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Abstract

This essay explores the work of Velma Wallis from the perspective of post-

colonial theory. Her works, Two Old Women and Bird Girl and the Man who Followed

the Sun are read within this theoretical framework as volatile and resistant texts, in
opposition to readings that might limit their meaning as ethnographic or otherwise. I
outline the generalities of my theoretical framework with reference to Edward Said and
Homi K. Bhabha, before I approach a discussion of Native American literature and
Velma Wallis specifically. Within this theoretical framework, I find that Wallis resists,
not only generic definition, but the larger structures of colonialism, through an
exploration of resistance within so-called colonized groups. She performs this resistance
by demonstrating the power of language, that survival is itself resistant, the resistance of

feminism, and the importance of positive dialogue in a world of cultural contact.
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PART [-INTRODUCTION

Velma Wallis deserves to be read with the same vigor and attention as
traditionally canonical texts. In order to make the literary canon richer, fuller and more
complicated, the academy must include voices such as hers. Her works might be read in
terms of an ethnographic study of her particular culture, distinct from and subjugated by
the hegemony of Western colonialism. However, such readings do not achieve the
richness of a reading within a post-colonial context that deconstructs the various

structures that define “colonized” literature. Two Old Women and Bird Girl and the Man

who Followed the Sun can certainly be read with an eye toward understanding Gwich’in

culture and the oral tradition within that culture. Reading these texts as only
ethnographic, however, does not achieve the fullness of meaning of my literary reading.
Wallis learned these stories from her mother and locates them as belonging to the

Gwich’in oral tradition. Two Old Women is a fairly straightforward story whose simple

plot arc belies a sophisticated theme. In it, two old women are abandoned by the
Gwich’in band that has taken care of them throughout their old age. The band has fallen
on hard times, starvation is rampant, and survival of the band is paramount. The band, as
well as the two old women themselves, see these elders as helpless and useless and
decide that their lives are not worth scarce and precious resources. After being
abandoned, the seemingly helpless old women manage to survive using skills and
determination they didn’t know they had. After two winters on their own, their band,

again in the desperate straits of starvation, locates the women’s camp and takes advantage
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of the women’s foodstores. They are reincorporated, though not without some struggle,

and all live happily ever after.

Bird Girl and the Man who Followed the Sun is Wallis’ conflation of two stories

her mother told her. This book follows Bird Girl as she leaves home to escape a forced
marriage and is then kidnapped by the Gwich’in’s traditional enemies, the Ch’eekwaii.
Bird Girl undergoes torture, alienation, and impregnation by rape during her captivity
and finally escapes after plugging the chimney holes of the Ch’eekwaii village,
suffocating everyone, including her own son. In the complementary plot, Daagoo is an
adventurous young man who prefers exploration to hunting, a preference that causes
much ire in his band. After he witnesses a Ch’eekwaii raid, during which the Ch’eekwaii
murder the men of his band, including his father and brother, he becomes a responsible
and dedicated leader for the survivors. Eventually, he fulfills his lifelong dream of
exploration and leaves to find the Land of the Sun. His journey takes him south through
Tlingit land and then to California where he meets, falls in love with, and starts a family
with a woman who, like Bird Girl, was captured and forcibly impregnated by her captors.
They live an idyllic life on the California coast for many years until raiders murder this
family, and Daagoo makes his way back to Gwich’in country. After another long
journey, he is reunited with his band, who have incorporated the newly escaped Bird Girl.
They begin a friendship that ends the book.

Even though these stories are, as Wallis points out, part of a rich and culturally
specific oral tradition, my readings of these texts in terms of a post-colonial structure of
theory, illuminates interesting and important themes relating to the power of narrative

itself, the resistance inherent in survival, the importance of feminist resistance, and the






























































































































































































