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On the Representation of Native Americans in Little House on the Prairie

Kentaro Yamada

Abstract

The representation of Native Americans in Little House on the Prairie is far from simplis-
tic. While reactions of characters in the novel to Native Americans have a wide diversity
from strong hatred to empathy, images of Native Americans are also varied, from wild
men to noble savages. Many of the disputes on the evaluation of this novel seem to result
from this complexity, each building their discussion on different aspects of images
represented in the work. In this article, we will re-examine the representation of Native
Americans in this novel and try to trace back its complexity to the author’s mixture of in-
tentions as well as the complexity in the minds of frontier women at the time of the dra-
ma of Little House on the Prairie.

Keywords: Native American, Indian, Representation, American West, Laura Ingalls
Wilder
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In the long winter evenings he talked to Ma about the Western country. In the West the
land was level, and there were no trees. The grass grew thick and high. There the wild
animals wandered and fed as though they were in a pasture that stretched much farther than a
man could see, and there were no settlers. Only Indians lived there(2).
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First she saw their leather moccasins. Then their stringy, bare, red-brown legs, all the
way up. Around their waists each of the Indians wore a leather thong, and the furry skin of a
small animal hung down in front. The fur was striped black and white, and now Laura knew
what made that smell. The skins were fresh skunk skins. A knife like Pa’s hunting-knife, and
a hatchet like Pa’s hatchet, were stuck into each skunk skin.

The Indians’ ribs made little ridges up their bare sides. Their arms were folded on their
chests. At last Laura looked again at their faces, and she dodged quickly behind the slab.

Their faces were bold and fierce and terrible. Their black eyes glittered. High on their
foreheads and above their ears where hair grows, these wild men had no hair. But on top of
their heads a tuft of hair stood straight up. It was wound around with string, and feathers
were stuck in it (138-40).
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There were ashes where Indian camp fires had been. There were holes in the ground where
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tent-poles had been driven. Bones were scattered where Indian dogs had gnawed them. All
along the sides of the hollow, Indian ponies had bitten the grasses short....Pa read the tracks
for Mary and Laura. He showed them tracks of two middle-sized moccasins by the edge of a
camp fire’s ashes. An Indian woman had squatted there. She wore a leather skirt with fringes;
the tiny marks of the fringe were in the dust (175-76).
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All this time nobody had said anything. But now the Indian said something to Pa. Pa
shook his head and said,” No speak.”
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A while longer they all sat silent. Then the Indian rose up and went away without a
sound.

“ My goodness gracious!” Ma said.

Laura and Mary ran to the window. They saw the Indian’s straight back, riding away on
a pony. He held a gun across his knees, its ends stuck out on either side of him.

Pa said that Indian was no common trash. He guessed by the scalplock that he was an
Osage.

“ Unless I miss my guess,” Pa said,” that was French he spoke. I wish I had picked up
some of that lingo.” (229)
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Pa and Ma and Mary and Laura slowly turned and looked at that Indian’s proud straight
back. Then other ponies and other blankets and shaved heads and eagle feathers came be-
tween. One by one on the path, more and more savage warriors were riding behind du Chéne.
Brown face after brown face went by. Ponies’ manes and tails blew in the wind, beads glit-
tered, fringe flapped, eagle feathers were waving on all the naked heads. Rifles lying on the
ponies’ shoulders bristled all along the line(305-6).
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