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HOW MUCH DO UKRAINIANS KNOW
ABOUT NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURE?

SHOSTAK, Oksana (Kyiv, Ukraine)

A common question might rise in the mind of a reader: Why should they know about
it? The answer is - because they are the indigenous nations of the land known around the
world as both American continents. Living in present-day Ukraine we definitely know
about the importance of being true to the history of the land. But the majority of Ukrainians
would answer my question with another question: Do they still exist? My answer would be:
Yes, they are. The reason for such situation is enrooted in the colonial past of the territory
known as former Soviet Union as well as such countries as the United States of America
and Canada. It was quite popular to talk about American genocide of colored people in
Soviet Union, which was kind of hidden contraposition to the “national equality” of the
“brotherhood of Soviet nations”. American Indians cultures were researched as an “extinct
by capitalism nation” and never admitted to be existing now. Mainstream American society
was well aware about their existence, but preferred not to talk about it as of an inconvenient
topic. The comparison might be done to the similar situation with Crimean Tatars’ nation in
pre-2014 Ukrainian society.

Of course all of us read James Fennimore Cooper’s novels and grieved Uncas’ death
as a symbol of decline of great nation. But is it really so? Mohicans are part of Algonquian
nation still exists on the territory of Wisconsin where it was forced by European colonialists.
Another classical literary reference to the indigenous people of the US land is found in Mobi
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Dick. Melville’s use of “Pequod” as the name of the ship anticipated the commercialization of
Native names for vehicles, such as Jeep Cherokee and Dodge Dakota. Pequod is the name of
virtual eliminated indigenous nation, as the result of the Pequot war of 1636-1637 and Treaty
of Hartford, the major feature of this treaty was to outlaw the Pequot language and name. Any
survivors would be referred in the future as Mohegans or Narragansett, forbiding the Pequot
from regrouping as a tribe, and required that other tribes in the region submit all their inter-tribal
grievance to the English and abide by their decisions. No Pequot town or settlement would be
allowed. It is interesting to mention that Cooper’s heroic Uncas was at the Pequot Massacre
helping to slaughter them, as Mohegans and Narragansetts joined Masons and Puritans against
the Pequots. Gradually the Peaquot were able to reestablish their identity, but as separate
tribes in separate communities .A question might be raised: Is genocide a necessary precursor
of branding American vessels and automobiles with the names of Indian nations? It is quite
possible that Melville deliberately named Ahab’s doomed ship after the persecuted tribe; it was
his way of warning to compatriots, his attempt to highlight and to excoriate colonialists’ and
mid-19" century massacres of Native Americans and oppressions of other native people. This
vessel symbol can be read as a state carrying diverse people and it is doomed under unwise
leadership: Ahab refuses to end his pursuit of Mobi Dick no mater the cost of human lives
including his own. This book might be interpreted as a jeremiad, prevention of the future failure
of the country should it be so rigid, hating and seli-righteous.

Modern-day American society in a way heeded that request, the end of 60-s was
marked by the Native American Renaissance with such prominent Native American writers
such as N.Scott Momaday, Leslie Marmon Silko, Louise Erdrich, Paula Gunn Allen, Gerald
Vizenor, James Welch, Louis Owens, Linda Hogan, Simon Ortiz, Linda Boyden and many
others. Their books are devoted to recovering indigenous identity. These labors are really
necessary; they bear fruits to the whole society, they invite their readers into necessary
discussion of the role natives played in the shaping of the modem world. Native American
literary works illuminate the issues of nationhood, relationship and memory, citizenship
and self-determination through particular native landscape, pretty often it is done through
an ironic transnational framework. Writers, representatives of different indigenous nations
reveal the peculiarities and determine the locales and ideas of cations, despite discourses
of dominance that would preordain and reduce Native American experience to an urban/
reservation dichotomy and normalize colonial conquest.

Unfortunately Ukrainian scholars do not pay enough attention to the representatives
of these particular US cultures in the context of the critical concepts of transnationalism and
globalization. Published in 2002 textbook on the history of 20" century American Lit does
not mention native authors at all, while revised addition which appeared ten years later names
really briefly only two of them N.Scott Momaday and Leslic Marmon Silko. While the first
ong is addressed as positively tuned, the second one is attested as a singer of doomed perishing
culture, which is very limited interpretation of Silko’s writing. It is greatly important for the
madern scholars to take one step beyond simple multiculturalism and voluntary affiliate our
studies among different communities and cultures; it’s time for us to get relied upon broader
facts of US ethnical and national history as it may benefit our own culture and nations.
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