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Biography  

 Jeannette Christine Armstrong was born on the Penticton Indian Reserve in 1948, and, 

aside from the two years in Victoria when she was attending university in 1977 and 1978, 

she has lived all of her life in the Okanagan. Yet she has become an internationally 

recognized writer and activist – a novelist, poet and spokesperson for Indigenous peoples' 

rights to land and justice, education and language, and a healthy environment. 

Armstrong began writing poetry as a child, and the talent for writing runs in her family. 

Her great-great aunt was the novelist and storyteller Christine Quintasket, also known as 

Mourning Dove. Armstrong has spoken of the importance of both her parents to her own 

love of language. Her mother greatly loved reading, and she read aloud to her children, 

encouraging them to read. Her father told vivid, descriptive stories in Okanagan. Fluent in 

both Okanagan and English, Armstrong often found herself acting as a translator in her 

community, and in many ways she continues that role as a writer and as a spokesperson.    

In her novels and poetry, Armstrong experiments with language and form, working to 

make English reflect Okanagan language, concepts, and relationships with a community 

that includes not only people but also the land and all that grows and lives on in it Her first 



 
Volume III, Issue IV, June 2015 – ISSN 2321-7065 

 

Refereed (Peer Reviewed) Journal                    www.ijellh.com                                                                  549 

  

novel Slash (1985), now in its tenth printing, focuses on a young male protagonist growing 

up in the Okanagan in the 1950s and 1960s. Becoming a radical activist, he embarks on a 

physical journey through Canada and the United States, as well as an inner journey 

influenced by the experiences and teachers he encounters. In the end, he is led back to a 

deep understanding of his own land and people. The novel uses fiction to 'translate' a 

history of change for the Okanagan people, a story to translate a spiritual journey, English 

to translate Okanagan ways of knowing and learning. Her second novel Whispering in 

Shadows (2000) follows the protagonist, Penny Jackson, a single mother and artist, from 

the Okanagan to Chiapas, 'translating' for readers the concerns of Indigenous communities 

threatened by economic globalization and suggesting that no-one is immune from its web 

of deadly consequences. 

Besides writing novels, Armstrong has published children's books, Neekna and Chemai 

(1984) and Dancing with Cranes (2004); a collection of poetry, Breath Tracks (1991); and 

an anthology of Indigenous poetry, Native Poetry in Canada: A Contemporary Anthology 

(2001), edited with Lally Grauer. She has written and edited works on Indigenous 

philosophy and criticism, including The Native Creative Process (1991) with architect 

Douglas Cardinal, and Looking at the Words of Our People: First Nations Analysis of 

Literature (1993),  

She has been actively involved in countering the effects of colonialism and a corporate 

globalization that has constructed a "world economic disorder." Armstrong maintains that 

"Indigenous rights must be protected, for we are the protectors of earth(Armstrong 2008) . 

She relates her umbilical bond with the life and soil,the language and culture in these 

words: 

All my elders say that it is land that holds all knowledge of life and death and is a constant 

teacher. It is said in Okanagan that the land constantly speaks. Not to l earn its language is 

to die. We survived and thrived by listening intently to its teachings—to its language—and 

then inventing human words to retell its stories to our succeeding generations—in the 

sense,all indigenous people‘s languages are generated by a precise geography and arise 

from it . 

 (Armstrong, Land Speaking, 1998, p.175) 

Armstrong is a passionate writer who deals with such important issues as education and 

indigenous rights of Native people in her books. She is a talented writer who writes for 
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both adults and young people. She includes young people in her audience because she 

wants to educate them about Native culture and history.  

Tongues to the Voiceles 

 ―The voices of the unheard cannot help but be of value," states Lee  

 Maracle on the first page of I Am Woman: reality is more accurately perceived from the 

bottom of a hierarchical society than it is from the top. Long unheard, often brutally 

silenced, and more often than not spoken for by white Canadians, Canadian Native women 

are increasingly correcting the misdefinitions and defining themselves, writing their own 

stories, "in which pain [does not have to be] our way of life" (Maracle, IA W 4). In doing 

so, they provide an indication of potential directions towards a world in which oppression 

on the basis of sex, race, or class (to mention only a few) does not have to be a given. 

However, Native 

Women writers in Canada can only provide these indications of hope for the future from a 

particular place in time and understanding; as Lee Maracle puts it, "once we understand 

what kind of world they have created then we can figure out what kind of world we can re-

create" {I Am Women p. 116). This place is near the end, or the beginning of the end, of an 

examination of the forces of oppression. And, as Native women writers locate the roots of 

their oppression on the basis of race, sex, and class in Canada's colonial history, they also 

begin to find the means of changing the system which perpetuates that oppression. 

Jeannette C. Armstrong's "Slash" is a novel set against the Native historical backdrop of 

1960s in Canada. It posits the problem of the power of the North American agricultural 

economy over the aboriginal people and provides memorable political insights through the 

medium of Thomas Kelaket later nicknamed Slash. It is also the story of colonisation of 

the rest of the continent. Armstrong has synchronised voices through the textual synthesis 

of select Canadian women's writing to reflect on the anti-imperialist solidarity of natives in 

the post-colonial period. He has sought a new space for Canadian native women's writing 

by historicising these documentary autobiographies.  

Colonialism, Oppression and Sexual Violence 

In the foreword to Slash George Ryga rightly points out that 

Slash is a gently written novel, dealing with a brutal theme. It is a story of colonialism in 

Canada and the rest of this continent. Colonialism over the aboriginal peoples, with its own 

special quality of cultural and physical deprivation and a legacy of racial genocide.It is the 

story of one personality attempting to find a way out of this living death    by way of   
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prison, spiritual confirmation and active political struggle (George Ryga, 

Slash,Foreword,1984) 

Canadian‘ s of Andrea Smith‘s chapter ―Sexual Violence as a Tool of Genocide‖ in her 

book Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide looks at the methods 

through which the dominant colonial culture has oppressed Native American societies. 

Colonial culture strategically uses sexual violence against Native women as a weapon to 

ensure the oppression and marginalization of Native people. This section of the book not 

only looks at the steps of this strategy, but also at its extensive lasting effects. One such 

effect is white feminism‘s skewed perspective on Native women and their power in their 

culture; often white feminists feel that Native women have a dire need to be ―rescued‖ 

from the grips of a patriarchal system, when in fact they do not. 

Edward Said and the Colonial Paradigm 

Colonialism, the resulting oppressions and their effects on Native people provide the 

background for Jeannette Armstrong's Slash: they are the material givens of reality on 

Slash's reserve in the Okanagan area of British Columbia and in the surrounding white 

communities. Although the result of oppression may be similar for individuals or groups, 

there are multitudes of ways to attempt to deal with that reality, and the novel explores 

several of them: "Slash comes from that inevitable fork in the road that every Native youth 

faces" (Maracle, "Fork"p. 42) 

Jeannette Armstrong seems less preoccupied with writing a great work of literature with 

which to rouse her people‘s spirits, and more concerned with creating a fictionalization of 

the last twenty-five years of her people‘s struggle against colonialism in Canada. The way 

in which she subtly weaves references to well-known Canadian and American historical 

events into her narrative alongside the journey of her fictional main character Slash, and 

even has him participate in most of these events indicates that she is trying to retell recent 

history. She aims to tell history from the perspective of those who have been heretofore 

excluded from it, the Okanagan of British Columbia, because she realizes that this is 

essential for any group seeking not only recognition of their existence but also respect as a 

collective. Edward Said has studied colonialism and its effects on many different peoples 

throughout the world. He has examined the consequences that it may have not only on the 

colonized, but also on the colonizers, and integrated the two perspectives into a work 

which is able to truly measure and describe the impact that colonialism has had in the past 

and is still having today. The behavioural patterns of peoples that he has studied 
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extensively can be compared with those that have marked the history of Canada, a country 

in which colonization has come from both the exterior and the interior. Most of the 

observations and conclusions from his study of the relation between Great Britain and 

India can be found to also hold true for Canada and its Native Peoples. The founding 

characteristic that justifies any form of colonialism is a binary ideology of "Us" versus 

"Them" in which "We" are the colonizers and "They" are the colonized. This mentality is 

present throughout _Slash_, and results from a conviction of superiority on the part of the 

colonizers. This perceived superiority on the part of white English European origin 

manifests itself in almost every interaction with the Okanagans in Slash, but is best 

exemplified by the incident in which government officials send out a riot squad to literally 

beat them back into submission. In the chapter "Resistance and Opposition", Said 

describes the colonial actions of the British in India based on historical fact as well as 

E.M. Forester's 1924 novel A Passage to India. From these sources, in addition to 

examples of French colonial attitudes, Said draws several conclusions about the Indians 

which can be applied in parallel remarkably well with the Okanagans in Armstrong's 

novel. Without even acknowledging their situation, Said forms paradigms of colonialism 

which perfectly describe the Okanagans' own struggle. For example, Said agrees with 

numerous scholars who have concluded that the reality of colonialism was in fact a 

reversal of the traditionally "accepted paradigm by which Europe gave the colonies their 

modernity." Said and the scholars on whose studies he has formed his argument all 

contend that "Europe is literally the creation of the Third World"; that is, that colonies built 

up Europe involuntarily out of slave labor. This same misconception is accurately 

portrayed in _Slash_. At the beginning of the novel, the majority of the young Okanagans 

seem to worship the modernity which is brought into their tiny village by the English 

Canadians (electricity, television, cars, fancy clothes, alcohol, and drugs), while the elders 

fear it will destroy them. By the end of the novel, everyone has accepted these symbols of 

"modernity", but almost everyone is also able to see that they have brought more harm 

(alcoholism, laziness, unemployment, loss of tradition, welfare dependency) that good. 

This modernity only benefited those who brought it and sold it for a hefty profit, as was 

discovered by some of those who worked all day in order to spend in this new 

consumption-based society. As in India, the gift of modernity brought by the colonizers 

was more a Trojan horse than a necessity without which they couldn't live. Said states that 

opposition and resistance to colonialism is articulated first and foremost by culture, before 
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they are through politics, economics, and military history. In Slash, the elders, such as 

Uncle Joe, Pra-cwa, and Slash's parents, oppose the changes to the village from the very 

beginning and preach the continued practice of their culture as a means of self-defence 

from cultural corruption. They continue to do so consistently throughout the novel, even 

when the youths are more involved in political actions as a means of defence of their 

rights and their culture. Eventually, even Slash recognizes that culture is the grounds on 

which he must defend himself, so he begins to learn from the medicine men and to teach 

his nephew and son his people's traditional ways. Said observed that the British tried to 

use "officialism" to impose sense on India. By applying British rules and regulations, they 

could understand this foreign culture and judge what they could not understand by their 

own standards. At the same time, they enforced even further British power over the Indian 

people. Armstrong illustrates the same phenomenon in Slash when the Okanagan find 

them forced to obey English laws. They cannot hunt or fish when the government in 

Ottawa declares that it is not off-season, nor can they do so in the off-reserve land which 

had been stolen from them. Decisions were made and wealth was distributed by the 

Department of Indian Affairs Offices which were principally under English control. The 

only Natives allowed to participate in that political process were those who were judged to 

be more loyal to the English than to their own people. Their only form of self-government, 

the Tribal Councils, was deliberately filled with fully-colonized puppets loyal to the 

colonizers. When they accepted innocently to obey the rules of the system, it became 

corrupt and changed itself to leave them continually in the wrong. When they protested 

peacefully in the same manner as other groups of the time, they were surrounded and 

attacked by police. When they accepted responsibly the judgment of the ruling system, it 

was biased against them, as is seen almost immediately when Slash is sent to jail but his 

attacker escapes prosecution. In each case, the colonizer uses the law to gain or to keep 

control over the colonized group. Said mentions the "drain theory" in which wealth was 

drained off of India by Britain. The same is also true when Native land is used for English 

logging operations, mining and power plants, and when they used Native fishing lakes to 

dispose of toxic waste. Exploitation of resources was not only a means used by the English 

to get richer, but also another method of flaunting their power by creating new and ever 

changing environmental laws and regulations which the Natives were forced to follow. 

Said describes that in _A Passage to India_, one character wrongly dismisses nationalism 

as only fear. In _Slash_, the reader observes that nationalism is composed of other 
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elements, among which anger and pride are. In the first half of the novel, Slash is 

consumed by anger to the point where he is almost destroyed by it, but at the same time it 

is also the source of his energy to resist assimilation. He admits that he wanted to shout, 

"DO SOMETHING!! Don't die begging and crawling!!! Die on your feet. Now is the 

time". (Slash p.120) Pride, however, also plays an important role in his resistance and 

eventually becomes a more positive source of strength in his resistance, as he explains to 

the Uncle Joe: I told him that, yes, there was a lot of anger, but there was also something 

else that I couldn't quite describe, something like a feeling of pride that wasn't really there 

before. That feeling was getting stronger, especially at those demonstrations and meeting. 

[...] there was a general feeling around that "something was going to get done and, by God, 

WE were going to do it ourselves without anybody's permission." Fear of loss of land and 

culture is present throughout the novel, but does not play a role as strongly motivating as 

the other two emotions. Said remarks that this nationalism helped various nations and 

races in India unite against a common British enemy, and in _Slash_, the reader sees how 

it equally helps the many different Native nations and tribes, both in Canada and the 

United States, unite in their common struggle against their English North American 

colonizers. Said believes that the British simply couldn't give the Indians their freedom, 

but had to be forced to yield it after a struggle that could only become more and more 

adversarial on the cultural, political, and sometimes military fronts. Both sides must be 

actively involved in the struggle for control and dominance. Implicitly, for there to be two 

sides, there must be two voices to be heard. In Slash the Native Peoples are discovering 

this voice necessary to make themselves known and how to use it to have their demands 

heard and respected. This voice is manifested in a nationalist spirit. According to Said, the 

"dangers of chauvinism and xenophobia are real" when a people revolts against 

colonialism by means of nationalism. He warns that they must see their own history as one 

aspect of the greater "history of all subjugated peoples". Their insight of being suddenly 

conscious of themselves as "prisoners in their own land" becomes dangerous because the 

survival and defense of their oppressed becomes their "raison d'être". Slash becomes 

temporarily caught up in this trap. It is the anger behind his nationalism that leads him to 

want to "run out and start shooting at any white man passing." After he has emptied 

himself of his anger, he begins to see that while most English Canadians are still imposing 

themselves in his people, there are nonetheless some, such as those in Greenpeace, who 

are fighting for the same goals as he is. He sees during the roadblock, for instance, that 
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some are trying to be comprehensive even if they don't fully understand. At this crucial 

moment in his people's struggle for autonomy, it is obviously necessary that they stay 

united, and that they accomplish their goals on their own, but they avoid xenophobia by 

recognizing that not all whites are against them, and this leaves open the possibility of a 

future reconciliation between the two groups. Said also identifies the fact that anti-

imperialist nationalism has a "history of evasion and avoidance" and can become a way in 

which to avoid addressing other problems, social or economical for example, that a people 

might have. This is not the case however in _Slash_. The Native Peoples in this novel are 

using nationalism as a rallying cry precisely in order to draw attention to all of their social, 

economical and political problems in an effort to improve their collective situation. Their 

purpose is awareness rather than deception. Edward Said's analysis of British and French 

colonialism around the world paints a surprisingly accurate portrait of the situation also 

faced by Canada's Native People's as depicted by Jeanette Armstrong in her novel Slash. 

One could be lead to believe that no matter who plays the role of colonizer and who is 

colonized, the result is usually the same, and that colonized peoples around the world truly 

share a common struggle whether they are in Africa, India or Canada. 

The Ideological Configuration of the Protagonist  

Jeanette Armstrong had a prior perception about the configuration of her protagonist‘s 

ideology. The burning and transformation of Slash is effortlessly controlled and balanced 

in the opening chapter of the novel itself. Chapter One, "The Awakening," sets the stage 

for what is to come: young Tommy Kelasket (later nicknamed Slash) describes his 

understanding of the differing perceptions of his family, other Natives on the reserve, and 

the white "experts" who make '"hard decisions for our Indians'" (Slash  p.176) and the 

resulting discrimination, both active and passive. What emerges most clearly from his 

descriptions are the essential differences between the world-views of his family and those 

of the white community.  

The Amalgam: Life, History and Politics  

 The novel is written as a memoir of a fictional character who becomes deeply involved in 

political activism concerning Native American rights. The protagonist, Tommy Kelasket, 

grows up in a traditional home. He lives on his family‘s farm and is brought up to observe 

and respect the ways of his people. His uncle, Joe, is a medicine man and teaches Tommy 

about Indian life and spirituality. As a teenager though, Tommy begins to drink and smoke 

marijuana. He gets lost in the party scene for a number of years until he becomes involved 
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in political activism. He attends several demonstrations including the occupation of 

Wounded Knee, the Trail of Tears, the occupation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs office, 

the demonstration at Okanagan Falls, the protest rally at the Parliament Buildings in 

Victoria, and the caravan to protest the removal of Indian children from Indian homes. 

Tommy eventually discovers the truth and power of his culture‘s traditional ways and finds 

his role in rebuilding his people. 

This novel was very dense with information; it was a little hard to comprehend without 

knowing the history of the events that enter into the book. One could learn a lot about the 

Indian activism movement even though this is a piece of fiction. It was eye-opening 

because it presents a section of Canada‘s history that isn‘t talked about much. Some of the 

consequences of sexism, racism, and classism for Native women in Canadian society are 

documented in such books as Maria Campbell's Half breed and Beatrice Culleton's April 

Raintree, which illustrate the truth of Maracle‘s assertion that, like sexism, "[racism is for 

us, not an ideology in the abstract, but a very real and practical part of our lives" (I Am 

Woman. p2). However, in Slash, Jeannette Armstrong (an Okanagan writer) provides a 

more thorough and complex description and analysis of racism, sexism, and classism as 

the by-products of colonialism. In addition, Armstrong identifies decolonization as the 

solution to the systemic oppression and as the means to defuse specific issues such as 

Native land claims, which are easier to deal with from a position of self-sufficiency. As 

one woman in Slash puts it, 

 'The only way that we can really regain control is for us to really change, means that we're 

going to have to rebuild ourselves; rebuild our health, mentally, emotionally and 

spiritually. We're a long way from being totally in control over our lives. In fact we can't 

even talk about it, except we know that it is possible and that it is what we are moving 

toward.' (Slash p. 218) 

However, since the motive of colonialism is always profit, Lee Maracle identifies sexism, 

like racism and classism, as a necessary by-product of colonialism (I Am Women p. 20). 

And in The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions, Paula 

Gunn Allen makes the connection between colonialism and sexism and Native societies, 

and the consequences of this connection, explicit : 

The physical and cultural genocide of American Indian] tribes were and is mostly about 

patriarchal fear of gynocracy [woman-centred social systems]. The Puritans particularly, 

but also the Catholic, Quaker and other Christian missionaries, like their secular 
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counterparts, could not tolerate peoples who allowed women to prominent positions and 

decision-making capacity at every level of society. The colonisers saw (and rightly) that as 

long as women held unquestioned power of such Magnitude, attempts at total conquest of 

the continent were bound to fail.( Paula Gunn Allen 1986,p.3) 

In addition, Gunn Allen argues, the attempts at cultural genocide of gynocratic tribal 

peoples were and are in part attempts to destroy gynocracy: racism and sexism are 

inseparable in the initial and continuing European assumptions about Native peoples. 

However, it is (unfortunately) all too possible to state unequivocally that the well-

established European system of patriarchy became dominant as the colonizers imposed 

their religion(s), laws, and economies on Natives and the patriarchal denigration of women 

as fundamentally evil and a source of sin permeated the systems in their new-world 

manifestations. Therefore sexism, in addition to racism, became part of the material 

circumstances of Native peoples as the Americas were colonized, influencing the lives of 

Native men as well as women. Internalized oppression, the result of the indoctrination of 

the colonized in their deficiencies as defined by the colonizers — such as "laziness," 

"savagery," or "drunkenness," for example — which allow the colonizers to justify and 

maintain their superior position (Memmip. 79), can be more damaging than material forms 

of oppression. 

Slash: And the Trans Historical Trauma 

The ongoing domestic colonization of North America has a specifically ―traumatic‖ 

impact on the Native peoples of the land. By using the word ―trans/historical‖ to describe 

the trauma crafted in Slash , one has to understand it as , the idea of trauma as 

transcendent of historical conditions and material realities; As literary texts, Slash and 

Indian Killer both express and craft a distinct understanding of ―traumatic temporality,‖ a 

term coined by Cathy  Caruth (―Interview‖ p.78). Rooted in a psychoanalytic and 

poststructuralist methodology, this term refers to the way in which traumatic events, 

because they cannot be known or integrated by the survivor as they occur, are indirectly 

accessible only as symptom–that is, in their belated return to the survivor as repetitive 

dreams, flashbacks, and reenactments of the event. Caruth‘s notion of traumatic 

temporality famously challenges the assumption that the history of trauma involves a one-

to-one correspondence of reference and event and ushers in a per formative theory of 

trauma, which understands trauma as dis-located in its reiterative return rather than in its 

origin–an origin that therefore remains elusive at best. The trans/historicity of Native 
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trauma, as constituted in the work of Armstrong nuances this theory, prompting an 

exploration of the temporal and spatial dis/location of a trauma that is centuries old and 

nations wide. Caught in between expression and regression, the present and the past Slash 

undergoes a traumatic transformation in the novel. 

From his family Tommy learns the history of the Okanagan and the values and traditions 

of his people: these lessons are designed to help him to grow into a productive member of 

the society and to understand how he fits into it. At the newly 'integrated' town school, 

however, the most deeply ingrained lesson for the Native students is that power is relative. 

Tommy explains: 

There were some things we were too ashamed to tell. Like  

all of the white girls, laughing at Tonny when he asked one  

of them to  dance at the sock-hop. He quit school after that. ] 

 Also how none of the Indian girls ever got asked to dance at the sock-hops because us guys 

wouldn't dance with them because the white guys didn't. 

  (Slash,p. 35 

In his attempts to clear up some of the confusion, he leaves his family and reserve for the city, 

where his confusion only increases but where he is forced to learn some hard truths the hard 

way — by experience. In hospital, about to be sentenced to jail, he meets a woman named 

Mardi from the Indian Friendship Centre whose words change his life.  

You see, they only give us two choices. Assimilate or get lost. A lot of us are lost. We need to 

make a third choice. That's what Red Patrol is about. 'We work in   shifts on skid row. We 

pick up people from the streets and help them out anyway we can. We keep the pigs and 

others from harassing them.  We help out even when there is violence. And we talk to them 

and we tell them to leave that place. But most of all we   provide an example of pride and 

power in being Indian.  (Slash, p.70) 

It is Mardi who gives Tommy the nickname 'Slash' and, correspondingly, who political 

awareness (and resulting actions) form his: she starts him on his search for the all- important 

third choice against assimilation or extermination. 

 The white society Jimmy wants so much to be a part of refuses to let him in. Although he 

gets a degree in Business Administration, he experiences discrimination from both sides and 

is unable to find a job. White businesses will not hire him, assuming that he is "another lazy 

Indian"; at the same time, Indian organizations, made up of people who suffer from 

internalized oppression as much as Jimmy himself, hire "'some ex-DIA goat for the cream 
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jobs'" (Slash 221 ). Although his own attempts to "pass" arc based on his belief (which is a 

reflection of that of the so-called dominant society) in the "inferiority" of Indians, Jimmy is 

shocked and confused when these opinions are used to evaluate him, in Native as well as 

white communities. Slash tries to explain why: 

'Everything that the colonizers do, tells the Indians they are inferior, that their life-style, their 

language, their religion, their  values and even  what food they eat, is somehow not as good. .  

.it   gets transferred in subtle ways by our own people. They attempt to become the same as 

the colonizers in as many ways as they can, to escape being inferior, or being tainted by it. 

They don't want to hurt inside, you see.' (Slash,p. 221) 

              Assimilation is an all-too-common attempt to avoid the pain of self-hatred by 

denying or negating that which is defined as inferior — which, paradoxically, only cause 

more pain: As Slash notes, ―the biggest problem with thinking that even the stupidest white 

man is somehow intrinsically superior to the most intelligent and educated Indian is that it is 

simply not true. However, internalized oppression (whispering "'you're just a weak chicken-

shit good for nothing‖ [Slash p.154]) is, by its very nature, difficult to combat and, in a 

colonial society, can probably never be escaped completely. 

Madri(tude) and Negritude  

        One way to attempt to escape internalized oppression, of course, is to revolt against the 

material oppression. This method is Mardi's working definition of the necessary third choice: 

direct political action to change the conditions of oppression. Although her definition, which 

allows Slash to name the oppression he has always recognized, becomes his, as do her 

revolutionary vocabulary and concepts, Slash sees complexities that Mardi does not, and is 

therefore unsatisfied with merely material answers. Mardi's understanding is incomplete in 

Slash's eyes because it arises out of her experience: "raised in settler society, divorced from 

[her] past and alienated from [her] history" (I AM Woman P.51), she has had no examples of 

Indians who are neither assimilated nor lost. Violence, suffering, addictions, and deprivation 

are the story of this Indian woman's life, so much so that the simple fact that she has survived 

is a victory for Mardi. Having proved her strength by saving her own life, she looks beyond 

herself to the larger community and commits herself to 'what's really going on in the Indian 

world'(Slash 61 ) and to changing the personal and systemic oppression they all face, until 

she is "eliminated," like many other low-profile leaders, by the FBI (Slash p. 121). 

      Likewise Negritude is a cultural movement launched in 1930s Paris by French-speaking 

black graduate students from France's colonies in Africa and the Caribbean territories. These 
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black intellectuals converged around issues of race identity and black internationalist 

initiatives to combat French imperialism. They found solidarity in their common ideal of 

affirming pride in their shared black identity and African heritage, and reclaiming African 

self-determination, self–reliance, and self–respect. The Négritude movement signaled an 

awakening of race consciousness for blacks in Africa and the African Diaspora. This new race 

consciousness, rooted in a (re)discovery of the authentic self, sparked a collective 

condemnation of Western domination, anti-black racism, enslavement, and colonization of 

black people. It sought to dispel denigrating myths and stereotypes linked to black people, by 

acknowledging their culture, history, and achievements, as well as reclaiming their 

contributions to the world and restoring their rightful place within the global community.  

The American Indian Movement (AIM) 

American Indian Movement (AIM), Native American civil-rights activist organization, 

founded in 1968 to encourage self-determination among Native Americans and to establish 

international recognition of their treaty rights. In 1972, members of AIM briefly took over 

the headquarters of the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Washington, D.C. They complained 

that the government had created the tribal councils on reservations in 1934 as a way of 

perpetuating paternalistic control over Native American development. In 1973, about 200 

Sioux, led by members of AIM, seized the tiny village of Wounded Knee, S.Dak., site of 

the last great massacre of Native Americans by the U.S. cavalry (1890). Among their 

demands was a review of more than 300 treaties between the Native Americans and the 

federal government that AIM alleged were broken. Wounded Knee was occupied for 71 

days before the militants surrendered. The leaders were subsequently brought to trial, but 

the case was dismissed on grounds of misconduct by the prosecution. AIM also sponsored 

talks resulting in the 1977 International Treaty Conference with the UN in Geneva, 

Switzerland. 

 The FBI originated from a force of special agents created in 1908 by Attorney General 

Charles Bonaparte during the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt. This was at a time when 

progressivism in America was on the rise and there was a need for interstate law 

enforcement. Origin Mission and Functions of FBI  

     The first FBI a gents was actually Secret Service agents. The agency was called the 

Bureau of Investigation when it was founded. In 1932, it was renamed the United States 

Bureau of Investigation, in 1933 it was named Division of Investigation (DOI) and in 1935 

it was named the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). J. Edgar Hoover became the first 

http://www.infoplease.com/encyclopedia/history/indian-affairs-bureau-of.html
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FBI Director and served for 48 years. Later legislation was passed and FBI director could 

hold tenure of 10 years only.  

      As a "threat-based and intelligence-driven national security organization", the FBI's 

mission is "to protect and defend the United States against terrorist and foreign 

intelligence threats, to uphold and enforce the criminal laws of the United States, and to 

provide leadership and criminal justice services to federal, state, municipal, and 

international agencies and partners.‖  

    The FBI is primarily a law enforcement agency, collecting intelligence related to 

domestic security as well as investigating federal crimes such as kidnapping, tax evasion, 

securities fraud. They're basically the "national police department". The role of FBI is 

largely reactive in nature whereas CIA spies may work in foreign countries to prevent 

national security threats from materializing. 

Madri the Political Instigator  

 Not only is she the instigator of Slash's political awareness and commitment, giving him 

some of the intellectual tools to shake if not crack the foundations of the existing system 

and to begin to build a new one which does not have to be based on oppression, she also 

teaches him that (as Maracle writes) "it is the truth of our lives that moves us to look 

again" (I  Am Woman P.158) in the face of massive rationalization, not to mention cultural 

support, for the system of oppression. 

 Her death makes obvious the danger and necessity of political action, but also the futility: 

Slash knows that something very important is missing. As long as Slash continues to 

operate on Mardi's premises — which do not include the traditions and values of his 

upbringing — he is unable to see any possibilities beyond assimilation, extinction, or 

violent revolution. Fuelled by hate and a "destructive compulsion to make things happen" 

(Slash p.13), Slash is quite comfortable with AIM (American Indian Movement) 

statements such as ―‗We fight for survival, we fight to stop genocide. Our war is real but 

our enemies are like shadows'" (Slash p.184).When boiling over with bitterness and 

hatred, however, he tends to forget the basic premise that "AIM is a spiritual movement. in 

order to achieve anything, we had to do it the Indian way" (Slash p.120). Slash soon 

assumes the correct revolutionary positions; he becomes one of "the bad guys nobody 

should mess with" (Slash p. 122). 

     The "Indian approach" any issue, which involves an understanding of tradition and 

laws, is more productive than purely political analysis or revolutionary fervour: by 
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providing a "sense of the self and our importance to the community" (I Am Woman p.50), 

a sense of responsibility and a sense of power, it improves the analysis and proposed 

solutions. Recognizing that Native people "stand at a pivot point at this time in history," 

each having the responsibility of "deciding for descendants how their world shall be 

affected and what shall be their heritage" (Slash p.13) 

Slash: Writing as Therapy 

In an interview with Janice Williamson, Armstrong asserts that ''the 

process of writing as a Native person has been a healing one for me 

because I've uncovered the fact that I'm not a savage, not dirty and ugly 

and not less because I have brown skin" (Williamson, 1993p.10). She goes on to say that, 

..my people's philosophy, of harmony, co-operation, and healing has a lot more relevance 

today... where individualism is causing social chaos and where people  are  killing the 

environment out of individual selfish need,  out of not thinking about their fellow humans 

or even the next  generation…(ibid) 

It is significant that this interview is titled "What I intended was to connect... and it‘s 

happened," for, along with many other things, Armstrong's comments work to deconstruct 

liberal humanist Constructions of the isolated (i.e. the unconnected) individual.  

                 In this respect, Armstrong's remarks to Williamson touch on the very issues that 

her novel points to, concerns which have to do with providing alternatives to the 

"arrogance that has been handed to [Native political leaders] by... paternalistic European  

society" (lbid.:p.15). Both the novel and its protagonist work to counter the 

misconceptions disseminated by a colonial hegemony that constructs Natives as "free" 

individuals, but restricts their rights and freedoms to "empty words on paper that [has] no 

compassion for what is human on the land" (Armstrong, 1990,p.248-249) 

       The traditional approaches which inform modern solutions provide a source of 

strength and truth to combat generations of misinformation. The Canadian colonial story is 

an old one and it has remained relatively unchanged in many ways, as the blustering and 

evasions of federal government officials during the 1989 hunger strike of Native students ( 

to name only one example) made obvious. In Slash, however, Jeannette Armstrong has 

envisioned "the survival of what is human in an inhuman world" S(Slash p.251) and 

presented the possibility of a new ending to the story. 
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Slash: Assimilation and Gramcian Homeostasis 

     Throughout the novel, slash succeeded in sustaining the impression that he will lead the 

conscience of the native people and turn out to be the champion of counter revolutionary 

strategies. Of course he did it but suddenly retreated in to a passive resignation of a non 

violent silence or an unusual common-sense which the dominant class themselves 

generated. The concept of ideology, as used by Marx and the Frankfurt School theorists, is 

productive in so far as it shows that social power operates throughout the cultural realm of 

society. Ideological systems work to integrate people into social networks of oppression 

and subordination. However, this model of ideology is limited in that it seems too unitary, 

too totalizing, and too abstracted from the everyday social interaction of individual actors. 

The theoretical work of Antonio Gramsci and his successors adds a great deal of 

complexity to the concept of ideology. While Gramsci builds upon the Marxist theoretical 

tradition, his notion of hegemony represents an important reinterpretation of the concept of 

ideology. The notion of ―hegemony‖ is rooted in Gramsci‘s (1992) distinction between 

coercion and consent as alternative mechanisms of social power (p. 137). Coercion refers 

to the State‘s capacity for violence, which it can use against those who refuse to participate 

in capitalist relations of production. By contrast, hegemonic power works to convince 

individuals and social classes to subscribe to the social values and norms of an inherently 

exploitative system. It is a form of social power that relies on voluntarism and 

participation, rather than the threat of punishment for disobedience. Hegemony appears as 

the ―common sense‖ that guides our everyday, mundane understanding of the world. It is a 

view of the world that is ―inherited from the past and uncritically absorbed‖ and which 

tends to reproduce a sort of social homoeostasis, or ―moral and political passivity‖ 

(Gramsci 1971:333). Gramsci also asserts that hegemony has a material dimension. 

      It is not only a system of ideas, floating above economic structures. Rather, the social 

action of everyday life produces hegemonic effects. Writing about the emergence of  

Fordist production in the Social Thought & Research United States, for example, Gramsci 

(1992) describes an America hegemony that is ―born in the factory‖ (describes how the 

interplay of  cultural and material surroundings constructs hegemony as follows: 

The press is the most dynamic part of the ideological structure, but not the only one. 

Everything that directly or indirectly influences or could influence public opinion belongs 

to it: libraries, schools, associations and clubs of various kinds, even architecture, the 
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layout of streets and their names (p. 53). Furthermore, hegemony often lies beneath the 

surface, unarticulated. (Gramsci 1996.p.96) 

       As Williams (1977) writes, ―A lived hegemony is always a process. It is not, except 

analytically, a system or a structure. It is a realized complex of experiences, relationships, 

and activities, with specific and changing pressures and limits‖ (p.112). This illustrates 

how hegemony works as a sort of common sense, rather than as a coherent body of 

thought, such as we would associate with ideology. If at all Slash underwent an aberration 

of action, the common sense he imbibed from the hegemonic presence demands a 

theoretical explication. 
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