Vertigo by Kenny Barry

her best friend Cass, who grew up next door and
heard her friend’s parents say Yumi, transforms
a beautiful Japanese name into a simultane-
ously child-like and sexualized English word. By
Americanizing and mangling her friend’s name,
Cass exposes the racism of mainstream culture
while revealing her own subconscious discrimi-
nation of cultural differences. Cass knows how
to pronounce the name correctly, yet she does
not. The town reinforces its bigotry through its
casting of Yumi as the “Indian princess” in the
Thanksgiving play. Due to her darker skin and
Japanese features, the teachers give Yumi the
“ethnic part.” Not only does this typecasting
portray the indifference of the teacher in fight-
ing stereotypes, but by choosing Yumi for the
main American Indian role, Cass believes that

the teachers further marginalize the American
Indian students. She acknowledges the school’s
negligence of its indigenous students by com-
menting, “It wasn’t like they didn’t have real
Indians in school. They did.”® From her claim,
she reveals her main fault with the play — that
indigenous students were not selected to play
the American Indian roles. While she wants to
empower the native students through the roles
that more accurately relate to them, she fails to
recognize the differences between tribes. Cass
lumps all American Indian tribes together, ignor-
ing the rich cultural diversity and lifestyles that
set each group apart from one another.

Cass recites Yumi’s lines from the play, which
reflect the culturally accepted yet inaccurate
depiction of the relationship between American

Indians and white settlers. This biased depiction
allows mainstream culture to ignore and con-
tinue its unjust environmental practices: ““Noble
Pilgrims,” Princess Yummy used to say, ‘my people
and | welcome you to our land. We know that
your journey has been a hard one, and we will
help you. Pray, take our seeds and plant them.”°
Indigenous people did not speak English or even
the same language as the white settlers, so they
would not be able to articulate a formal greeting
or invitation that the settlers would comprehend.
Regardless, the word “pilgrim” refers to anyone
embarking on a religious journey, and would not
apply to the white settlers because most of them
came to America in hopes of land and wealth. A
young American Indian girl would not address

white settlers either; instead, her father would

have her heavily guarded and protected her from
the settlers.™* American Indians did not welcome
white settlers when they arrived, nor did they
trust them. While historians have documented
some peaceable feasts, interactions often began
with an ambush, or led to theft, fighting, impris-
onment, or rape.*? Native peoples did not revere
the settlers either, as the title “noble” or the gift
of seeds signifies. Instead, indigenous peoples
acted cautiously around the setters, never

fully trusting them because news of the white
peoples’ mistreatment of American Indians cir-
culated among the tribes.®* Although Yumi’s lines
depict indigenous peoples as empowered and
amiable, willing to aid the white settlers, they
gloss over the history of violence, manipulation,
and ecological injustice that American Indians
suffered at the hands of white settlers. The mis-
representation of history and native peoples in
the play allows mainstream culture to ignore the
horrors of its country’s foundation, and view the
past with a sense of pride, devoid of responsibil-
ity for reparations.

Mr. Elliot Rhodes, a teacher at the school,
disagrees with its degrading, fairy-tale represen-
tation of American Indians and white settlers. He
believes the play disservices those who experi-
enced the anguish, and those who still suffer still
from the devastation of racism that has recently
been manifested in environmental exploitation.
In his rant, he acknowledges society’s ignorance
of American Indians’ past and explains how
society benefits from the continuation of such
historical fabrications: “It’s revisionist bullshit! It
was genocide — we stole their land, and then we
exterminated them. And now we call it Thanks-
giving?” His crude language, emphasized words,
and exclamatory tone reveal how passionately
Elliot feels about society’s attempts to hide the
unsettling injustice of the past and re-create a
more pleasant and comforting history. And by
calling the play “bullshit,” Elliot acknowledges
society’s misrepresentation of history through
its nonsense and lies. He exposes several forms

of injustice suffered by native people through
strong language. “Genocide” and “extermi-
nation” refer to the violence and systematic
murder of indigenous peoples. “Stole” indicates
that American Indians did not foolishly give

or squander land for trinkets, but white men
deceived and took advantage of them. And in his
outrage, Elliot poses a rhetorical question, dar-
ing anyone to disagree with him. His frustration
surmounts when he asks Yumi: “Don’t you know
anything about the Shoshone and the Bannock
who’ve lived on this land for thousands of years,
before there even was an Idaho?”*> Despite the
historical glossing of Thanksgiving and indigenous
peoples, Elliot cannot fathom how people who
live near reservations, interact among natives
peoples, and contaminate tribal land through
hazardous farming practices, do not acknowl-
edge the past and current marginalization of
American Indians. But, in his effort to redeem the
integrity of indigenous peoples by exposing the
actual interactions between tribes and whites,
he unleashes his angst on a fourteen-year-old girl
who has been continually fed misinformation by
adults around her. Although Elliot recognizes so-
ciety’s ignorance and indifference, he fails to take
pre-emptive measures to prevent the misrepre-
sentation of native peoples or to confront those
who disperse the propaganda to others. Instead,
Elliot shrinks from confrontation and empowers
himself by degrading and belittling a powerless
girl, mirroring the way in which society benefits
by repressing indigenous peoples.

Despite Elliot’s realization and horror of soci-
ety’s continual exploitation of American Indians,
he takes a job with an environmentally racist
company that remains callous to the contamina-
tion of indigenous water and pollution of tribal
land. When the native peoples complain, Elliot
focuses on ways to manipulate these vulnerable
minorities and use the misconceptions of Ameri-
can Indians to benefit the company:

Potato farmers were being sued by a local Indian

tribe demanding compensation for groundwater

contamination from agricultural runoff. Shoshone,

he remembered. . . He'd been pressing Cynaco to

support InterTribal Agricultural Councils. Maybe he
could even get a Shoshone spokesperson to endorse
the Nulife — fewer pesticides mean clean water for
our people, that sort of thing. Wisdom. Heritage.

Indians always made for positive imaging.'®
Elliot’s push for his company Cynaco to aid the
farming practices of American Indians merely
conceals his selfish motives. He has no interest in
helping the tribes. Instead of diverting the runoff
or cleaning up the water, Elliot ignores repara-
tions and focuses on how he can benefit from
these impoverished and vulnerable people. His
selfishness surfaces in his first thought after hear-
ing about a recent incident where the pesticides
from the potato farmers’ crops contaminated
the indigenous peoples’ ground water: “Maybe
he could even get a Shoshone spokesperson
to endorse the NulLife.” Since most American
Indians live on desolate land under the poverty
line, they become perfect targets for corporation
manipulation, and in this case, their past negative
experiences with pesticides will further motivate
them to sell out their image to Cynaco.

The more Elliot thinks through his proposi-
tion, the clearer his racism becomes. In his slogan
he uses society’s stereotypes of American Indians
to his advantage, emphasizing the importance
of community and the environment, two ideas
often ascribed to native peoples. He does not
care if he accurately portrays the Shoshone or if
the company decides to capitalize on a different
stereotype, implied by his dismissal of the idea as
“that sort of thing.” Reverberating his callous-
ness and disrespect of indigenous peoples, Elliot
mentions “wisdom” and “heritage” as two other
advertising techniques of tribal peoples. By sim-
plifying and commercializing two core elements
of their culture, Elliot reaches the pinnacle of
his bigotry. He desires only to use the American
Indians for their “positive image,” something that

his company Cynaco finds them marketable for.



ESKIMO KISSES

Similar to Delillo and Ozeki, T.C. Boyle also raises
the issue of environmental racism in A Friend of
the Earth, but he does so by examining a radical
environmentalist’s inaccu-
rate, prejudiced thoughts
of indigenous peoples.
Boyle explores mainstream
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rent society faces the destruction of its environ-
mentally harmful actions on a regular basis—the
extinction of countless animals, the toxic air, and
the severe weather conditions—people continue
to maintain their cultural “traditions” of consum-
erism, wastefulness, and impracticality. For in-
stance, despite his friend’s denial of the ecological
damage in practices such as his frivolous Christ-
mas decorating, Tierwater cannot see the “silver-

In

foil angel” decorations without weeping into his

“gauze mask.” The decorations remind him of his

childhood, a time before he realized what people
were doing to the Earth, before the world rapidly
collapsed.?” But the angel decoration simultane-
ously represents consumerism, profligacy, man’s
environmental destruction,
and Tierwater’s past contri-
bution to the devastation.
Fashioned out of thin strips
of metal, the silver-foil of
the angel produces a glis-
tening effect as the mate-
rial catches and redirects
the light. Since the surface
is reflective, when Tierwa-
ter looks at it, he would be
able to see his own image
projected, forcing him to
reflect upon his own en-
vironmental footprint. Al-
though he did not always
understand the ecological
implications of his actions
or try to live in a sustain-
able manner, when he sees
the silver-foil angels Tier-
water cannot appreciate
the beauty or sentiment
behind the Christmas deco-
rations—he has become
“utterly practical and un-
sentimental, as stripped of
illusion as any captive of
the Mohawk”.*® Tierwater
uses the violent, savage stereotype of the Mohawk
to describe the suffering that accompanies the re-
alization of society’s environmental destruction
and the notion of “captive” to illustrate the help-
lessness felt by the environmentally conscientious
people who cannot escape the more pervasive
consumer culture. Through this offensive, inaccu-
rate depiction of the Mohawk, Tierwater acknowl-
edges society’s responsibility for the ecological
degradation, and criticizes society’s environmen-

tal ignorance, carelessness, and apathy while he

watches his friend decorate for Christmas.
Tierwater ridicules society for not know-
ing about or caring for the environment, and,
by looking down on them, he also elevates
himself through his personal knowledge on the
subject. In his efforts to seek environmental
justice and empower himself, he exposes his
own misconceptions of American Indians. When
asked about the subject of his novel, Tierwater
chooses a topic that he thinks his neighbor, an
average American, would know nothing about.
His neighbor not only surprises him with his
familiarity with the Inuit, but the interaction
reveals Tierwater’s ignorance of the American
Indians that he refers to as Eskimos: “I mean
it’s your lucky day, Tom. You're staring at a man
who spent two years in Tingmiarmiut among the
Inuit—back in the days when | was working for
British Petroleum, that is.”*° Despite Tierwater’s
effort to end the conversation by choosing a
subject that his neighbor would find unfamiliar,
his neighbor proceeds to explain his involvement,
while minimal, with this culture. The neighbor’s
remark, “it’s your lucky day,” acknowledges the
unlikelihood that they would both have an invest-
ment with the Inuit. Most people have limited
knowledge of indigenous peoples because
literary canon fails to include their writings,
while the news rarely, if ever reports on current
indigenous events. When American Indians are
recognized or mentioned, society often misrep-
resents them out of self-interest —in order to
portray its history’s colonization positively — or
out of ignorance — because society does not
understand the cultural practices and modern
issues of these peoples. Important too, is the
fact that Ty’s neighbor learned about the Innuit
while mining for petroleum on their land. But,
even though Tierwater’s neighbor was involved
with the environmental racism of mining tribal
lands, he shows a certain level of respect for the
people by referring to the indigenous group by
the accepted name of “Inuit.” Since he worked

for a company that degraded indigenous land,

the BP employee’s respect for the Inuit remains
problematic, but he still refers to Inuit appropri-
ately while Tierwater unintentionally demeans
the indigenous people through the derogatory
slur of “Eskimo.”

Ironically, Tierwater neglects the Inuit culture,
which mirrors his own criticism of society for its
unawareness and indifference to its ecologically
destructive practices. Like mainstream culture,
Tierwater remains ignorant to the lifestyle of
American Indians, specifically the Inuit, because
they do not only live in the United States. While
this distanced view of the Inuit explains why
Americans know so little about this indigenous
culture, it does not exonerate them of respon-
sibility for their misconceptions. Similarly, Tierwa-
ter’s displaced interest, lack of knowledge, and
misunderstanding of the Inuit show that he views
indigenous people as negligible.

Contrasting his previous references of
indigenous peoples as savage, marginalized, and
unimportant, Tierwater venerates the Inuit’s
lifestyle when faced with the realization of having
to serve jail time. Although Tierwater’s thoughts
reveal his desire to live among people who live in
accordance with nature, he romanticizes and ulti-
mately belittles this complex culture by depicting
the Inuit as lawless, uncouth, and uncivilized:

He wanted to tell her about the Eskimos, how they

had no jails or laws and lived within the bounds of

nature — they didn’t even cook their meat, because
they had no wood or coal or oil, which is why
they’d been called Eskimos in the first place: Eaters
of Raw Flesh.?
“Wanted” signifies Tierwater’s literal lack of
ability to verbalize his desires. His information,
too, is outdated, and shows a deficiency in his
awareness of the Inuit’s modern lifestyle. But,
by explaining the Inuit to Andrea, the woman
he loves, Tierwater elevates himself from his
vulnerable position because he functions as
a sage. Unfortunately, the “facts” he contem-
plates sharing remain inaccurate and offensive.

Primarily, he refers to the Inuit in the past tense,

as though they no longer exist. He also believes
that the Inuit “had no jails or laws,” depicting

the culture as uncivilized and unjust, as though
the tribe does not have rules or methods of
enforcement. In fact, American Indians establish
counsels which create and enforce the laws, and
all tribes, whether living on a boundary line or on
a reservation, must follow seven of the United
States’ main laws, most of which involve severe
charges such as murder.?* This misconception of
lawlessness also shows that he views the Inuit

as completely distinct from the United States, its
own laws, and its enforcement policy. He reiter-
ates this view of the Inuit as distant and other
through his language; he continually refers to

the Inuit as “they,” excluding the group from his
perception of “Americans” even though commu-
nities of Inuit reside in Alaska. Tierwater thinks
that the Inuit live in accordance with the environ-
ment because the people abstain from ecologi-
cally harmful practices, such as burning resources
out of convenience and desire since they “had

no wood or coal or oil.” In reality, the Inuit’s land
harbors a rich supply of resources, specifically oil.
Governments and companies desperately need
the oil and have exploited the indigenous people
by mining the tribal land even though the oil’s
extraction could result in significant health and
environmental hazards. Finally, Tierwater con-
tinuously calls the Inuit “Eskimos.” He admits that
he knows Eskimo means “Eaters of Raw Flesh,”
but he overlooks the crude, uncivilized, and racist
connotation associated with this word.

Despite his demeaning comments, when
Tierwater realizes that he must serve jail time,
he reveres the Inuit and expresses interest in
living with these indigenous people, or at least
in adopting a similar lifestyle. He finds the
Inuit way of life appealing because he views it
as simplistic and environmentally safe, but his
romanticism disservices the indigenous peoples
of the Arctic and Sub-Arctic — he refuses to ac-
knowledge the disintegration of their oral tradi-

tion, their increasing poverty and low graduation

rates that signify a struggle to adapt to industri-
alization, and the environmental exploitation of
mining.?? Through Tierwater’s narrow-minded-
ness, Boyle not only exposes the ignorance of
environmental racism, but he forces the reader
to question the goals and thought processes of
radical environmentalists. Are they appropri-
ately informed? Do their actions contribute to
environmental sustainability or merely displace
the negative environmental impact from one
issue to another? Who should carry the burden
of our environmentally damaging choices and
actions? Although Boyle avoids directly posing
these questions, his novel focuses on radicals’
ignorance and ecologically detrimental actions.
Therefore, contrary to Delillo and Ozeki, who
shed light on the perpetuation of environmental
racism in an effort to motivate change, Boyle
merely uses the issue of environmental racism as
a stepping stone in revealing another problem—
the role, reliability, justification, and success of
radical environmentalists’ actions.

Delillo’s Underworld, Ozeki’s All Over
Creation, and Boyle’s A Friend of the Earth, all
examine environmental racism by referring to
main stream culture’s ignorance, indifference,
and exploitation of indigenous peoples. Delillo
and Ozeki inform their readers of environmental
racism’s long-term effects and cite current in-
stances of environmental injustice. And, although
Boyle also tries to expose main stream culture’s
misconceptions of indigenous peoples, he
romanticizes and exploits natives by using tribal
stereotypes to question the radical environmen-
tal movement, which he worries could lead to
numerous, and sometimes even more severe,
environmental consequences.



