). While re-inventing herself did not necessarily end the chaos in her 
life, the symbolic act did emphasize Gertrude’s conscious decision to maintain her Sioux 
identity.

Zitkala-Sa returned to Indiana, completed her secondary education, and graduated 
from Earlham College in 1897. She taught at the Carlisle Indian Training School in 
Carlisle, Pennsylvania from 1898 to 1899; however, Zitkala-Sa’s “disillusionment with 
the Indian boarding school system was not lessened by her new position on the other side 
of the desk” (Stout 303). Her identity began to gain strength as she became more learned. 
She resigned her position at Carlisle after a very brief teaching career and began writing 
autobiographical articles and short stories with some success. These stories would later 
be published as American Indian Stories and would later be used as the primary source to 
support or to deny Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity. Three of her autobiographical short 
stories appeared in the Atlantic Monthly in 1900: “Impressions of an Indian Childhood,” 
“The School Days of an Indian Girl,” and “An Indian Teacher Among Indians.” After 
the publication of her stories, Harper’s Bazaar included a brief overview of Zitkala-Sa in 
a column titled “Persons Who Interest Us”:
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A young Indian girl, who is attracting much attention in Eastern cities on 
account of her beauty and many talents, is Zitkala-Sa, ... Zitkala-Sa is of 
the Sioux tribe of Dakota and until her ninth year was a veritable little 
savage, running wild over the prairie and speaking no language but her 
own ... She has also published lately a series of articles in a leading 
magazine ... which display a rare command of English and much artistic 
feeling. (Fisher vii)

Zitkala-Sa’s stories received an overwhelming response, which helped her attract 
scholarships and made it possible for her to continue her field studies. In 1901, 
she published “The Trial Path” and “The Soft-Hearted Sioux” along with her book, Old 
Indian Legends. While Old Indian Legends received much acclaim, her two short stories, 
which were less idyllic than her previous three short stories, received harsh criticism.
“The Trial Path” and “The Soft-Hearted Sioux” provided palpable evidence of the doubts 
Zitkala-Sa felt towards assimilation. Each story publicized the dilemma faced by many 
American Indians educated in the east who returned to the reservation, brought their 
adopted White culture with them, and experienced great sadness and often tragedy in 
their efforts to live between two worlds (Welch 38-39). Two more critical stories 
followed in 1902: “A Warrior’s Daughter” and “Why I Am a Pagan.” The shift in tone, 
from idyllic to critical, marks another turning point in Zitkala-Sa’s life, where she 
became less of an activist for herself and more of an activist for all American Indians.

As Zitkala-Sa grew older, her activism for American Indian rights increased. In 
1914, she became an advisory board member of the Society of American Indians (SAI), a
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group founded in 1911 to address problems facing American Indians: education reform, 
local government representation, and civil rights abuses. Zitkala-Sa moved from Utah to 
Washington D.C. in 1916 to serve as the SAI’s Secretary; in addition, she became the 
editor of the Society’s journal American Indian Magazine from 1918 to 1919. After the 
SAI disbanded in 1920, Zitkala-Sa worked with the General Federation of Women’s 
Clubs to found the Indian Welfare Committee the following year (Lukens 333).

In 1921, Zitkala-Sa published American Indian Stories, a compilation of her 
stories and editorials previously printed in American Indian Magazine, Everybody’s 
Magazine, Harper’s Magazine, and the Atlantic Monthly. Three years later, the Indian 
Rights Association assigned Zitkala-Sa to investigate alleged abuses of some Oklahoma 
tribes enforced by the federal government. She co-authored an expose that revealed the 
abuses of Oklahoma’s Poor Rich Indians, which led to the creation of the Meriam 
Commission, a survey team of specialists charged with inspecting hospital, reservation, 
and school settings and documenting substandard conditions caused by government 
inefficiency and lack of funding. Zitkala-Sa founded the National Council of American 
Indians (NCAI) in 1926 and served as the Council’s president until her death on January 
26, 1938. Buried in Arlington National Cemetery, Zitkala-Sa’s headstone reads, 
“Gertrude Simmons Bonnin—‘Zitkala-Sa’ of the Sioux Indians— 1876-1938” (Lukens 
336).

Many of Zitkala-Sa’s critics agree that American Indian Stories reflects Zitkala- 
Sa’s inability to reconcile “the conflicting parts of her existence” as a Sioux living within 
White society (Fisher xviii). There is no doubt that American Indian Stories displays the
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ambivalences Zitkala-Sa must have felt as a Sioux transitioning into White society and 
how she had trouble identifying herself as exclusively Sioux, especially considering the 
fact that her life spanned one of the most pivotal periods in American Indian history— 
from the passage of the Dawes Act in 1887 to the passage of the Indian Reorganization 
Act in 1934. The year Zitkala-Sa was born, the aggressive assault by the United States 
government against the Sioux reached its climax when General George Custer led the 
Seventh Calvary’s attack of Sitting Bull’s alliance of Sioux and Cheyenne at Little Big 
Horn Creek but was ambushed by warriors led by Crazy Horse. Custer and all of his 
soldiers were killed. By 1877, most Sioux had surrendered, and Congress passed a law 
that reduced the Great Sioux Reservation from 134 million acres to 15 million acres.
After the last major uprising of American Indians, the United States government rapidly 
began to shift its policies from military operations to assimilation. The Dawes Act of 
1887 continued to dissolve communal and tribal land rights, and Indian boarding schools 
funded by the government systematically broke apart families and installed curriculums 
and disciplinary structures intended to eradicate traditional tribal culture (Davidson and 
Norris xi).

I would argue that the longer Zitkala-Sa lived within White society, the harder she 
clung to her Sioux identity. Zitkala-Sa’s persona did not become more bi-cultural during 
assimilation; in contrast, she became more connected to her Sioux identity and more 
distrustful of assimilation. Zitkala-Sa represented herself as a full-blooded Sioux 
throughout her life, used the English language to empower herself within the Pan-Indian 
movement of the 1920s, and published a collection of short stories (American Indian
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Stories), a book of Indian legends (OldIndian Legends), an opera (Sun Dance Opera), 
and numerous politically charged articles and short stories—most of which critiqued 
White oppression of Indians through one-dimensional, American assimilation policies. 
The question is not “What identity—Sioux or White—does Zitkala-Sa appear to be in 
American Indian Stories?” The question is “Does American Indian Stories offer palpable 
evidence of the development of Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity?” This thesis attempts to 
answer the latter question by showing that American Indian Stories does provide 
evidence of the development of Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity and that the establishment of 
Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity calls for a re-evaluation of American Indian Stories.
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Chapter 1: Erik Erikson’s “Eight Stages of M an”
Much like Zitkala-Sa, Erik Erikson’s struggle to find his identity helped cultivate 

his life pursuits. Erik’s mother, Karla Abrahamsen, came from a prominent Jewish 
family in Copenhagen—a family that tried to appear Danish, spoke no Yiddish, and 
blended the requirements of kosher food with traditional Danish dishes (Friedman 29). 
For the first three years of Erik’s life, he was raised alone by his mother. Then Karla 
married Dr. Theodor Homberger, Erik’s pediatrician, on Erik’s third birthday, and the 
family moved to Karlsruhe in southern Germany. Karla and Theodor decided that they 
would always tell Erik that Theodor was his biological father. As Erik observed many 
years later, Theodor “apparently joined [Karla] in the promise to annul the past.” Erik 
grew up feeling that Theodor was a caring father, but Erik also “felt all along.. .doubt in 
[his] identity” throughout his childhood years (Freidman 32-33). Erik Homberger, whose 
father was an unnamed Danish man, was a tall, blond, blue-eyed boy, who was Jewish.
At temple school, the kids teased him for being Nordic; at grammar school, they teased 
him for being Jewish. Reflecting on his early years, Erik noted that his “whole childhood 
involved learning to navigate borders—between Judaism and Christianity; Denmark and 
Germany; mother, stepfather, and biological father” (Freidman 42).

Erikson’s biographer, Lawrence Freidman, summarizes Erikson as a person who 
was always in the process of becoming and asserts that “Erikson’s life—personal and 
professional, conceptual and cultural—involved crossing and recrossing a variety of 
borders or traditional lines of demarcation, and [Erikson] became increasingly adept at it” 
(21). These borders concerned Erikson’s disciplinary and occupational allegiances, the
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structure of his conceptualizations, his religious and national loyalties, his “real” and 
“native” languages, and even the men he could call “father.” The geographic, social, 
disciplinary, personal, and intellectual contexts of Erikson’s life were constantly 
changing, which required him to re-fashion his sense of himself again and again 
(Freidman 21). Erikson’s search for his own identity led him to pursue his interests in 
psychoanalysis, and ultimately led him to create his theory of psychosocial development 
or “Eight Stages of Man,” which is one of the best-known personality development 
theories within the fields of psychology.

Erikson shared Sigmund Freud’s belief that the personality develops in a series of 
stages; however, Erikson’s theory describes the impact of social experience across man’s 
entire life with Erikson’s greatest innovation of adding three developmental stages to 
Freud’s five-stage model. Erikson accepted the foundations of Freud’s theories as 
basically correct but was much more interested in society and culture, since his interests 
were more anthropological. Development, Erikson believed, functions by the epigenetic 
principle—the principle that man develops through a pre-determined unfolding of 
personalities in eight stages (see Table 1). Each stage involves certain developmental 
tasks that are psychosocial in nature, and man’s progress through each stage is in part 
determined by his own success or lack of success in previous stages. As man progresses 
through each stage successfully, he carries away a certain virtue or psychosocial strength 
which helps him progress through the remaining stages. If man does not achieve balance 
within each stage, he could develop mal-adaptations and malignancies, possibly 
hindering future development. The worst of the two, a malignancy involves too little of
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the positive and too much of the negative aspect of the stage’s task (e.g., inability to trust 
others) while a mal-adaptation is not quite as bad and involves too much of the positive 
and too little of the negative (e.g., trusting others too much). Additionally, each stage has 
a corresponding virtue, which Erikson assumed would become deeply internalized once 
the particular stage’s psychological crisis was successfully resolved.

Table 1. Erik Erikson’s “Eight Stages of Man.”

Stage
Psychosocial

Crisis
Significant
Relations

Psychosocial
Modalities

Psychosocial
Virtues

Mal-adaptations 
& Malignancies

I Trust vs. 
Mistrust mother to get, to give in 

return hope, faith
sensory 
distortion -
withdrawal

II
Autonomy vs. 
Shame and 
Doubt

parents to hold on, to let
g°

willpower
determination

impulsivity -
compulsion

III Initiative vs. 
Guilt family to go after, to play purpose,

courage
ruthlessness -
inhibition

IV Industry vs. 
Inferiority

neighborhood 
and school

to complete, to 
make things 
together

competence narrow virtuosity 
-- inertia

V Ego Identity vs. 
Role-confusion

peer groups, 
role models

to be oneself, to 
share oneself fidelity, loyalty fanaticism -

repudiation

VI Intimacy vs. 
Isolation

partners,
friends

to lose and find 
oneself in a 
another

love promiscuity -
exclusivity

VII Generativity vs. 
Self-absorption

household,
workmates

to make be, to 
take care of care overextension -- 

rejectivity

VIII Ego Integrity vs. 
Despair

mankind or 
“my kind”

to be, through 
having been, to 
face not being

wisdom presumption -
despair

In 1937, the year before Zitkala-Sa’s death, Erikson traveled to Pine Ridge Indian 
Reservation to investigate “whence came the tragic apathy with which Sioux Indian



children quietly accepted and then quietly discarded many of the values taught them in 
the immensely thoughtful and costly experiment of federal Indian education” (Erikson, 
Childhood 114). Like many Europeans, Erikson was fascinated by American Indians.
He had encouraged his students to learn about American Indians at the Hietzing School in 
Vienna. He was also fascinated by Ruth Benedict’s pioneering 1928 article 
“Psychological Types in the Culture of the Southwest,” an article that showed how the 
visual configurations constructed by American Indians in their daily lives suggested rich 
convergence between their psychologies and their cultures. When Erikson’s friend 
Scudder Mekeel, an anthropologist and field representative for the Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs, invited Erikson to Oglala Sioux country on the Pine Ridge reservation, 
Erikson eagerly accepted the opportunity (Freidman 185). In his book Childhood and 
Society, Erikson uses a description written by Carl Sandburg to capture the essence of the 
high rolling plains of South Dakota:

The slow hot wind of summer and its withering 
or again the crimp of the driving white blizzard 
and neither of them to be stopped 
neither saying anything else than:

“I’m not arguing. I’m telling you.” (115)
Erikson was moved by the difficulties faced by the Lakota children and the adolescents 
he talked to and observed. By the time the Oglala Lakota were visited by Erikson, 8,000 
Lakota had been re-located to a large but barren reservation allotted to them by the 
United States government. The main source of food, clothing, shelter, and buffalo had
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long since been hunted into near-extinction. Worst of all, the patterns of their lives had 
been taken from them not only by White soldiers but also by the quiet efforts of 
government bureaucrats and Christian missionaries working together to transform 
Lakotas into Americans. Children were made to stay at boarding schools much of the 
year in the sincere belief that civilization and prosperity came with education. At 
boarding schools, they learned many things that contradicted what they learned at home. 
American Indians were taught White standards of cleanliness and beauty, some of which 
contradicted Lakota standards of modesty. They were taught to compete which 
contradicted Lakota traditions of egalitarianism. They were told to speak up even though 
their upbringing told them to be still. In other words, White teachers found Sioux 
children quite impossible to work with, and Sioux parents found their children quite 
corrupted by an alien culture.

As the Sioux’s original culture gradually disappeared, the new way of life and 
new culture offered by the United States government failed to provide the necessary 
substitutions for survival—much less any chance of prosperity. Erikson outlines the 
major events that led to the Sioux’s loss of communal integrity and collective identity: 

Before the white man came, [the Sioux Indian] was a fighting nomad and 
a buffalo hunter. The buffalo disappeared, slaughtered by invaders. The 
Sioux then became a warrior on the defense, and was defeated. He almost 
cheerfully learned to round up cattle instead of encircling buffalo: his 
cattle were taken from him. He could become a sedentary farmer, only at 
the price of being a sick man, on bad land.
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Thus, step by step, the Sioux had been denied the bases for a 
collective identity formation and with it the reservoir of collective 
integrity from which the individual must derive his stature as a social 
being. (Childhood 153-54)

Erikson blames the United States government for losing “the peace with the Indian when 
it failed to arrive at a clear design of either conquering or colonizing, converting or 
liberating, and instead left the making of history to an arbitrary succession of 
representatives who had one or another of these objectives in mind—thus demonstrating 
an inconsistency which the [American] Indians interpreted as insecurity and bad 
conscience.” Therefore, the new way of life imposed on American Indians by the “young 
and seething American democracy” had not allowed the Sioux “to awaken images of a 
new cultural identity” (Erikson, Childhood 117-33).

Erikson concluded his initial investigation of the Sioux by highlighting one major 
discrepancy among Sioux children: they only had “two rights for them[selves], one white 
and one Indian” (Childhood 114). The “two rights” represent the difficult choice every 
Sioux faced: remain on the reservation where security and identity are achieved through a 
sense of entitlement and dependency on government assistance or leave the reservation to 
seek education, to live among Whites, and to work alongside Whites only to find 
themselves among the ranks of “colored minorities, rural and urban, which [wait] for 
busy democratic processes to find time for them” (Erikson, Childhood 120). This 
dilemma further underscores the number-one problem experienced by Zitkala-Sa’s 
biographers and critics—the difficulty of identifying American Indians subjected to
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assimilation policies as solely Native or solely White. Before moving further, it is 
necessary to state that the definition of “ego identity” used throughout this thesis is 
Erikson’s definition:

[Ego identity] is the accrued experience of the ego’s ability to integrate all 
identifications with the vicissitudes of the libido, with the aptitudes 
developed out of endowment, and with the opportunities offered in social 
roles. The sense of ego identity, then, is the accrued confidence that the 
inner sameness and continuity prepared in the past are matched by the 
sameness and continuity of one’s meaning for others, as evidenced in the 
tangible promise of a “career.” (Childhood 261-62)

While Erikson believed that the life of Dakota children was still “a relatively rich and 
spontaneous existence which permit[ed] the school child to emerge from the family with 
a relative integration” of trust, autonomy, and some initiative, Erikson concluded that “it 
becomes inescapably clear only in puberty that what initiative has been salvaged [by the 
Dakota child] will not find an identity” (Childhood 163).

If Erikson, who is considered to be the architect of identity, found it difficult to 
find an identity for Sioux Indians during his studies, then applying his human 
psychosocial development model to the life of Zitkala-Sa with the goal of identifying her 
definitively as Sioux or White seems impossible. Yet, Erikson’s work leaves room for 
possibility, because his conclusions, though bleak, offer hope. Erikson used his studies 
among the Oglala Lakota to support his belief that his theory of psychosocial 
development could be applied to all cultures; moreover, his studies further supported his
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belief that “primitive societies” is a misnomer. Erikson found that “the discovery of 
primitive child-training systems makes it clear that primitive societies are neither 
infantile stages of mankind or arrested deviations from the proud progressive norms 
which [modern societies] represent.” Not only did Erikson believe that primitive 
societies “are a complete form of mature human living, often of a homogeneity and 
simple integrity which we at times might well envy” but he also believed that hope for a 
Sioux identity could be found in the ancient principles of child training still operating in 
the remnants of the tribe (Childhood 112). Thus, the ancient principles taught to Sioux 
children undermined the establishment of the White conscience, because this “conscience 
has remained even in the face of the glaring reality of historical change” (Erikson, 
Childhood 154-55). This one finding from Erikson’s study of early childhood training is 
critical to understanding Zitkala-Sa’s work, because Zitkala-Sa’s early childhood is the 
period when she develops her sense of identity.

At the time Childhood and Society was published, several of Erikson’s colleagues 
accused Erikson of presenting a “romantic vision of psychological integrity in early tribal 
life in comparison with the modern societies that followed” as well as “overemphasizing 
the strong cultural background of the Sioux and Yurok” (Friedman 190). The dispute 
revolved mainly around one subject of his study among the Yurok Indians: Fanny, an 
older Yurok shaman. Critics disputed Erikson’s assumption that Fanny’s strong sense of 
identity could survive as modernity destroyed American Indian economic and cultural 
life. For example, Erikson does not represent Fanny as a colonized or vanquished 
“other;” he shows her as a “full, vibrant, and ‘whole’ self whose concerns and feelings
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were no less legitimate than those of more ‘advanced’ Western therapists or community 
leaders” (Freidman 191). The criticism Erikson received was the same type of criticism 
Margaret Mead received when she had portrayed primitive societies struggling against 
the fragmenting, neurotic forces of advanced civilization. Erikson equated American 
Indians with a “pre-modern psychological wholeness” but had difficulty reconciling his 
ideas with Western imperialist historicism and “its binary opposites of metropolis and 
colony, center and periphery, self and other” (Friedman 190-91). Two years after 
publishing his “detailed field observations for his essays on the Sioux,” Erikson 
summarized in one paragraph what he thought he had argued in Childhood and Society 
while preparing notes for a seminar presentation:

The functioning society, through the agencies of tradition (family, school) 
takes the individual in trust and (through its child training methods) tries 
to give consistent meaning to the emerging drive fragments and growing 
capacities. Where the individual and the environment succeed in 
establishing a certain mutuality of purpose and a certain sameness and 
continuity in growth and development, a series of positive basic attitudes 
are fostered which enrich both society and individual. (Friedman 234) 

Erikson’s studies concluded that some American Indians had the ability to maintain a 
sense of self and sense of identity despite the advance of the American Industrial 
Revolution; however, twenty years would pass before Erikson’s view would begin to 
receive support.

In 1961, the publication of Algerian psychiatrist Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched o f
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the Earth ignited a revolutionary intellectual movement that aligned with the 
decolonization of Western thought. Finally, Fanon’s publication provided Erikson’s 
Childhood and Society an identity that had eluded Erikson at the time of publication— 
when Erikson’s study was seen as disorienting and de-centered. The works of both 
Erikson and Fanon became part of a growing collection of works that “disputed and 
reversed the Western imperial engagement with the ‘undeveloped other” (Friedman 191). 
The new support Erikson began to receive in the 1960s created possibilities for applying 
his theory of psychosocial development to the lives of other strong-willed American 
Indians such as Zitkala-Sa. Fanny resembles the resilience and independence of Zitkala- 
Sa, and Fanny exemplifies Erikson’s ultimate hope that “the emotionally healthy portion 
of a population might somehow survive” rapid modernization and might also serve as 
models for viable psychological and social identity—a gauge of health and possibilities 
for citizens at large (Friedman 190).



Chapter 2: The Foundation of Zitkala-Sa’s Identity (Early Childhood Years)
Erikson believed that the autobiographies of extraordinary, and extraordinarily 

self-perceptive, individuals are one source of insight into the development of identity 
(Erikson, Youth 155). It is important to note that Erikson’s use of “autobiography” here 
is intended only to refer to one’s own account of his or her life. The term, as applied to 
American Indian Stories in this thesis, follows the same definition as Erikson and is not 
intended to aruge whether or not the work “violates traditional notions of autobiography,” 
as some literary critics have argued (Cutter 31). Textual evidence from Zitkala-Sa’s 
autobiographical account will be used to display the inner and outer conflicts weathered 
by Zitkala-Sa’s personality from which she re-emerges with an increased sense of inner 
unity, good judgment, and the capacity to succeed, according to the standards that are 
important to her. The search for Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity begins with her recording the 
events and memories of her early childhood years, which offers clues to the development 
of her sense of self—the foundation of her Sioux identity.

Although Erikson associated a person’s age with each developmental stage (e.g., 
Stage 1-Infant, Stage 2-Toddler, Stage 3-Pre-school, Stage 4-School Age, etc.), his 
timeline is more of a general framework that can be applied to all cultures. The timing of 
human psychosocial development varies across different cultures and even varies within 
similar cultures, but no matter how much time an individual spends progressing through 
each stage, every person in every culture progresses through the “Eight Stages of Man” 
sequentially. For example, some cultures might take three years to move through the first 
stage while other cultures take one year to move through the first stage; either way,
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individuals must progress through the first stage of development before reaching the 
second stage. The most important factor to consider during the early childhood years is 
the development of the child’s sense of identity based on the child’s early social 
experiences as the child progresses through each stage.

Although Zitkala-Sa’s earliest account starts when she is seven years old, she still 
provides evidence for how she developed in stage one and two, the infant and toddler 
years, respectively. The first stage is where a child learns to balance trust versus mistrust 
and occurs when the child is an infant; while Zitkala-Sa neither recalls nor writes about 
her infant or toddler years, her writings provide evidence of how she developed during 
those years. In the first chapter of American Indian Stories, Zitkala-Sa establishes who 
she trusts and who she mistrusts. She also provides evidence of how she progressed 
through the second stage—autonomy versus shame and doubt—by writing about being 
autonomous and feeling secure on the reservation. The third stage is where Ztikala-Sa’s 
account begins to align closely with Erikson’s age timeline; she shows initiative when 
she urges her mother to allow her to go east when the missionaries are searching for 
Native children to educate and to assimilate in the Eastern United States. This third stage 
is also the stage in which Zitkala-Sa develops guilt, which remains with her throughout 
her life and surfaces throughout American Indian Stories, leads her to adopt industry over 
inferiority in stage four.

The First Stage: Trust versus Mistrust
In the first stage of human psychosocial development, Erikson asserted that the
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amount of trust derived from the earliest infantile experience does not seem to depend on 
absolute quantities of food or demonstrations of love but rather on the quality of the 
maternal relationship. Erikson writes, “Mothers create a sense of trust in their children 
by that kind of administration which in its quality combine sensitive care of the baby’s 
individual needs and a firm sense of personal trustworthiness within the trusted 
framework of their community’s lifestyle” (Life Cycle 65). The relationship between the 
mother and child forms the very basis in the child for a component of the sense of 
identity which will combine the sense of being “all right,” of being oneself, and of 
becoming what other people trust one will become (Life Cycle 65).

Although establishing trust is the goal for an infant’s healthy development, 
Erikson believed that infants must experience trust with the primary caregiver and must 
also experience mistrust with strangers or unfamiliar people to become a well-rounded, 
aware person; however, the balance should ideally lean toward basic trust. During 
Zitkala-Sa’s infancy, Zitkala-Sa established trust only with her Sioux mother on the 
reservation. The first chapter of American Indian Stories is titled “My Mother” and 
clearly distinguishes who Zitkala-Sa trusts and mistrusts based on her mother’s words. 
Three times a day, Ztikala-Sa’s mother would “draw water from the muddy stream for 
[their] household use,” and sometimes, Zitkala-Sa would accompany her (Zitkala-Sa 7). 
Recalling one of their trips to the river, she describes her mother as “sad and silent,” and 
she “begged to know what made the tears fall” from her mother’s eyes (7). Age seven 
seems to be the earliest time when Zitkala-Sa’s mother verbalizes her feelings of trust and 
mistrust to her daughter. She tells her daughter “with a strange tremor in her voice which
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[Zitkala-Sa] could not understand” that she hopes the “paleface does not take away from 
[them] the river [they] drink” (Zitkala-Sa 9). Zitkala-Sa asks, “Mother, who is this bad 
paleface?” in which her mother replies, “My little daughter, he is a sham,—a sickly 
sham! The bronzed Dakota is the only real man” (9). Her mother’s unhappiness arouses 
revenge in Zitkala-Sa’s soul, and she cries aloud, “I hate the paleface that makes my 
mother cry!” (9). Although Zitkala-Sa cannot comprehend the relationship between 
Whites and Sioux Indians at the time, she does learn to trust the Dakota and not to trust 
the “paleface.” The very first chapter of her work clearly establishes “who” she trusts 
and mistrusts and sets the tone for the rest of the work. The chapter describes how 
Zitkala-Sa’s mother influenced her worldview as early as Zitkala-Sa can remember. Not 
only does the first chapter signify the importance of her mother’s perspective but the 
chapter also shows how strongly her mother’s perspective resides in her heart and 
memory years later. In the early chapters of “Impressions of an Indian Childhood,” 
Zitkala-Sa writes about Sioux legends, customs, and daily activities only after 
establishing the “paleface” as bad and the Dakota as good.

The Second Stage: Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt
The task of the second stage is to achieve a degree of autonomy while minimizing 

shame and doubt. If parents allow their child to explore and manipulate his or her 
environment, the child will develop a sense of autonomy or independence. Zitkala-Sa’s 
mother helped develop her daughter’s autonomy by being a patient teacher and by 
allowing her daughter to explore her surroundings. One example of her mother’s
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patience can be found in Zitkala-Sa’s account of her learning the art of beadwork. 
Sometimes, after breakfast, Zitkala-Sa’s mother would begin her beadwork by pulling 
“out the wooden pegs that pinned the skirt of [their] wigwam to the ground, and roll[ing] 
the canvas part way up its frame of slender poles” (Zitkala-Sa 18). Ellen would un-tie the 
buckskin bag, spread out the beads beside her, and trim another piece of buckskin into 
shape as her daughter watched “with a proud, beaming face” and imagined herself 
“walking in a new pair of snugly fitting moccasins” (18-19). As Zitkala-Sa describes 
these “practical observation lessons in the art of beadwork,” the reader begins to see 
Ellen’s patient but firm approach to teaching her daughter:

It took many trials before I learned how to knot my sinew thread on the 
point of my finger, as I saw her do. Then the next difficulty was in 
keeping my thread stiffly twisted, so that I could easily string my beads 
upon it. My mother required of me original designs for my lessons in 
beading. At first I frequently ensnared many a sunny hour into working a 
long design. Soon I learned from self-inflicted punishment to refrain from 
drawing complex patterns, for I had to finish whatever I began. (Zitkala- 
Sa 19)

If Ellen would have failed to exhibit patience when teaching her daughter, Zitkala-Sa 
would have never learned the art of beadwork, because Ellen would have assumed the 
task too difficult for Zitkala-Sa to learn. The beadwork lessons provide an example of 
how Ellen develops her daughter’s sense of determination. Zitkala-Sa writes that the 
quietness of her mother’s oversight always made her “feel strongly responsible and
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dependent upon [her] own judgment,” and that she was treated as a “dignified little 
individual as long as [she] was on [her] good behavior” (20).

Not only did Ellen develop Zitkala-Sa’s sense of autonomy through what 
Zitkala-Sa describes as “confining lessons” but she also allowed her daughter the 
freedom to explore her surroundings. Many summer afternoons, Zitkala-Sa 
“roamed over the hills” with “a party of four or five of [her] playmates” (Zitkala- 
Sa 21). The children “pried up certain sweet roots,” exchanged “necklaces, 
beaded belts, and sometimes even [their] moccasins,” impersonated their own 
mothers, and imitated their mothers’ various manners “even to the inflection of 
their voices” (21-22). Zitkala-Sa remembers:

In the lap of the prairie we seated ourselves upon our feet, and 
leaning our painted cheeks in the palms of our hands, we rested our 
elbows on our knees, and bent forward as old women were most 
accustomed to do.

While one was telling of some heroic deed recently done by 
a near relative, the rest of us listened attentively, and exclaimed in 
undertones, “Han! han!” (yes! yes!) whenever the speaker paused 
for breath, or sometimes for our sympathy. As the discourse 
became more thrilling, according to our ideas, we raised our voices 
in these interjections. In these impersonations our parents were led 
to say only those things that were in common favor. (22)

The children had the freedom to roam the hills, to impersonate their parents, to raise their
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voices, and to explore the landscape. They chased the shifting cloud shadows that played 
among the hills. They “shouted and whooped in the chase; laughing and calling to one 
another” (22). Zitkala-Sa describes her and her friends as “little sportive nymphs on that 
Dakota sea of rolling green” (22-23). Between the lessons with her mother and playtime 
with her friends, Zitkala-Sa’s autonomy was balanced by her desire to please her mother. 
Referring to her mother earlier in the work, Zitkala-Sa writes, “how humiliated I was 
when some boldness of mine drew forth a rebuke from her!” (20). By balancing 
structured lessons with free play, Ellen fostered Zitkala-Sa’s virtue of willpower—a sign 
of healthy development and successful progression of stage two.

The Third Stage: Initiative versus Guilt
From ages three or four to five or six, the task confronting every child is to learn 

initiative without too much guilt. “Initiative” means positively responding to the world’s 
challenges, taking on responsibilities, learning new skills, and feeling purposeful.
There are two primary examples where Zitkala-Sa displays initiative during the third 
stage, also known as the play-age stage. The first account is an example of Zitkala-Sa 
taking on responsibility by mimicking her mother and occurs when Zitkala-Sa attempts to 
host an elder while her mother’s away from the wigwam. After the “old grandfather” 
enters the tepee and decides to wait for the return of Zitkala-Sa’s mother, Zitkala-Sa at 
once begins “to play the part of a generous hostess” (Zitkala-Sa 27). She turns to her 
mother’s coffee pot, finds nothing but coffee grounds on the bottom, sets the pot on a 
heap of cold ashes, and fills it half full of warm Missouri River water. “Then breaking
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off a small piece of unleavened bread,” she places it in a bowl and offers the “old 
warrior” the “light luncheon” (27-28). She was “proud to have succeeded so well in 
serving refreshments to a guest all by [her]self” (28). Luckily, not much time passes 
before her mother returns home and serves the elder a proper meal. Zitkala-Sa reflects on 
the event and refers to her judgment as poor and considers her actions ridiculous; 
however, at the time, she was showing initiative by following the customs that she had 
learned from her mom even though she was an immature host.

The second account of Zitkala-Sa showing initiative reveals her ambition and has 
much more far-reaching consequences than serving lukewarm coffee to an elder. The 
results of this initiative shape the rest of her life. The year Zitkala-Sa turned eight, “two 
paleface missionaries,” “from that class of white men who wore big hats and carried large 
hearts,” came to the reservation to “take away Indian boys and girls to the East” (Zitkala- 
Sa 39). Zitkala-Sa does not write that the men “had” or “possessed” big hearts; the men 
“carried large hearts,” which is an important distinction. Zitkala-Sa’s description 
represents her view of White men and missionaries as figurative envelopes; their “large 
hearts” merely symbolize the United States government’s good intentions as the 
missionaries stoically lure school-age children from their parents. Zitkala-Sa remembers 
her mom not wanting her to talk to the missionaries; however, Zitkala-Sa takes the 
initiative to start collecting “many wonderful stories from [her] playfellows concerning 
the strangers” and initiates the conversation between her and her mother: “Mother, my 
friend Judewin is going home with the missionaries. She is going to a more beautiful 
country than ours; the palefaces told her so!” (Zitkala-Sa 39). Zitkala-Sa wishes in her
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heart that she will also be allowed to go east. Ellen tells her daughter not to believe the 
“white man’s lies. Don’t believe a word they say! Their words are sweet, but, my child, 
their deeds are bitter” (41). Ellen discourages Zitkala-Sa’s curiosity and encourages her 
to stay on the reservation, but Zitkala-Sa pleads with her mother to allow her to go east 
with the missionaries. Ellen refuses to give the missionaries permission to take her 
daughter upon their first visit to the wigwam. Although Ellen mistrusts Whites and 
probably heard stories of the harsh conditions and high mortality rates in the boarding 
schools, Ellen knows that she cannot protect her daughter forever. Ellen has seen rapid 
changes in her own lifetime, including the steady encroachment of White populations 
around her. Ellen realizes—although painfully—that her daughter will have to learn to 
live among the Whites in order to have a future. Encouraging Ellen to send Zitkala-Sa to 
the east, Zitkala-Sa’s aunt tells Ellen, “Let her try it” (Zitkala-Sa 43). The next morning, 
however, Ellen asks her daughter, “Do you still persist in wishing to leave your mother?” 
to which Zitkala-Sa replies, “Oh, mother, it is not that I wish to leave you, but I want to 
see the wonderful Eastern land” (43). With pressure from the missionaries, from her 
daughter, and from her sister, Ellen decides to send Zitkala-Sa to the east. Ellen tells her 
son to send for the missionaries:

Yes, Dawee, my daughter, though she does not understand what it all 
means, is anxious to go. She will need an education when she is grown, 
for then there will be fewer real Dakotas, and many more palefaces. This 
tearing her away, so young, from her mother is necessary, if I would have 
her an educated woman. The palefaces, who owe us a large debt for stolen
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lands, have begun to pay a tardy justice in offering some education to our 
children. (Zitkala-Sa 44)

Zitkala-Sa’s desire to go with the missionaries starts by showing interest in the strangers, 
gathering information regarding their arrival to the reservation, and pleading with her 
mother to allow her to go east. Her initiative sets the course of her life and begins with 
her “being drawn away by the white man’s horses” (44).

Referring to the third stage, Erikson believes that if children can imagine the 
future and if they can plan, then they can be responsible for their actions as well as guilty 
for their actions. As Zitkala-Sa watches “the lonely figure of [her] mother vanish in the 
distance, a sense of regret settle[s] heavily upon [her]” (Zitkala-Sa 44-45). The tears 
trickled down her cheeks, and she saw herself as “frightened and bewildered as the 
captured young of a wild creature” (45). While her imagination and initiative help her 
develop the psychosocial strength of purpose during stage three, Zitkala-Sa never fully 
overcomes the malignancy of guilt within this stage. This is the point in American Indian 
Stories where Zitkala-Sa’s guilt becomes apparent and resurfaces throughout the 
remainder of the work. The moments when Zitkala-Sa displays guilt occur when she 
yearns for the closeness of her mother. Upon arriving to the east and having her “long 
hair shingled like a coward’s,” Zitkala-Sa “moan[s] for [her] mother, but no one [comes] 
to comfort [her]” (56). She often weeps in secret and wishes that she “had gone West to 
be nourished by [her] mother’s love, instead of remaining among a cold race whose 
hearts were frozen hard with prejudice (76). Even after Zitkala-Sa wins second place at 
the Indiana State Oratorical Contest, she imagines her “mother far away on the Western
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plains [...] holding a charge against [her]” (80). Zitkala-Sa’s guilt seems to hinder her 
development at first, but Zitkala-Sa is able to transform her guilt from this stage into a 
motivator later in life. According to Erikson, the “indispensable contribution of the 
initiative stage to later identity development, then, obviously is that of freeing the child’s 
initiative and sense of purpose for adult tasks which promise (but cannot guarantee) a 
fulfillment of one’s range of capacities” (Youth 122). Clearly, at the end of this stage, 
Zitkala-Sa develops her sense of purpose and displays the virtue of courage despite 
experiencing feelings of guilt over leaving the reservation and her mother.

The Fourth Stage: Industry versus Inferiority
Middle childhood, the period of industry versus inferiority, marked an extreme 

turning point in Zitkala-Sa’s life. This stage corresponds to a child’s life from the school 
years up to puberty, wherein the child learns how to read and write and learns how to 
socialize herself into the broader contexts of school and peer groups. Zitkala-Sa had 
barely left the reservation before she started experiencing feelings of inferiority. As she 
recalls her journey east with seven other “bronzed” children, Zitkala-Sa writes, “We had 
anticipated much pleasure from a ride on the iron horse, but the throngs of staring 
palefaces disturbed and troubled us” (Zitkala-Sa 47). On the train:

Fair women, with tottering babies on each arm, stopped their haste and 
scrutinized the children of absent mothers. Large men, with heavy 
bundles in their hands, halted nearby, and riveted their glassy blue eyes 
upon us. (47)
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Zitkala-Sa “sank deep into the corner of [her] seat, for [she] resented being watched” 
(Zitkala-Sa 48). The White children on the train “hung themselves upon the back of their 
Seats” and pointed at her feet. Instead of “reproving such rude curiosity,” their mothers 
looked closely at Zitkala-Sa and “attracted their children’s further notice” to her blanket. 
Embarrassed, Zitkala-Sa writes that this rude attention kept her “constantly on the verge 
of tears” (48).

The first night Zitkala-Sa arrives at the boarding school and her new home, she 
immediately longs for her mother and regrets her eagerness to move to the east:

I was tucked into bed with one of the tall girls, because she talked my 
mother tongue and seemed to soothe me.

I had arrived in the wonderful land of rosy skies, but I was not 
happy, as I had thought I should be. My long travel and the bewildering 
sights had exhausted me. I fell asleep, heaving deep, tired sobs. My tears 
were left to dry themselves in streaks, because neither my aunt nor my 
mother was near to wipe them away. (Zitkala-Sa 51)

The following day, Zitkala-Sa’s situation worsens. She dedicates one chapter titled “The 
Cutting of My Long Hair” to explain her traumatic first day. The large school bell, 
“crashing through the belfry overhead and into [her] sensitive ears,” welcomes her to her 
first “bitter-cold” day (Zitkala-Sa 52). Her senses experience an overload as the many, 
uncommon sounds of the day intensify: “the annoying clatter of shoes on bare floors” and 
“the constant clash of harsh noises, with an undercurrent of many voices murmuring an 
unknown tongue, made a bedlam within which [she] was securely tied” (52). Her friend
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Judewin from the reservation knew a few words of English, so she had overheard one of 
the White teachers talk about cutting the hair of the new arrivals. Upon hearing this, 
Zitkala-Sa runs upstairs and hides under a bed. When she is found, she is dragged out 
while scratching wildly. She is taken downstairs and tied fast to a chair:

I cried aloud, shaking my head all the while until I felt the cold blades of 
the scissors against my neck, and heard them gnaw off one of my thick 
braids. Then I lost my spirit. Since the day I was taken from my mother I 
had suffered many indignities. (Zitkala-Sa 55-56)

Native mothers, according to Zitkala-Sa, had taught their children “that only unskilled 
warriors who were captured had their hair shingled by the enemy” (54).

After her first school days, Zitkala-Sa’s fear and sense of inferiority transform 
into secret rebellion. She rebels in her mind and revels in her rebellion. Zitkala-Sa learns 
to express herself in broken English within a year of attending school and uses her 
knowledge of language to her advantage: “As soon as I comprehended a part of what was 
said and done, a mischievous spirit of revenge possessed me” (Zitkala-Sa 59). One day, 
Zitkala-Sa is called in from the school yard for “some misconduct” and is “sent into the 
kitchen to mash turnips for dinner” (59). Zitkala-Sa hated turnips, and the odor offended 
her:

I bent in a hot rage over the turnips. I worked my vengeance upon them. 
[ . ]  I saw that the turnips were in a pulp, and that further beating could 
not improve them; but the order was, “Mash these turnips,” and mash 
them I would! I renewed my energy; and as I sent the masher into the
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bottom of the jar, I felt a satisfying sensation that the weight of my body 
had gone into it. (Zitkala-Sa 60)

Zitkala-Sa’s ability to distinguish between the teacher’s request “to mash” and the literal 
meaning of “mash” shows that Zitkala-Sa is beginning to learn that she can use the 
oppressor’s language against the oppressor. She ruins the turnips. As she sits with the 
rest of the students to eat her dinner, she notices that no turnips have been served. She 
“whoop[s] in [her] heart for having once asserted the rebellion within [herself]” (Zitkala- 
Sa 61). From fighting against the teachers trying to cut her hair to later destroying pages 
in a Holy Bible, Zitkala-Sa meets assimilation with rebellion. This rebellion helps her 
transform inferiority to industry, and she begins to excel in her studies. While Zitkala-Sa 
does not specifically write about her studies in her “School Days of an Indian Girl,” her 
later accomplishments—attending college, becoming a teacher, and becoming a political 
activist—prove that she had learned successfully how to replace inferiority with industry 
during her middle childhood years.

Erikson wrote that the sum of childhood identifications accrued during the first 
four stages of life help one develop a person’s sense of identity. If a person achieves 
balance through each stage, the integration of experiences from each successive stage 
leads to a successful alignment of the individual’s basic drives with the individual’s 
abilities and opportunities; therefore, the values learned in childhood culminate in a 
person’s sense of identity, which is the “accrued confidence that one’s ability to maintain 
inner sameness and continuity is matched by the sameness and continuity of one’s 
meaning for others” (Life Cycle 94). Zitkala-Sa’s self-esteem begins to grow as she
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progresses through each stage and eventually develops into a conviction that pushes her 
towards a tangible future and helps her define her personality in a social context that she 
understands. During her childhood years, Zitkala-Sa learns to trust only her fellow 
Dakota in stage one, experiences autonomy within the framework of Sioux Indian society 
during stage two, develops a sense of initiative and ambition within stage three, and 
adopts industry over inferiority after being thrust into a White-dominated society during 
her last stage of childhood. The gradual integration of Zitkala-Sa’s early childhood 
identifications is the foundation that allows Zitkala-Sa’s to define herself during her 
adolescent years.
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Chapter 3: Zitkala-Sa Defines Herself (Adolescence)
To Erikson, “identity” was the fifth and most central stage in the life cycle, which 

emerged from the inter-generational mutuality between children in their early stages and 
their parents at the generative stage. Identity was not a single thing but a process that 
motivated a person in a certain direction (Friedman 225). The goal during adolescence is 
to achieve ego identity while avoiding role confusion. It was adolescence that interested 
Erikson first and most, and the patterns he saw during this stage provided the foundation 
for his thinking about all the other stages. If a person successfully negotiates this stage, 
the person graduates with an understanding of his or her place within society. Also, the 
person develops a sense of fidelity, which is the ability to live by society’s standards and 
the ability to find a way to contribute despite society’s imperfection, incompleteness, and 
inconsistency.

Zitkala-Sa’s struggle between ego identity and role confusion becomes more 
intense in American Indian Stories as Zitkala-Sa approaches adolescence and finds 
herself caught between her early life on the reservation and her life among Whites. After 
spending three years at White’s Manual Institute, Zitkala-Sa celebrates her return to the 
Yankton reservation by replacing her shoes with moccasins and by riding her brother’s 
pony across the plains. Yet, her happiness is short-lived. She can hardly communicate 
with her mother, and she is not old enough to attend the social gatherings with the young 
adults. She can only think about running away back to the east. She describes the 
ambivalence she feels during this time:

I seemed to hang in the heart of chaos, beyond the touch or voice of
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human aid. My brother, being almost ten years my senior, did not quite 
understand my feelings. My mother had never gone inside of a 
schoolhouse, and so she was not capable of comforting her daughter who 
could read or write. Even nature seemed to have no place for me. I was 
neither a wee girl nor a tall one; neither a wild Indian nor a tame one. This 
deplorable situation was the effect of my brief course in the East, and the 
unsatisfactory “teenth” in a girl’s years. (Zitkala-Sa 69)

During this period in her life, Zitkala-Sa’s conflict with man, conflict with nature, and 
conflict with self all revolve around Zitkala-Sa’s struggle with her own Sioux identity. 
The short chapter titled “Four Strange Summers” explains that the new ambivalences 
Zitkala-Sa feels cause her to return to the east to continue her education: “A few more 
moons of such turmoil drove me away to the eastern school” (Zitkala-Sa 74). She uses a 
variation of the powerful Lakota word “stone” to summarize her feelings near the end of 
the chapter. After her mom tries to console her by giving her a Holy Bible, Zitkala-Sa 
writes, “I sat stony, with a bowed head” (74). Instead of using the words “angry,” “sad,” 
‘defeated,” or “upset” to describe herself, Zitkala-Sa carefully selects the word “stony”— 
a one-word description that has deep meaning within Lakota culture. Elaine Jahner 
records a definition (circa 1918) of stone in her essay “Stone Boy: Persistent Hero”:

The outline of the stone is round, having no end and no beginning; like the 
power of the stone, it is endless. The stone is perfect of its kind and is the 
work of nature, no artificial means being used in shaping it. Outwardly it 
is not beautiful, but its structure is solid, like a solid house in which one

35



may safely dwell. It is not composed of many substances, but is of one 
substance, which is genuine and not an imitation of anything else. (Swann 
173)

This description comes at a critical time in Zitkala-Sa’s life—the point where she had to 
decide whether or not she was going to stay on the reservation or return east to complete 
her secondary education and pursue her college degree. The description of stone above 
symbolizes the strength Zitkala-Sa possesses before making her decision. Also, the 
description indicates the ambivalence Zitkala-Sa feels during her four-year stay on the 
reservation; like the stone, she has difficulty determining where her life begins and ends 
on the reservation and where her life begins and ends within White society. Although 
Zitkala-Sa’s ambivalence causes her to leave the reservation, her experiences up to this 
point help her decide how she wants to be perceived—White or Native. She clearly 
makes a decision to identify herself as Sioux before returning to Indiana. When she starts 
college, she sees herself as “homeless and heavy-hearted” beginning a new “life among 
strangers” (Zitkala-Sa 76).

Gertrude Bonnin’s new life starts with her adopting a new name. All of Bonnin’s 
public writings appear under her self-given Lakota name, Zitkala-Sa, which means “Red 
Bird.” The first word of her new name, “Red,” is a sacred color among all American 
Indians and typically symbolizes strength and success. For this reason, red was the color 
of choice when painting the body and face for the dance or the warpath to include 
painting the war ponies as well as the weapons (Mooney 1,037). Appearing in a popular 
Cheyenne ghost dance song during the period of the Ghost Dance religion, the color red
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represents empowerment:
The crow—Ehe ’e ’ye ’!
The crow—Ehe ’e ’ye ’!
The grease paint—He ’e ’ye ’!
The grease paint—He ’e ’ye ’!
He brings it to me,
He brings it to me.
The red paint—He ’e ’ye ’!
The red paint—He ’e ’ye ’!
He brings it,
He brings it.
I prepare myself with it,
I prepare myself with it.
It will make you strong,
It will make you strong.
He tells me, He tells me. (Mooney 1,037)

The second word of her new name, “Bird,” symbolizes renewal of life throughout Lakota 
myth and has connotations of freedom and mobility. In one of her letters to Carlos 
Montezuma, Zitkala-Sa explains her reasoning for changing her name:

I have a half-brother whose name is Simmons. Once my father scolded 
my brother, and my mother took such offense from it—that eventually 
it resulted in a parting—so as I grew I was called by my brother’s name 
Simmons. I bore it a long time till my brother’s wife—angry with me 
because I insisted upon getting an education—said I had deserted home 
and I might give up my brother’s name “Simmons” too. Well—you can 
guess how queer I felt away from my own people—homeless— 
penniless—and even without a name! Then I chose to make a name for 
myself—and I guess I have made “Zitkala-Sa” known—for even Italy 
writes in her language. (Fisher x)



By re-naming herself, Zitkala-Sa affirms her sense of Sioux identity. A key element of 
identity is comprised of the labels one would use to describe oneself, because a name 
provides insight into the person who names and the person who is named—in most cases 
one and the same (Breakwell 13). Moreover, a name contains the conscious and 
unconscious evaluations of the namer. An extensive range of reaction can be evoked 
when Zitkala-Sa, the namer, imagines how she must appear to certain audiences. 
According to Strauss, names that are adopted “voluntarily reveal even more tellingly the 
indissoluble tie between name and self-image” (Breakwell 16). The changing of names 
also marks a rite of passage. Some American Indian tribes recognized a warrior’s major 
achievement in battle by sanctioning an entire change of name.

When Zitkala-Sa changes her name from Gertrude Simmons, she assigns herself a 
name that she believes accurately represents her as a person while simultaneously 
deleting her “White” name, a name that signifies a group in which she is no longer 
associated. Zitkala-Sa abandons her White ties just as her father had abandoned his 
family, and she never acknowledges her biological father throughout her life. During 
adolescence, Zitkala-Sa makes a decision to align her earlier “cultivated roles and skills” 
with her early childhood Sioux identity to establish a “new sense of continuity and 
sameness” (Erikson, Life Cycle 94). According to Erikson, adolescents are primarily 
concerned with attempts at consolidating their social roles and become preoccupied, 
sometimes morbidly, with what they appear to be in the eyes of others. By completely 
changing her name, Zitkala-Sa’s decision indicates her new status in the eyes of the 
world and herself.
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Zitkala-Sa decides against her mother’s wishes to journey back east to continue 
her secondary and post-secondary education. While attending Earlham College from 
1895 to 1897, she often hides herself in her dorm room, pining for sympathy and wishing 
she had stayed in the west. Zitkala-Sa struggles with her guilt for not returning to the 
reservation and feels alienated among the Whites while continuing her education. She 
“scarcely [has] a real friend” the first two semesters, although some of her classmates are 
“courteous” to her “at a safe distance” (Zitkala-Sa 76). In the spring of 1896, Zitkala-Sa 
“enter[s] an oratorical contest among the various classes,” wins the contest at Earlham, 
and moves on to compete against other college-level orators at the State capitol (76). At 
the Indiana State Oratorical Contest, “some college rowdies [throw] out a large White 
flag, with a drawing of a most forlorn Indian girl on it” (Zitkala-Sa 79). Under the 
Native girl, “they had printed in bold black letters words that ridiculed the college which 
was represented by a “squaw” (79). Zitkala-Sa is “embittered” by the “barbarian 
rudeness” and gleams “fiercely upon the throngs of palefaces” while awaiting the judges’ 
decision (79). The judges award Zitkala-Sa second place, and she “watche[s] the white 
flag [drop] out of sight, and the hands which hurled it [hang] limp in defeat” (Zitkala-Sa 
80). She leaves the crowd “as quickly as possible” and spends the “rest of the night” 
sitting in an armchair gazing into a “crackling fire” (80). Her victory is short-lived as 
“the little taste of victory did not satisfy a hunger in [her] heart” (80). An illness prevents 
her from continuing her college courses, but pride keeps her from returning home 
(Zitkala-Sa 81). As a result, she accepts a teaching position at Carlisle Indian School in 
Carlisle, Pennsylvania and begins to focus her attention to helping the advancement of all
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American Indians. She writes, “There had been no doubt about the direction in which I 
wished to go spend my energies in a work for the Indian race” (81).

Some of Zitkala-Sa’s critics view Zitkala-Sa’s decision to continue her studies at 
Earlham and to teach at Carlisle as her desire to assimilate. Tim Tibbitts writes that 
Zitkala-Sa was “attracted to a life in mainstream America but unwilling to lose touch 
with Native America” (3). He concludes, “Gertrude Bonnin was to remain forever 
liminal, suspended on the edge between two worlds” (3). However, Tibbitts fails to 
consider how certain assimilation policies produced results exactly counter to 
assimilation goals. Federal authorities who operated reservation day schools insisted on 
instruction of English, but despite its focus on assimilation, the emphasis on teaching 
English had unintended consequences by supplying American Indians from linguistically 
diverse tribes a lingua franca for intertribal communication that was essential to the 
development of intertribal organizations and supra-tribal, “Indian” identification and 
activism in the Twentieth Century (Nagel 116). Both boarding and public school 
approaches to American Indian education provided Natives their first opportunity to 
interact with members of other tribes and to identify common experiences and interests; 
moreover, these educational settings acted as ethnic melting pots, mixing students from 
many tribes, producing an alloy of tribal, regional, and supra-tribal identifications, adding 
a layer of “Indian” identity into the American Indian ethnic amalgam. Frederick’s 
interviews with mixed-race Chippewas reveal that although “Indian boarding schools 
were designed to acculturate Indians to the dominant society, [the schools] often served 
the ironic purpose of strengthening the Indian identity of biracial Indians” (Hoxie 16).
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Vine Deloria also credits the boarding schools with initiating the demographic trend 
toward mixed tribal, “Indian” ancestry:

These people [those educated off the reservation] ... tended to marry 
outside the tribe ... The result of tribal intermarriage is that the sharpness 
of individual tribal heritages has been fused together so that a national 
sense of pan-Indianism has recently emerged. (Hoxie 17)

The most well-known intertribal boarding schools included Carlisle School in 
Pennsylvania, Hampton Institute in Virginia, and Haskell Institute in Kansas. These 
three schools, according to Hazel Hertzberg, “were the chief producers of Pan-Indian 
leaders” beginning in the early 1900s, due to their prestige among American Indians and 
their active alumni (303). Hertzberg also regards Zitkala-Sa as “the most important 
figure in reform Pan-Indianism during the [nineteen] twenties” (303).

As Zitkala-Sa continues her education, spends more time among Whites, and 
learns more about assimilation policy as “An Indian Teacher among Indians,” the more 
distrustful she becomes of Whites. She begins to find strength in her Sioux identity and 
starts to become substantially more critical of and outspoken about assimilation policies. 
She has difficulty searching for “latent good in [her] White co-workers” and questions 
“whether real life or long-lasting death lies beneath this semblance of [White] 
civilization” (Zitkala-Sa 99). Zitkala-Sa only teaches at Carlisle for one year before 
becoming disillusioned with the education system’s ambitious goal of assimilation. 
Almost daily, she watches the “many specimens of civilized peoples” visiting the Indian 
school (Zitkala-Sa 98). The people came from the city and from the country to see “the
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children of savage warriors so docile and industrious” (98). Zitkala-Sa says that the 
White visitors would ask shallow questions, examine the work of the students, gaze upon 
the students, and walk out of the schoolhouse “well satisfied” knowing “they were 
educating the children of the red man!” (98). School administrators gave public officials 
what they wanted to see—progress. The visitors “were paying a liberal fee to the 
government employees in whose able hands lay a small forest of Indian timber” (98). In 
1899, Zitkala-Sa resigns her teaching position and decides to “follow the long course of 
study” she had created for herself in the east (98). Her course of study refers to her goal 
of preserving her culture for a wider audience and setting out to write her 
autobiographical short stories as well as her collection of Old Indian Legends. Zitkala-Sa 
had received much acclaim after publishing her first three short stories and her collection 
of Old Indian Legends; however, the acclaim was short-lived.

While her first three stories lightly critiqued assimilation policies, the stories were 
more autobiographical than overwhelmingly critical. This is the point where American 
Indian Stories shifts from autobiographical to highly critical. The first half of the work 
shows the development of Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity while the latter half includes stories 
that show the strength Zitkala-Sa exudes from her Sioux identity. The second half of 
American Indian Stories includes seven chapters that embody Zitkala-Sa’s “real 
Indianness” by offering a critical view of assimilation policies and the effects of those 
policies from an American Indian perspective (Bell 63). The two most controversial 
stories were the “The Soft-Hearted Sioux” and “The Great Spirit.” Originally published 
in the Atlantic Monthly as “Why I Am a Pagan” in 1902, “The Great Spirit” justifies
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Zitkala-Sa’s rejection of Christianity in favor of an American Indian religion. She 
describes herself as more religious than the converted Indian, whom she characterizes as 
a “distorted shadow,” and insists that she is attuned to “the loving Mystery” (Zitkala-Sa 
101). Through her knowledge of nature, she finds the forthrightness and assurance 
necessary to discard Christianity, despite her missionary schooling. Since Christianity 
has justified the conquest of American Indians, Zitkala-Sa’s “rejection of Christianity 
betokens her rejection of the imperialist impulse” (Lukens 335). Because Zitkala-Sa uses 
“The Great Spirit” to criticize Christian dogma and to celebrate “the voice of the Great 
Spirit,” the text is especially embarrassing for the Whites who had supported her, for a 
major goal of the boarding school experience was to “Christianize” American Indians. 
Government officials, missionaries, and philanthropists all encouraged Christian teaching 
in American Indian schools. They all believed in Christianity’s “power as a practical 
element of civilization” (Spack 191). Allowing the continuation of Native religions 
encouraged and strengthened the very values the schools attempted to eradicate. While 
“The Great Spirit” was criticized and condemned by both White and Native readers, 
Zitkala-Sa’s publication of the “The Soft-Hearted Sioux” in March 1901 generated 
numerous articles and letters that provide further insight into how Zitkala-Sa’s viewed 
herself as an activist for American Indian rights. Within a month of publication, “The 
Soft-Hearted Sioux” is quickly denounced as morally bad by the Santee Agency’s The 
Word Carrier—the publication of Zitkala-Sa’s home reservation. On April 12, 1901, the 
Carlisle School newspaper, The Red Man and Helper, re-prints the article on the front 
page and titles the article, “The Soft-Hearted Sioux—Morally Bad.” The review calls the
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story’s representation of Christianity a “travesty” and accuses Zitkala-Sa of “pronounced 
morbidness” for her ingratitude to the “good people” who helped her along the way 
(Spack 188). The criticism from both sources makes Zitkala-Sa pause and re-consider 
the direction of her work, but ultimately, the criticism prompts her to increase her 
activism.

Continuing the same themes found in “The Great Spirit,” Zitkala-Sa’s next short 
story, “The Soft-Hearted Sioux,” tells of a young Sioux who has been educated in a 
mission school and who has converted to Christianity. The Sioux has “hunted for the soft 
heart of Christ, and prayed for the huntsmen who chased the buffalo on the plains” for 
nine winters before returning with the “white man’s Bible in [his] hand, and the white 
man’s tender heart in [his] breast” (Zitkala-Sa 112). He returns to his father’s village as a 
stranger wearing a foreigner’s dress and soon learns that his father has been sick for 
many months. The young Sioux tries to lead the villagers to Christ, but he is mocked by 
the head medicine man. The medicine man tells all of the villagers:

He is a fool! Why do you sit here giving ear to a foolish man who could 
not defend his people because he fears to kill, who could not bring venison 
to renew the life of his sick father? With his prayers, let him drive off the 
enemy! With his soft-heart, let him keep off starvation! We shall go 
elsewhere to dwell upon an untainted ground. (Zitkala-Sa 118)

The Sioux’s dying father tells his son, “Our food is gone. There is no one to bring me 
meat! My son, your soft heart has unfitted you for everything!” (119-20). Seeing that the 
prayer attempts at his father’s bedside are futile and not seeing food for two days, the

44



young Sioux leaves the teepee to search for food. He searches for food for three days 
after the first snowfall and returns each day without any meat; unfortunately, he realizes 
that he does not have the necessary hunting skills to achieve his goal. Desperate, the 
young Sioux trespasses on a White man’s ranch, kills a cow, and takes the meat. When 
the young Sioux is chased by the rancher, the young Sioux kills the rancher but returns 
home only to find that his father has already died. The story ends with the young Sioux 
questioning his faith and pondering his fate while in his cell waiting to be hanged:

Yet I wonder who shall come to welcome me in the realm of strange sight. 
Will the loving Jesus grant me pardon and give my soul a soothing sleep? 
or will my warrior father greet me and receive me as his son? Will my 
spirit fly up to a happy heaven? or shall I sink into the bottomless pit, an 
outcast from a God of infinite love? (Zitkala-Sa 124-25)

Zitkala-Sa clearly criticizes the loss of survival skills, the feeling of rejection by both 
White and Native cultures, and the ultimate fate of the assimilated American Indian. 
Sadly, grave statistics support her concerns. Only about one in eight students who 
entered Carlisle graduated. Many students only stayed for a few months or few years 
before returning “back to the blanket,” a phrase meaning a return to tribal ways 
symbolized by the wearing of Native rather than “citizen dress” (Hertzberg 18). Similar 
dropout problems existed at other schools in the east as well. Many students returned 
home to find themselves torn between their old and new lives. Some did return “back to 
the blanket” (18). Some became tribal interpreters and provided a link between Native 
and White worlds. A few became informants for anthropologists searching for artifacts.
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While some students adjusted fairly well at home or off the reservation, others fell to 
pieces. An appallingly large number of dropouts committed suicide (Hertzberg 18).

Not only do “The Soft-Hearted Sioux” and “The Great Spirit” represent Zitkala- 
Sa’s shift to a more critical position but the works initiate a highly public rift between her 
and General Richard Henry Pratt as well as a rift between assimilation ideologies. In 
1876, General Pratt founded the Carlisle Indian School using an abandoned army 
barracks under the auspices of the Indian Bureau. Pratt viewed Carlisle as a “way- 
station” for reservation Indians who would then become quickly assimilated as 
individuals into the larger society. Pratt’s slogan was “Kill the Indian and save the man!” 
(Hertzberg 16). To expedite his assimilation goals, Pratt invented a program called the 
Carlisle Outing System, which exercised full Native immersion into White, Christian 
culture. The system placed American Indian children with selected Christian families 
while the children attended public schools; the families and students also received regular 
visits from Carlisle Outing Agents for the agents to compile progress reports. Pratt 
believed in the righteousness of his cause and viewed America as a land of opportunity 
for the end product of his assimilation efforts. A military man of forceful and narrow
minded opinions, Pratt hated tribalism, politicians, reservations, government wardship 
and paternalism, graft, the Bureau of American Ethnology, some missionaries, and 
anybody who disagreed with him (Hertzberg 16).

Zitkala-Sa and Pratt had drastically different perspectives on and visions of the 
goals of American Indian education. While Zitkala-Sa merely intended to speak out in 
the best interests of her people, she often offended Pratt. His indirect attacks on Zitkala-
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Sa soon followed in the The Red Man and Helper as he began to influence the reviewers. 
While the reviewers praised Zitkala-Sa’s writing style, they believed that the “underlying 
bitterness of her [stories would] cause readers unfamiliar with Indian schools to form 
entirely wrong conclusions,” claimed that her critique was “too sweeping,” and accused 
her of being “utterly unthankful for all that has been done for her by the pale faces” 
(Spack 186-87). After publication of “The Soft-Hearted Sioux,” the already strained 
relationship between Zitkala-Sa and Pratt immediately turns to enmity. Pratt categorizes 
the story as “trash” and calls Zitkala-Sa “worse than pagan” (187). In a letter to Carlos 
Montezuma, Zitkala-Sa calls Pratt “woefully small and bigoted” and mocks his 
“imposing avoirdupois.” She declares that she will have no dealings with him and that 
she refuses to be another spokesperson for Pratt, insisting, “I will say just what I  think” 
(187). Zitkala-Sa knows that her independent spirit offends Pratt, and she takes delight in 
knowing that Pratt has no control over her. She writes to Montezuma on March 17, 1901 
and declares that she “fears no man.” Her self-admiration reaches its peak when she 
writes that “sometimes I think I do not fear God” (Spack 188). Zitkala-Sa refers to Pratt 
as a mole who, like all “mole-hearted creatures is crude now in this particular stage of 
[his] evolution”; in addition, she mocked The Red Man and Helper by labeling it “The 
White Man and the Kicker” and calling it a farce (188). Not long after publishing “The 
Soft-Hearted Sioux,” Zitkala-Sa decided to refocus her efforts on cultural preservation 
and left Boston with the intention of gathering material for her book, Old Indian Legends.

Zitkala-Sa believed that there was an equally valuable education to be found in 
the traditional ways that would soon be lost if young Indians were not encouraged to
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embrace their identities as Indians (Welch 39). She travels west in an effort to preserve 
the legends of the Sioux. First, Zitkala-Sa spends time at the Fort Totten Agency in 
North Dakota interviewing elders and recovering tales for her first book of legends. She 
has a “good time talking Sioux with the old folks” and collecting “many fine old legends” 
before moving to Greenwood, South Dakota to collect more stories and to spend time 
with her mother (Spack 189). Initially, Zitkala-Sa sees her journey to the west as an 
opportunity to use her talents to preserve the oral tradition of storytelling in the Sioux 
nation; however, the tough conditions at Yankton increase her desire to stay and help her 
people. In late 1901, Zitkala-Sa publishes Old Indian Legends. A year later, she marries 
Raymond Bonnin, which allows her the opportunity to re-tribalize herself within 
American Indian culture by spending her time teaching and performing community 
service on the Uintah and Ouray reservations in Utah; however, the marriage also puts on 
hold Zitkala-Sa’s literary output for the next decade.
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Chapter 4: Zitkala-Sa Reinforces her Sioux Identity (Adult Years)
If Zitkala-Sa’s childhood years create her sense of Sioux identity, Zitkala-Sa’s 

adulthood years solidify that identity. Erikson asserted that “the strength acquired at any 
stage is tested by the necessity to transcend it in such a way that the individual can take 
chances in the next stage with what was most vulnerably precious in the previous one” 
(Childhood 263). Thus, young adults, who are emerging from the search for and the 
insistence on identity, are eager and willing to fuse their identity with the identity of 
others. They are ready to commit themselves to “concrete affiliations and partnerships 
and to develop the ethical strength to abide by such commitments, even though they call 
for significant sacrifices and compromises” (Childhood 263). As she moves through the 
last three stages of Erikson’s model, Zitkala-Sa overcomes isolation to find intimacy.
She concerns herself with establishing and guiding future generations by overcoming 
stagnation and revealing her generativity, and she completes the last stage by showing 
that her ego integrity ultimately triumphs over despair.

The Sixth Stage: Intimacy versus Isolation
Erikson identified intimacy versus isolation as the primary psychological 

challenge of the sixth stage, which encompasses the young adult years (McAdams 52). 
During this stage, individuals further define themselves by “projecting self-images on 
another in the process of falling in love. When these images were reflected in the loved 
other, Erikson felt they were then sometimes clarified” (Freidman 226). The primary 
task is to achieve some degree of intimacy as opposed to remaining in isolation. Erikson
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viewed “intimacy” as the ability to be close to others as a lover, as a friend, and as a 
participant in society. The young adult relationship should be a matter of two 
independent egos wanting to create something larger than themselves. If a person 
successfully negotiates this stage, the person will carry the virtue or psychosocial strength 
Erikson called “love.” “Love,” in the context of Erikson’s theory, means being able to 
put aside differences and antagonisms through what he describes as a mutuality of 
devotion. It includes not only the love found in a good marriage but also the love 
between friends and neighbors.

In her early twenties during the period when she is writing and publishing Old 
Indian Legends and several of her autobiographical stories in Harper’s Monthly, Zitkala- 
Sa corresponds regularly with Carlos Montezuma, a Yavapai physician in private practice 
in Chicago to whom she was secretly engaged. Montezuma was certainly not her first 
love interest and was more than likely not her first fiance, but the only written evidence 
of Zitkala-Sa’s secret love life is found in her letters to Montezuma, which reveal a side 
of her not seen through her public writings (Spack 178-79). Montezuma wanted Zitkala- 
Sa to join him in Chicago; however, her desire to return to the Yankton reservation to 
write and teach among her people laid the groundwork for their eventual separation. The 
relationship never moved past engagement.

Often, Zitkala-Sa wrote letters to Montezuma, revealing her intention to maintain 
her hard-won identity as an independent, capable, and wholly Sioux woman. She was not 
ready to relinquish her accomplishments to become a wife or allow her identity to 
become lost in that of her husband’s, as she well knew would happen in American society
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in the early 1900s. Montezuma’s equally stubborn insistence that Zitkala-Sa would only 
waste her talents at Yankton caused the couple to part ways. Montezuma had been 
educated in White public schools and believed firmly in assimilation and making equal 
opportunities available to all American Indians. He was a lifelong critic of the Indian 
Bureau, which he believed imprisoned Indians in reservations of poverty. Zitkala-Sa 
continually reiterated to Montezuma her desire to travel west to preserve the oral tales of 
the elders and to record traditional ways that would soon be lost as young Indians were 
being encouraged not to embrace their identities as Indians. She broke off the 
engagement, “and a rift formed between these two friends for years” (Welch 39).

Shortly after her final breakup with Montezuma in the summer of 1902, Zitkala- 
Sa marries Raymond T. Bonnin, a Yankton Sioux whose life mirrors Zitkala-Sa’s in 
many ways. Like Zitkala-Sa, Raymond had a White father and a Yankton Sioux mother; 
he grew up learning traditional stories and ceremonies as well as the proud history of his 
great-grandfather Hejata, once head of the Ikmu (Wild Cat) Clan. Raymond also 
attended boarding school but return to the reservation in an effort to help his people. 
Zitkala-Sa’s decision to marry Raymond helps her remain more true to her identity versus 
a marriage with Montezuma. A life in Chicago leaned more towards assimilation and 
would take her further from her dream of helping her fellow people by “capturing 
traditional stories on paper and studying music” (Rappaport 98). On the other hand, a life 
with Raymond would help Zitkala-Sa reconnect with her people, her language, and her 
traditional ways (Rappaport 99). Raymond provides Zitkala-Sa a reflection of herself 
that allows her to further clarify her identity according to Erikson’s model. Ultimately,

51



Zitkala-Sa’s fierce pride in her Sioux heritage governs her choice of a mate (Welch 39).
As Zitkala-Sa continues to build upon her identity and progress towards a healthy 

personality, she protects her Sioux identity using three common defense strategies: re- 
construal, change, and mobility (Breakwell 17). The division of Zitkala-Sa’s career as a 
writer into three distinct phases closely aligns with her use of the defense strategies 
above:

the “early” phase, in which her focus was on writing and publishing “Indian” 
stories for a white, English-reading audience; the “retreat” phase, a period of 
about a decade in which [Zitkala-Sa] wrote almost nothing at all; and finally, 
what might be called the “political” phase, during which period of more than 
two decades [Zitkala-Sa] focused her writing energies on explicitly political 
themes with explicitly political ends, often for a largely Indian audience. 
(Tibbitts 4)

Zitkala-Sa’s “early” phase aligns with re-construal when she creates her pen name as an 
adolescent; the “retreat” phase aligns with mobility when she marries Raymond and 
moves to Utah, and the “political phase” aligns with change when she returns to 
Washington D.C. to become a political activist and lobbyist.

From 1902 to 1916, Zitkala-Sa lives with Raymond on the Uintah and Ouray 
reservations in Utah. During this time, she strengthens her identity by remaining as close 
as possible to Native culture, land, and people. This time allows Zitkala-Sa to use the 
mobility response to protect her threatened identity far away from the Eastern United 
States public eye. Mobility is the most complex response to threatened identity, since it
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may involve attempts to change one’s social position or social group in order to avoid 
threats that center upon the individual’s group membership or the individual’s group.
The form of mobility is purely social, but it is a frequent response to identity threats. 
Despite repeated requests for an agency teaching position, Zitkala-Sa never receives an 
offer from the Indian Bureau. Her bitterness toward White administrators and policy 
makers deepens; however, she soon immerses herself within the school and Ute 
community. Zitkala-Sa discovers a shipment of brass instruments which had been 
delivered to the school years earlier and begins to teach music without pay. By the fall of 
1904, Zitkala-Sa is helping Ute children organize concerts for their parents and 
coordinating basket-weaving classes among Ute women. Zitkala-Sa also hosts classes in 
her home while teaching Ute women about new medicines, hygiene, and education of 
children (Welch 40). While her strategy of mobility and her immersion within Ute 
society reinforces and protects her identity, Zitkala-Sa feels “suffocated” by the “poverty 
and hopelessness” of the Utes (Rappaport 115). The writing through which she had once 
successfully pursued her goal of acting as a spokesperson for her race had been 
abandoned. In Utah, Zitkala-Sa does not have her network of literary and educated 
friends. Her mother dies in 1905, and her desire to write and to speak begins to wane.
For a decade, Zitkala-Sa’s public voice disappears (Welch 40).

The difficulty of routine life among the Utes begins to weigh heavily on Zitkala- 
Sa’s wider ambition of becoming a part of a growing Pan-Indian movement and drives 
Zitkala-Sa to adopt change as her next strategy in the defense and growth of her identity. 
She sums up her “ambiguous and often uncomfortable status” of life among the Utes in a
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letter to one of her friends:
Every Indian who has attempted to do real uplift work for the tribe gets 
stung. No wonder that he quits trying, goes back to the blanket, and sits in 
the teepee like a boiled owl. I have not sense enough to stop. Wouldn’t 
know until I was killed; and the chances are I wouldn’t know then, being 
dead. (Davidson and Norris xxiv)

In 1914, Zitkala-Sa re-enters the public literary and political arena by joining the Society 
of American Indians’ (SAI) advisory board and immediately begins to publish stories 
about her work of establishing sewing and other classes among the Utes in the Society’s 
Quarterly Journal (Welch 41). Zitkala-Sa becomes a contributing editor in the last issue 
of 1915 before the journal’s name changes to American Indian Magazine. The new name 
attempted to broaden the journal’s readership base and gain some autonomy from the 
organization it represented. The mission of American Indian Magazine was to become 
“the medium of communication between students and friends of the American Indian, 
especially between those engaged in the uplift and advancement of the race” (Davidson 
and Norris xxv-xxvi). Zitkala-Sa’s contributions to the journal return her to the public 
eye. The exposure leads to her election as Secretary of SAI and provides her an 
opportunity “to combine her commitment to [American] Indian peoples with the cultural 
life she loved and needed” (Rappaport 127). Interestingly, her strategy of change 
coincides neatly with her clear transition into Erikson’s seventh stage of psychosocial 
development, the stage where “establishing and guiding the next generation” is the 
primary concern (Erikson, Childhood 267).
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The Seventh Stage: Generativity versus Stagnation
The task of middle adulthood is to cultivate the proper balance between 

generativity and stagnation. In the 1940s, Erikson created the psychological term 
“generativity,” which refers to the adult’s concern for and commitment to promoting the 
well-being of future generations (McAdams 50). Generativity is an extension of love into 
the future and takes on a broader form than love shared between lovers or friends in the 
previous stage. Love developed during young adulthood is mostly reciprocal; however, 
generativity—developed in middle adulthood—does not necessarily demand reciprocity. 
Procreation, child care, kin selection, acts of altruism, and commitments to moral codes 
and societal continuity, as well as a wide range of strivings and behaviors aimed 
ultimately at promoting the social good from one generation to the next, can be seen as 
expressions of generativity. Summing up “generativity,” Erikson asserted:

Generativity is itself a driving power in human organization. And the 
stages of childhood and adulthood are a system of generation and 
regeneration to which institutions such as shared households and divided 
labor strive to gain continuity. Thus the basic strengths enumerated here 
and the essentials of an organized human community have evolved 
together as an attempt to establish a set of proven methods and a fund of 
traditional reassurance which enables each generation to meet the needs of 
the next in relative independence from personal differences and changing 
conditions. (Youth 139)

Where such enrichment eludes the development of the individual’s healthy personality,
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regression to an obsessive need for pseudo-intimacy takes place, often with a pervading 
sense of stagnation. People who fail to develop generativity experience stagnation, 
boredom, and interpersonal impoverishment and often indulge themselves as if they were 
their own or another’s only child. The stagnant person ceases to be a productive member 
of society while the generative adult understands that the “the very nature of generativity 
suggests that its most circumscribed pathology must now be sought in the next 
generation” (Erikson, Youth 138).

The period of middle adulthood is the period when Zitkala-Sa uses her skills as an 
orator, writer, and thinker to make the most contributions towards the advancement of 
Native peoples and the preservation of Native culture. At the age of forty, Zitkala-Sa was 
elected as Secretary of the Society of American Indians (SAI), the first national pan- 
Indian political organization managed completely by American Indians. Upon election, 
Zitkala-Sa is featured in American Indian Magazine and described as a “fountain of 
energy: ”

She lives for one great ideal, the complete liberty of her race and for this 
end she devotes every minute of her life without compensation. We 
believe that she is the most remarkable Indian woman living, and yet she 
is the most unassuming. (Davidson and Norris xxvi)

The brief description reflects Zitkala-Sa’s generative spirit and highlights her transition 
into this stage of development. Her contributions to the SAI as well as future generations 
are enabled by her position as editor of American Indian Magazine from 1918 to 1919.
In an essay published in the journal in 1919, Zitkala-Sa appeals to “the Chiefs and
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Headmen of the tribes” for recognition of English as the pan-tribal language:
There is much talk among our White brothers about the importance of all 
Americans learning to speak English. [...] ... how often I have wished 
that you could write to me in a language we both understand perfectly. I 
could then profit from your advice in many things, and you would know 
you were not forgot. (Hertzberg 182)

Her essay encourages her fellow kinsmen to hold “permanently a small portion of their 
inherited land” for “we cannot really be happy unless we have a small piece of Out-of
Doors to enjoy as we please.” Zitkala-Sa signed her letter, “Yours for the Indian cause” 
(182).

Zitkala-Sa’s address at the Society of American Indians Annual Convention in the 
summer of 1919 lends further insight on her sincere dedication to the advancement of 
American Indians. Zitkala-Sa tells her fellow American Indians, “The greatest gift of life 
is consciousness” and tells the audience that they must cling to consciousness above all 
else (Davidson and Norris 213). She continues, “We have had to change from the old 
style of hunting, have had to leave the old trails—we can do it. We have the power, we 
can think” (213). Although the SAI started as a progressive and experimental political 
force that worked on both local and national levels, the organization struggled with the 
“impossible task of attending to many different tribal interests while dealing with an 
increasingly punitive federal education and social welfare system” (Davidson and Norris 
xxv). Pressure caused from internal disagreements over the use of peyote and the 
position of the Bureau of Indian Affairs brought an end to the SAI in 1919.
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After the SAI dissolved, Zitkala-Sa continued her career as a political activist and 
preserver of culture. In 1921, she combined some of her previously published short 
stories and added new material to publish American Indian Stories. Zitkala-Sa’s 
establishment of her own Sioux identity was critical to her establishing credibility as a 
spokesperson for American Indians. The familiar voice found within American Indian 
Stories says, “I’m an American Indian, and I’m speaking for us.” The text remembers the 
times before assimilation while documenting the limitations of and highlighting the 
possibilities within assimilation. Zitkala-Sa conveys to her audience that she understands 
the predicament of the American Indian in 1920s society. Furthermore, the timing of the 
publication was Zitkala-Sa’s individual attempt to continue the debate that the SAI had 
started two years earlier: the call for “immediate full citizenship for every Indian in the 
United States” (Hertzberg 181).

From the time that Zitkala-Sa lived on the Yankton Reservation as a child to the 
time that Zitkala-Sa openly criticized the United States government’s inability to 
establish American Indians’ “rightful place in modern society,” the events that take place 
within American Indian Stories span, at least, thirty years (Hertzberg 192). Zitkala-Sa 
arranges the chapters almost chronologically to illustrate the wrongs perpetrated by the 
United States government, to establish American Indians as a people that have the ability 
to feel, think, and reason, and to demand full citizenship for all American Indians. The 
literature moves towards a coherent whole as it remembers the past, criticizes the current 
state of American Indian affairs, and offers a glimpse into the future.

During the first three autobiographical stories, Zitkala-Sa develops her sense of
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Sioux identity and maintains her identity despite being removed from the reservation to 
be assimilated into White society. The fourth chapter titled “The Great Spirit” calls for 
tolerance of different beliefs. As American Indians become integrated into the larger 
society, Zitkala-Sa reminds the reader “that the pale-faced missionary and the hoodooed 
aborigine are both God’s creatures, though small indeed their own conceptions of Infinite 
Love” (Zitkala-Sa 107). However, tolerance does not eliminate all of the problems 
associated with assimilation; the next story, “The Soft-Hearted Sioux,” criticizes 
assimilation by illustrating that assimilation does not provide the necessary skills to 
survive in either culture. The next few chapters begin to portray American Indians, 
neither as objects of assimilation nor as primitive people requiring assimilation, but as a 
group of people equal to Whites. Zitkala-Sa uses “The Trial Path” to show that American 
Indians have a sense of justice and the ability to establish systems of justice. Also, 
Zitkala-Sa establishes the role of women in society in “A Warrior’s Daughter” while her 
story, “A Dream of Her Grandfather,” briefly echoes the feeling of nostalgia American 
Indians have towards the old way of life. Although the old way of life has been lost 
forever, “A Dream of Her Grandfather” offers hope. After establishing her Sioux 
identity, asking for cultural tolerance, criticizing assimilation, portraying American 
Indians equal to Whites, showing the sentiments of American Indians, and showing that 
American Indians can excel within White society while holding onto their identity, 
Zitkala-Sa strategically positions the last two selections, “The Widespread Enigma of the 
Blue-Star Woman” and “America’s Indian Problem.” The last chapters criticize the 
United States government’s taking away Native lands, demands full citizenship for
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American Indians, and pressures the United States government to correct the wrongs 
committed against American Indians. American Indian Stories can be divided into two 
main parts: previously published stories that support Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity and later 
writings that reflect Zitkala-Sa’s understanding of American Indian peoples’ state of 
affairs in the early 1920s. The establishment of Zitkala-Sa’s identity helps the reader 
gain a better understanding of American Indian Stories by giving the work a Native 
American voice and a Native American purpose. Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity 
authentically links American Indian Stories and American Indian people.

The same year American Indian Stories was published, Zitkala-Sa continued to 
fight for the rights of American Indians. She established the Indian Welfare Committee 
with the help of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. Her capacity as a Federation 
of Women’s Clubs representative led to her appointment as a primary investigator of land 
and oil abuses in Oklahoma on land which had been American Indian territory until 1907. 
In 1924, she helped publish Oklahoma’s Poor Rich Indians: An Orgy o f Graft and 
Exploitation o f the Five Civilized Tribes—Legalized Robbery for a report commissioned 
by the Indian Rights Association. The report requested immediate government 
intervention and led to the formation of the Meriam Commission, a group of government 
officials brought together to address a range of problems on reservations. The report 
called for fundamental policy changes towards American Indians. At age fifty, Zitkala- 
Sa founded her own political organization, the National Council of American Indians 
(NCAI). The letterhead of the organization proclaimed its purpose as “Help[ing] Indians 
Help Themselves in Protecting Their Rights and Properties” (Hertzberg 207). The
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NCAI’s publication, The Indian’s Friend, described the group as a “non-partisan, non
sectarian organization carrying on an Information Service for untrained Indian citizen 
voters and helping them to organize themselves in assemblies for discussions” (Fisher 
xvi). The NCAI became a major presence and advocate for redressing tribal iniquities 
and abuses. During this period, Zitkala-Sa handled an impressive range of work. She 
routinely attended congressional meetings and sessions where she addressed issues such 
as Ute land and monetary claims, specific land allotment settlements for Navajos, 
distribution of rations and supplies to Yankton Sioux, and benefits for American Indian 
veterans of World War I. Zitkala-Sa publicized her work, wrote letters informing people 
of upcoming legislation, stumped for candidates, raised funds, and educated tribal 
communities about their civic rights (Davidson and Norris xxviii). In this stage of 
psychosocial development, Zitkala-Sa is the epitome of generativity, showing that she 
was able to adapt herself to the “triumphs and disappointments to being, the originator of 
others [as well as] the generator of products and ideas” only to gradually ripen the fruit of 
all seven stages (Erikson, Childhood 268).

The Eighth Stage: Ego Integrity versus Despair
This last stage of life, referred to delicately as late adulthood or maturity, begins 

somewhere around sixty years old, and the goal of this stage is to develop ego integrity 
with a minimal amount of despair. Erikson believed that generativity gradually fades in 
importance as people move into their advanced years when the older person looks back 
on his or her life and struggles to accept it as having been good and worthwhile. Zitkala-
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Sa reveals in her diary—kept during the last two years of her life—that years of traveling 
from reservation to reservation had caused her health to deteriorate “and that her 
frustration and disappointment over being unable to effect change had turned to 
bitterness” (Rappaport 160). While Zitkala-Sa’s private “bitterness” may indicate some 
feelings toward despair, her feelings do not necessarily align with Erikson’s view of 
“despair.” According to Erikson, despair in this stage can include desires to start a new 
life, attempts to find alternate roads to ego integrity, and displays of disgust, misanthropy, 
or “chronic contemptuous displeasure with particular institutions or people” (Life Cycle 
104-05). A person who develops ego integrity implies:

an emotional integration which permits participation by followership as 
well as acceptance of the responsibility of leadership: both must be 
learned and practiced in religion and in politics, in the economic order and 
in technology, in aristocratic living, and in the arts and sciences. (Erikson, 
Life Cycle 105)

Zitkala-Sa’s private “bitterness” does not appear to be a result of her questioning her 
identity or questioning her life work but a result of her not having the chance to see the 
complete fruition of her entire life’s work. Her public persona closely represents the 
virtue of wisdom gained in this final stage, as she fights against “the strong sense of 
indignation toward racial prejudice and the exploitative [White] system” until her final 
days (Hafen xvi). Zitkala-Sa served as President of the National Council of American 
Indians until the day she died on January 26, 1938.
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Conclusion: American Indian Stories, A Model of Possibilities
When viewed as a work separate from the identity of its author, American Indian 

Stories can easily be classified as “model of ambivalences” or a model “of oscillations 
between two diametrically opposed worlds” (Fisher xviii). However, the establishment 
of Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity removes Zitkala-Sa from her “marginal” state and allows 
American Indian Stories to be viewed not as an example of “marginal” literature but as a 
collection of stories that provides a definitive, American Indian voice at a time when 
American Indians scarcely had a voice. Assigning Zitkala-Sa a Sioux identity provides 
the reader a better understanding of American Indian Stories, because establishing 
Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity connects Zitkala-Sa and American Indians to experiences of 
assimilation during the late 1890s and to “currents of thought” in the period immediately 
following World War I (Hertzberg 179). Some of those latter ideological movements 
included the “idea of self-determination as enunciated by Woodrow Wilson,” the “idea of 
cultural pluralism in American society,” and the “idea of America as a melting pot” 
where individuals from many and diverse backgrounds contributed. The ideas continued 
the appeal to “Indian racial consciousness” (179). As a result, Zitkala-Sa uses American 
Indian Stories as a major unifying tool to represent the concerns of all American Indians.

Some critics argue that American Indian Stories neither “put[s] forth a model of 
triumph and integration nor does it emphasize the importance of language in the overall 
process of self-authentication” (Cutter 31). At first glance, it appears that the first and 
second halves of the text are disconnected; the first half, comprised of Zitkala-Sa’s three 
autobiographical stories, displays an immaturity and innocence not found in the second
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set of stories. The first three stories follow Zitkala-Sa’s personality development as she 
acquires her sense of Sioux identity during her early childhood years, establishes her 
identity during her adolescence, and maintains her identity as an adult. On the other 
hand, the second half of the work projects a power and unity that is missing from the first 
three stories. The seven chapters that follow distinctly project Zitkala-Sa’s Sioux identity 
as she openly criticizes assimilation policies and demands that the United States 
government take responsibility for its deliberate mismanagement of Native trusts. She 
demands that the government “provide adequate means for justly dealing with a 
population which had no political rights” and demands that full citizenship rights be 
granting to American Indians (Zitkala-Sa 195). Both parts of the work gradually come 
together to form a recognizable American Indian voice. The connection lies between 
Zitkala-Sa’s development of identity in the first part to Zitkala-Sa’s ability to speak to her 
audience in the second part. The mere autobiographical act itself allows Zitkala-Sa to 
create a new host of possibilities for herself and her fellow American Indians. She proves 
that her voice is Sioux by forcing a language that is overpopulated with the intention of 
others to submit to her own intentions.

This thesis attempts to expand the debate about American Indian Stories as well 
as other pieces of American Indian literature by suggesting that applying Erikson’s theory 
of psychosocial development to the lives of American Indian writers is a method that can 
be considered when trying to identify writers such as Black Elk, Charles Eastman, 
Mourning Dove, and Sarah Winnemucca. The application of Erikson’s theory creates a 
mobius loop: identify the author in order to identify the text. The identity of American
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Indian Stories forms as Zitkala-Sa discovers herself, a large part of which comes from the 
process of literacy. As Zitkala-Sa becomes more educated, she gains the confidence 
necessary to continually re-work the binary opposites of both Native and White cultures 
to her advantage. Interestingly, Zitkala-Sa’s journey of self-discovery is driven by the 
“ambition for Letters that was stirring [her]” (Zitkala-Sa 41). As Zitkala-Sa grows so 
does the work. What starts as her “curiosity about the lands beyond [her] eastern 
horizon” ends with her becoming one of the most influential leaders in the Pan-Indian 
movement of the 1920s (41). A close reading of American Indian Stories should 
eliminate questions of Zitkala-Sa’s identity and questions of where her loyalties lie. In 
the last chapter of the work, titled “America’s Indian Problem,” she laments the way 
“America was divided between powers of Europe and the [way] aborigines were 
dispossessed of their country” (Zitkala-Sa 186). She criticizes the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs by asking, “Do you know what your Bureau of Indian Affairs, in Washington, 
D.C., really is?” She continues by stating that “Wardship is no substitute for American 
citizenship” and demands that the “many treaties made in good faith with the Indian” be 
“equitably settled” (187).

Zitkala-Sa was a warrior for American Indian justice. She never lost sight of the 
strength and vision of her people, a people who had never been passive in protecting 
themselves from White encroachment and had resisted since their first encounters with 
Europeans. She worked relentlessly to effect change for American Indians, and she had 
her share of successes, big and small. She represented American Indians from over 35 
nations and gave dignity to individuals by answering every letter asking for help. No
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problem was too insignificant for her to tackle. She used her pen and her voice as well as 
legal action to attack and dismantle federal policies that controlled American Indian lives. 
She stumped the campaign trail in Oklahoma and defeated re-election of Congressman 
John W. Harreld, who had done nothing to protect Natives in the oil scandals. She 
lobbied Congress to amend the Oil Leasing Act so that Navajos received 100% of their 
money instead of 62% of their entitlements. She helped the Yanktons regain the right to 
mine pipestone for their sacred pipes at the quarry in Minnesota as promised in the Treaty 
of 1858. She worked to rescue the thirty million dollar Flathead water-power site in 
Montana from White control (Rappaport 166-67). Although Zitkala-Sa reflects the 
multiple cultural influences of her era—a Yankton Sioux upbringing, education in 
Christian boarding schools, the opportunities of the “New Woman,” and growing 
American Indian activism during the 1920s—she spent her life trying to validate her 
Yankton heritage. Hafen states, “Upon entering the non-Indian world, [Zitkala-Sa] was 
objectified and treated like a full-blood, and she allowed herself to be represented as 
such” (xv). Zitkala-Sa understood the important role American Indian Stories played in 
the fractured discourse of American history. Her collection of stories is her attempt to fill 
in the spaces which American history intended to leave unwritten and unspoken.
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