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The term transnational has had a strong impact in various corners of literary and cultural
studies over the past decade, but is only now emerging as a significant category of analysis
among Native American writers and critics and in Native American studies. This essay grew
out of a specific attempt to make some sense of why so many Native American scholars in
literary studies have steered clear of discourse on the transnational.! The exercise was in
its original form particularly useful in providing a deeper understanding of how criticism
fits into larger constellations of ethnic studies, politics, and culture. I am pleased to have the
opportunity to rework these ideas along with so many others in Indigenous studies who are
auguring the contours of a shared intellectual project across national, regional, and inter-
national boundaries.

In grappling with some of the problems that arise in bringing Native American perspec-
tives into a discussion of transnationality, I am not a partisan for such avoidance. In fact,
I tend to find many aspects of the transnational turn useful to developing Native criticism,
especially when transnational discourse describes still-emergent formations of economic
realities that had been, in earlier generations of Marxian thought, subsumed under the
category of internationalism. That is, the effects of capitalism, which were once contained
and constrained by the sovereignty of nations, now supersede and trump the power of states.
Put in another way, states as opposed to different groupings increasingly are incapable of
effectively addressing the needs of people within their borders. Indigenous peoples are among
those different groupings. The shared Indigenous intellectual project under discussion here
is easy to see as a transnational one, insofar as we are recognising that Indigenous experiences

might make more sense understood with less focus on the national boundaries in which
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various Indigenous peoples exist. At best, the transnational turn describes the reality of what
we often seek in looking for ways to reach across borders and oceans in search of consonance
and, perhaps more importantly, perspective. By rendering these realities, we help make their
effects available for critical work. This is especially important for those of us attempting to
articulate Indigenous studies, but mere invocation of the transnational is not enough. As an
analytical category, transnationalism is, to put it mildly, all over the place.

Ramon Saldivar reflects what I see as a valuable perspective when he argues, for instance,
that we are witnessing ‘nothing less than the end of one epistemic era and the beginning of
another’.? In this new era, he argues, the new questions that transnational analysis helps
us formulate ‘are valuable because they have supplied so much moral resonance to con-
temporary dissident movements and have helped to destabilize the seemingly unshakable
fixity of culture, politics, and the marketplace’.

It is easy to find value in this elegantly figured formulation which is on the smarter end
of the discourse. Saldivar’s approach contrasts with one Robert Gross describes (even if he
does not endorse it), a version of transnationalism that is more nebulous than some versions
of American studies. Gross argues that transnationalism ‘captures a world of fluid borders,
where goods, ideas, and people flow constantly across once-sovereign space. Instead of adopt-
ing an American identity, newcomers sustain a cosmopolitan consciousness.”* This essay pro-
ceeds from an interest in why Native critics generally have not adopted a more robust position
on transnationalism in contrast to these conceptualisations.

This interest contributes to my ongoing agenda of charting the uneasy, yet I contend
ultimately productive, relationship most Native scholars have to the leading theoretical
approaches in contemporary literary studies and social theory. This uneasiness often expresses
itself in thoroughgoing rejectionist terms yet also often reaches towards a demand for
more scholarly attention to Native positions. Enough exceptions exist to make a counter-
case focusing more on the strains of contemporary Native scholarship that engage com-
fortably in highly recognisable forms of theory (for example, the work of Gerald Vizenor
or Louis Owens). However, Native American critics in general have established a strong prac-
tice of warily regarding various theoretical trends, including the move to transnationality
when studying American Indian texts and issues.’

The assumption behind this argument—that Native scholars are not using the term trans-
national with any frequency—is not easy to prove given the breadth and length of Native
scholarship. However, I can offer several observations that help bolster my claim. As already
mentioned, the first version of this essay focused on Native scholars in literary studies. Checking
the indices of many books from the field published after 1998 that were authored, or included

a contribution, by a Native scholar, revealed that the terms transnational, transnationality
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or transnationalism were not deployed. This indicates that the centrality of these terms to
American and British literary studies has had little impact in Native literary studies.®

Since then, I have expanded the research to include books by Native scholars in a broader
range of Native studies, including books by all scholars in Native and Indigenous studies,
which yielded limited uses of the term transnational. The few exceptions were Renya Ramirez’s
book Native Hubs, Andrea Smith’s Conquest, and a chapter by Faye Ginsburg on Indigenous
media.” It also uncovered Arnold Krupats use, before 1998, of the term ‘transnational capital’,
with the Marxian connotation that it had when deployed in the 1980s.8

In an example published since the previous version, Craig Womack (a leading figure in
Native literary studies) comments in his summary of book-length critical studies by Native
scholars, that Native American engagement with the discourse on nationalism puts the field
at odds with some global trends in literary and cultural studies. He argues that, ‘because of
the transnational and comparative interests of cultural studies, national literatures are also
questioned’.® According to Womack this has a specific effect on Native literary studies, which
has tended in many cases to continue to focus on the national political claims of Native
nations. In spite of the fact that Native people and Native critics have in many cases developed
sophisticated ways of thinking through what brings them to engage with nationalist dis-
course, Womack reveals that ‘there is the tendency in cultural studies to view nationalism as
a pathology and a contrary tendency in Native studies to view it in terms of the survival of
tribes’. He continues with the assertion that ‘some critics are stymied by the transnational
turn in cultural studies and the seemingly contrary sovereigntist emphasis in Native studies’.!’

Bibliographic searches for uses of transnational terms in Native and Indigenous studies
yielded a few more results from one area of study: international Indigenous political organis-
ing.!! The lack of transnationalism as an analytical category within published work is also
reflected in the broader field of study as revealed by a review of the programs for the first
three meetings relating to the founding of the Native American and Indigenous Studies Associ-
ation.!? A search of the three programs, which included over two hundred and seventy
sessions, yielded a total of three instances (one for each annual program) of transnational
terms in session or paper titles.!> None of this proves concretely that Native scholars and
others in Native studies are not taking part in transnational discourse, but the absence of the
term requires explanation.

In this essay [ articulate some of the possible reasons for this absence and discuss what is
gained and lost by it. Some of the reasons are related to older arguments in Native American
studies, which will not be rehearsed here. I am interested in understanding the relative
absence of a term like transnationality among Native scholars not as an alarming situation

in which unsophisticated, uncritical revanchists refuse to participate in a broader world of
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theoretical insight. Instead I argue that a resistance to (or perhaps resistance against is a better
way of saying it) ideas like transnationality can be (though certainly is not necessarily) intel-

lectually defensible and provides fruitful theoretical insight.
— POSTCOLONIAL PRECURSORS

The most recent notions of the transnational have progressed in some fashion from post-
colonial studies. A major reason for the lack of engagement with transnationality by Native
American scholars is the widespread rejection of postcolonial studies. Though it fails to take
account of the formulations of the most nuanced of postcolonial scholars, this objection is
grounded in the reality that Native Americans remain colonised peoples rather than people
facing post-independence realities and challenges. Thus the post in postcolonialism creates
a stumbling block to engagement.

Taking into account those who argue for a definition of postcoloniality that is not bounded
by the temporal idea of being historically on one side or the other of a decolonial struggle,
Jace Weaver has argued that the main thrust and de facto focus of postcolonial studies remain
post-independence texts and contexts. Weaver’s stronger objection is the central concern in
postcolonial studies with Western categories, which have ‘never accounted for Native world-
views ... [Slince the time of the first contact with Europeans, American Indians’ reality has
been all too monotonously the same, controlled by those who conquered them.”'* The
realities of Indigenous peoples who continue to suffer from internal colonialism may, in
various ways, be consonant with what postcolonial studies describes. However, the object
of its study makes postcolonialism less compelling for Native scholars. The late Louis Owens,
following a similar line of argument, writes, ‘those of us working in the field of what we call
Native American literature can and undoubtedly will chafe at the ignorance and erasure of
Native American voices within the metropolitan center and within what at times appears
to be the loyal opposition to that center called postcolonial theory’.!?

Weaver’s and Owens’s analyses coalesce with Vilashini Cooppan’s argument that is

critical of:

a prevailing version of postcolonial studies in the United States that so embraces its aura
of ‘new work’ and its dual allegiances to high theory and a rather reified, distanced, and
monolithic ‘Third World literature’ that it largely estranges itself from the individual and
collective histories of several important allied traditions such as American studies, Native
American studies, African American studies, Asian American studies, Latino studies, and

Gay and Lesbian studies.'®

It may be, then, that Native critics do not engage with transnationality because its major pro-

ponents, in spite of broader inclusivity, remain in the end more interested in what is beyond
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their borders (Southeast Asia, Africa or the Caribbean, for instance) than the transnationalism
produced by colonialism within its borders. Cooppan argues this has led to a ‘discipline
alienated from at least some of the circumstances of its world’.17

The US context provides further evidence for why Native American scholars have not
engaged transnational discourse. For Americanists in literary studies, and many in American
studies, transnationality has become an alternative to the exceptionalism that has been a pre-
occupation in these related fields for generations. The aftermath of the 1998 American Studies
Association’s (ASA) annual meeting in Seattle is perhaps most instructive. Paul Giles, a British
scholar of American studies, was among the many who helped steer the agenda of the meeting
toward a renewed critique of American exceptionalism as practiced by American scholars.
He argued ‘it remains very difficult to dislodge many of the primary, foundational assump-
tions of American studies, because such assumptions are often bound unconsciously to a
residual cultural transcendentalism that fails to acknowledge the national specificity of its
own discourse’.'® Giles suggests that American studies have a lot to gain from paying
attention to, for instance, European scholars who do not share that assumption.

In 1998 the ASA president, Janice Radway, attempted to advance an agenda for the field
that would help overcome what Giles and others had identified as the main culprits in the
ongoing parochialism of American studies. Radway suggested many provocative things in
her presidential address in Seattle, chief among them the ‘recognition of the theoretical cen-
trality of working class and ethnic studies, women’s studies, queer studies, and Native
American studies to a reconceived American studies project’.’” For Radway, then, Native
studies and the other fields of study provide new material for new ways of thinking about
what theory is and how theorists develop it.

Radway’s address, the Seattle meeting and the broader currents of which they are a part,
contributed to the widespread embrace of transnationalism in American studies and liter-
ary studies. The speech, thus, is a landmark that bears reading by anyone considering the
ramifications of US ethnic studies to a transnational agenda. I refer to these landmarks from
a decade ago, not so much to glean from that complexly interesting, ongoing discourse some
signposts for this essay, but because my memories of that meeting and its aftermath are so
different from some of those who have derived a transnational agenda from them.

I was at the meeting in Seattle, but I did not attend the presidential address nor its pre-
decessors at any of the American Studies Association annual meetings that [ had taken part
in. Perhaps this is evidence of a personal tendency toward truancy, but there was more going
on there, or at least I remember thinking so in the case of Radway’s speech.

The 1998 ASA annual meeting, in fact, represented one of the strongest efforts in the past
generation to include Native American studies on the agenda of a national academic associ-

ation meeting. Nearly every timeslot in the program featured a panel about some aspect of
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Native American history, literature, visual culture or other subject. This was in part a tribute
to the hard work of one member of the program committee, Ned Blackhawk, now an accom-
plished scholar but then a graduate student. (His beating the bushes resulted in a remark-
able number of people willing to participate.) The effort was so successful that meeting
organisers set aside time to discuss forming a Native American interest group in the associ-
ation. All indications coming out of the meeting were that American studies was turning
an important corner vis a vis Native American studies.

In his article ‘The Transnational Turn: Rediscovering American Writers in a Wider World’,
Robert Gross focuses extensively on the Seattle discussion of what transnationalism can mean
for American studies. Referring to the spirited listserv exchanges and scholarly work that
resulted directly after the meeting, Gross calls the meeting’s program the ‘most controversial
in years’ and ends up with a fairly optimistic view of what can come from broadening
American studies to a shifting, changing transnational world.? Yet, in the midst of the
controversy, during the meeting itself, I remember sharing with my colleagues in Native
studies the feeling that we were out of the loop, or perhaps more accurately being
more interested in our own loop than the one that seemed to be part of every hallway and
lobby conversation.

That meeting in Seattle, taken within the larger context of what it meant to those who rep-
resent its leading currents, may be the best example of what I am grappling with here.
That is, at the Seattle ASA meeting Native scholars seemed happy to find solid crowds at their
sessions and happier still to have found a potential place in which to do their scholarly
work. They were not, seemingly, prepared to be part of the broader project that was
being proposed. Perhaps that is why, in spite of ongoing efforts and plenty of hip, sophisti-
cated papers at ASA meetings, Native American studies remains marginalised within
American studies.

The next year’s ASA meeting in Montreal, for instance, continued much of the enthusiasm
of Seattle, but subsequent meetings witnessed a decline in the number of Native American
studies scholars (especially, I might add, Native scholars) to a plateau not much different from
what was happening before 1998. American studies had a banner year in 2008 in that the
ASA has its first Indigenous president, Philip Deloria, and the program has its highest num-
ber of Native scholars and Native American studies panels and papers. Yet I doubt that any-

one would predict that these numbers are sustainable without concerted effort.?!
SORTING OUT AN INDIGENOUS POSITION

In considering my own scholarly relationship to this issue, I find myself in agreement with
those who regard broader agendas, like those offered in American studies and literary studies,

with a healthy dose of wariness. Faye Ginsburg argues that ‘First World scholars have too
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often written about Aboriginal people as a means of elevating their own academic status,
rather than as a part of an effort to support the broader project of Aboriginal cultural cre-
ativity’.?> An inclusive agenda for American studies has lots of people working on it, as does
a similar postcolonial version and numerous others; however, the articulation of Native voices
on issues critical to the present, real needs of actual Native communities has a relative few
stalwarts. What, then, is more compelling? Signing on to the latest attempt to reconceive
literary, ethnic or American studies, or seeking surer ways of addressing the intellectual needs
of the Indigenous world? The question of whose broader project takes precedence is crucial
to any discussion of transnationality.

Ginsburg argues that the entrance requirements to a discussion that seeks to take Indi-
genous people seriously needs to ‘demonstrate the importance of this work [Indigenous
expression and scholarship] in its own right ... not only as a counter to dominant theory but
also as part of broader and historically grounded social processes through which new social
arrangements emerge that counter the dominant cultural formations’.?* Further, what is clear
to me is the extent to which Indigenous scholars have contributed to discussions of trans-
nationality specifically by refusing to get with the program, failing to adopt its premises, and
continuing to focus on the concerns that have fueled the agenda of their world. In effect our
nationalism is born out of native transnationalism, the flow and exchange of ideas and
politics across our respective nations’ borders.

This is not to suggest that Indigenous scholarship is always correct or good. However,
Native scholars within Native American and Indigenous studies have proceeded to the point
at which they can articulate with some clarity an agenda for the field that reflects broadly
their own intellectual preoccupations. Ginsburg’s argument illuminates a history of refusal
by Native scholars and demonstrates the extent to which Native studies has succeeded through
its wariness in the development of its own currents. Resistance, then, can have its benefits,
even if those benefits accrue primarily to Native and Indigenous studies and not as clearly
or directly to American studies, media studies, literary studies, history, or the many other

fields that over the years have sought out stronger ties to our work.
OUTLASTING COLONIALISM

In conclusion I will offer a literary example that encapsulates the ethos of this resistance,
though I hesitate because I do not want to be read as romanticising the connection between
the work of Native scholarship and the history of resistance in Native communities. I use
this example, nevertheless, because I find something similar between the argument [ am
progressing and what N. Scott Momaday refers to in his novel House Made of Dawn, when he
writes, ‘[tJhey have assumed the names and gestures of their enemies, but have held on to

their own, secret souls; and in this there is a resistance and an overcoming, a long outwaiting.>*
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Though he is not usually associated with nationalist discourse, this passage from Momaday
reveals a strong link to a Native version of nationalism, and it is here, finally, that I would
like to address the obvious connection between transnationality and nationalism. National-
ism remains constitutive in much of contemporary Native American studies, and my most
recent book (which I coauthored with Jace Weaver and Craig Womack) is called American
Indian Literary Nationalism, which is reflective of the work by other Native scholars in that
it does not deploy the term transnational.?® In the book each of us, in our own way, makes
a case for the continued engagement in discussions of nation and nationalism in Native
American literary studies. We argue that the discourse on nationalism remains important to
Native American literary studies because it remains the domestic and international language
in which Native struggle is waged and remains a primary vehicle for fueling Indigenous
imaginations. Because Native peoples continue to have political status as nations, at least in
the US and Canada, we as scholars remain committed to framing and developing our work
as members of our respective nations.

Both postcolonial theory and American studies have featured strong critiques of national-
ism, and transnationality has been part and parcel of the development of alternatives. This
is, indeed, the tension I have already discussed in Womack’s work that appeared after our
coauthored book. Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, for instance, lay claim to the category
of the transnational because, ‘we have become convinced that new forms of colonialism per-
vade the contemporary world and that new forms of feminist theory are required to address
these changing conditions’.?® Nationalism, they argue, is not addressed adequately with
appeals to globalism, which they see as erasing and levelling the material differences of
our contemporary world. Instead, they argue that ‘Transnational is a term that signals atten-
tion to uneven and dissimilar circuits of culture and capital. Through such critical recog-
nition, the links between patriarchies, colonialisms, racisms, and other forms of domination
become more apparent and available for critique or appropriation.’’

Simliarly, Giles, in his critique of exceptionalism in American studies, writes, ‘[d]iscourses
on nationalism rarely declare themselves to be particularist rather than universal models’.?®
His embrace of a transnational approach is an alternative that leads to a comparative approach,
and, as he states, ‘it is one of the tasks of comparativist criticism to recover a sense of that
latent contingency’.?°

As some Native American scholars, including me, reach more and more toward a sense
of our field that encompasses not just North America, but the Indigenous world more broadly,
I think these positions are worth considering. Grewal and Caplan, especially, provide a
reminder of how important it is to find modes of critique that in and of themselves can help

us identify the ways the language we use can blind us to the very realities we hope to change.
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Andrea Smith’s insightful and important book on sexual violence in the Indigenous world
comes to mind as one example.*° Renya Ramirez’ articulation of the concept of Native hubs
is another.?! Both these scholars use incisive forms of transnational analysis and it is no co-
incidence that they are committed to feminist forms of analysis and criticism. Thus, I would
argue that the sort of comparative perspective that these transnational approaches highlight
are already present in the best work being done by Indigenous studies scholars in North
America and elsewhere—whether that work uses the language of transnationality or not.

Their work reflects Wai Chee Dimock’s approach that:

Transnationality ... points not to the emergence of a new collective unit ... but to the per-
sistence of an old logic, the logic of capitalism. Market born and market driven, it is infinite
in its geographical extension but all too finite in its aspirations. It offers no alternative politics,

poses no threat to the sovereignty of the state.*

That sort of turn to the transnational, one that seeks to describe a constellation of material
realities in the lived world, seems eminently helpful and useful.

The transnationality that Dimock describes operates within the universities upon which
so many of us have come to rely as places from which we articulate and promulgate our work.
As J. Hillis Miller argues, ‘The university ... is becoming more and more like a bureau-
cratic corporation itself, for example by being run by a corps of proliferating administrators
whose bottom-line business, as in any bureaucracy, is to perpetuate themselves efficiently,
even if this means large-scale “administrative cutbacks”.”?*> Miller suggests that scholars
can most effectively counter these new realities not by retooling ourselves as more efficient
cogs in the machine, but by recognising that ‘the university is the place where what really
counts is the ungoverned, the ungovernable’.?* I take Miller’s suggestion to be an invi-
tation to engage in critical work that highlights and participates in the innovation that is at
the heart of the Indigenous world we encounter as scholars. Miller offers this proposal neither
as an easy task or a simple solution, but rather as a pathway toward addressing the situation
in which all scholars of conscience find themselves.

Native nations and Indigenous peoples have persisted, succeeding in the long outwaiting
that Momaday describes, by being ungovernable, unpredictable, and obdurate. At its best,
Native writing (and sometimes Indigenous studies scholarship) gives voice to that ungovern-
ability and succeeds in unsettling a history that in the minds of many is already complete.
Irrespective of whether or not more of us adopt the language of transnationality our most

successful work will always be reaching similarly toward ungovernability.*®
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