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The Social World of James Welch
 James Welch’s Winter in the Blood is one of those amazing literary works that is all things to all people.  As if testifying to this on the interpretive level, assessments of status range widely.  For some readers, WIB instantiates a masterpiece of high literary modernism; for others, it’s best seen as a novel following upon Native American oral storytelling traditions.  Among scholarly readings, critical discourse also varies significantly.  For some, WIB is a universal human story of loss and redemption as told through the formal novelistic conventions commonly utilized to tell such stories; for others, it’s a tragic story of Native American postcolonial alienation.  An ocean of analytical permutations inheres within, between, and around.  
A partial cause of the novel’s openness to multiple views surely resides in the novel itself.  Indulgence in fragmentation, flat description, the absurd and the surreal, and ambiguity not only explain the novel’s appeal to high literary sensibilities (and hence its canonicity) but also an overriding instability of meaning.  All the same, unmistakable patterns among all this variety are clearly discernable.  In the grand sweep of secondary literature on WIB, the critical discourse has been dominated by aesthetic, anthropological, and psychoanalytical concerns, and a coherent cluster of writings  can be found that focuses on the unnamed narrator’s apparent psychopathology—his “distance” from himself and others—its causes, and its possible solutions, as proposed by the novel.
My interest in this essay is to consider WIB as a social artifact.  Such an approach could involve a variety of procedures designed to elicit a broad range of evidence.  Here, I’m interested in what WIB reveals about the social and historical conditions of its production.  That is, what can WIB  be asked to reveal about social life on Montana’s Hi-Line (in the narrated space of the novel, that stretch of land along Highway 2 running between Malta to the east and Havre to the west) in the late 1960s and early 1970s?
My rationale for pursuing this line of inquiry is four-part.  First, there is a longstanding yet submerged if not occluded tradition of reading WIB as a form of social realism.  A very early example can be found in AIQ’s 1978 special issue on WIB.  Attend here to David Miller’s remarks in “A Discussion on WIB”:  
As a Harlem, Montana boy, may I suggest roman a clef as a genre to put Winter in the Blood in for beginners?  First of all, the Gros Venrtres are Blackfeet Indians and were once members of the Blackfeet tribe, which was once the terror of the Plains.  They are the “big bellies,” kicked out of the Blackfeet tribe, which is literally what happened.  The names are actual.  I give Welch credit for selection rather than creation of a great many of those names.  I know a lot of those people.  The bars exist.  The novel is basically a portrait of existence on that parched piece of land in Montana.  Like a very fine photograph, it is not only very realistic but it also suggests the shapes in the background, the shadows.  It suggests things which we can also experience—alienation, humor, and other things.  The Gros Ventres, the Assiniboins, and the Crees all have a spectacular taste for descriptive names.  Everyone has a nickname of one sort or another.  Perhaps the narrator does not have a name because it would be too descriptive; it would limit him to a particular role to which Welch does not want to shrink the character.  (161)
Second, there is the example of Welch’s last novel, The Heartsong of Charging Elk, which is very much a novel in the social realist tradition.  Third, there is the example of a materialist turn in Native American literary studies:  witness Sean Teuton’s 2008 Red Land, Red Power, which includes a chapter on WIB that re-theorizes identity as 
recovering a relationship to self and tribe that has been displaced by historically produced yet erroneous knowledge.  Argued in these realist terms, the narrator of Winter in the Blood discovers a Montana Blackfeet cultural identity not by unearthing a ready-made history, but through this process of recovery.  For this reason, the protagonist’s closing of the distance and discovery of himself, his community, and their past, represent not an essentialist romance, but an epistemically justified program of renewal.  (87) 
And fourth, there is the current privileging within Native American Studies of tribal historical research programs, a development (in Montana, at least) that is throwing new light on suppressed histories and experiences of tribal peoples and communities.
Taken together, all four instances pave a way for the reevaluation of Welch’s WIB—one that can more completely account for the novel’s embedded social dimension, an aspect of the novel that many acknowledge but few consider, much less theorize.

One place to begin such an analysis is where so many analyses of the novel begin:
Coming home to a mother and an old lady who was my grandmother.  And the girl who was thought to be my wife.  But she didn’t really count.  For that matter none of them counted; not one meant anything to me.  And for no reason.  I felt no hatred, no love, no guilt, no conscience, nothing but a distance that had grown through the years.

It could have been the country, the burnt prairie beneath a blazing sun, the pale green of the Milk River valley, the milky waters of the river, the sagebrush and cottonwoods, the dry, cracked gumbo flats.  The country had created a distance as deep as it was empty, and the people accepted and treated each other with distance.

But the distance I felt came not from country or people; it came from within me.  I was as distant from myself as a hawk from the moon.  And that was why I had no particular feelings toward my mother and grandmother.  Or the girl who had come to live with me.  

I dropped down on the other side of the highway, slid through the barbed-wire fence and began the last two miles home.  My throat ached with a terrible thirst.  (2)
What about these other distances—of country and of people—and the very real distances walked and hitchhiked up and down Highway 2 along which both the narrator’s brother and father eventually lose their lives?  Since the narrator tells us straight out they are less decisive with his supposed alienation that forms the centerpiece of so much of the critical discourse on the book.  But what might we gain by shifting the critical focus away from the novel’s manifest treatment of the personal, emotional, and psychological level to the novel’s more incidental if not subdued treatment of distance as social space?
The available criticism on the novel suggests there might be much to learn.  In many articles, one finds critics calling attention to the novel’s presentation of contextual evidence.  Some even go far enough to question the prevailing critical propensity to ignore such contexts.  Here is part of Stephen Tatum’s closing remarks in his important essay on the book:  “The textual dissonances discussed in this essay may seem to bracket history:  the novel’s ‘writerly’ orientation has made it seem, to some readers, so literary as to be unhelpful in working through the urgent political and economic conditions of contemporary Native Americans” (96).  On the whole, Tatum is right about the novel’s domineering writerliness—at least, insofar as the  novel’s perceived formal and aesthetic sophistication have ruled its appraisals and steered the critical analysis.
When contextual concerns have arisen, as in LaVonne Ruoff’s early essay on the novel’s historical background, the focus inevitably falls on Yellow Calf, the narrator’s grandmother, and their shared story of colonial dispossession, Starvation Winter of suffering, and heroic sacrifice.  My point here is not to discredit the significance of this context but to point out that it is just one context the novel entertains.  The social and economic contexts of the contemporary life portrayed in the novel—the “portrait of existence” and “very fine photograph” David Miller mentions here above—remain largely unstudied.  
Perhaps the broadest, if not most determining, social context in the novel involves the regional history of anti-Indianism and the colonial legacy.  Its relative invisibility within the novel testifies less to its absence or insignificance than to its naturalization within a social world, as depicted in the novel, permeated on all levels by such forces.  To be sure, the novel does openly entertain the issue of racism.  The priest , Teresa’s friend, who refuses to set foot on the reservation is one example.  Of course, the novel’s humorous send-up of mainstream mass media—from the colonial excesses of the hunting article in Sports Afield to the movie magazines Agnes pours over dreaming of becoming Raquel Welch to the Havre billboard of Randolph Scott who figuratively shoots the narrator dead.   These examples are all present and undeniable and, it must be said, frequently cited within the critical literature.  But rarely are such examples of embedded racism taken as entry into more full-blown investigations.  Perhaps such avoidance stems from the comical and surrealists ways Welch involves this material—in other words, a conspicuous absence of anti-colonial stridency in both tone and treatment. 
“She was wild, from Rocky Boy.”  (2)
It is useful to remember that anti-Indianism on the Hi-Line goes back to the very origins of Montana and the Hi-Line region itself, the settlement of land in the Havre and surrounding areas, and the decommissioning of Fort Assiniboine, the local military reserve, part of which in 1916 would eventually become the Rocky Boy's Indian Reservation.  Until this time when the homeland for "Montana's landless Indians" was finally established, the bands of Cree and Chippewa that would come to call Rocky Boy home were subject to gross depredations as the land grab among settlers fenced these people out and away from range and game.   In this light, it becomes possible to see the roots of today's prejudice and discrimination, for example, the subdued anti-Indianism we find a line like “Again I felt that helplessness of being a world of stalking white men (120),” in what was a hotly contested scramble for land and livelihood.  As Celeste River remarks in her excellent thesis on Frank Linderman, "A Mountain in his Memory," "While most Montanans wanted something done for the impoverished people [meaning landless Indians], no community wanted them at their back door.  They were disparaged as renegades, vagabonds, and wanderers.  A 1909 report to the Indian Office described some of them as '"professional beggars,"' who are extremely obnoxious to any community in which they are located'" (8).

The unguarded tone and objectionable diction of this report are not uncommon in the print history of this struggle.  In early Montana newspapers, articles and editorials abounded using strong, derogatory language (at least by today's standards) to decry the prospects of setting aside land for the landless Indians.   For example, in the November 3, 1909 Havre Plaindealer, Secretary of the Interior Ballinger's decision to remove land near the Culbertson area out of consideration as an Indian homeland was called a "glorifying result" that helped the people of northern Montana avoid "a most unpleasant and embarrassing situation."  In the June 10, 1911 edition of the same paper, an article about prospects of locating a band of Turtle Mountain Chippewa in Choteau County opens this way: 
There will be added to Choteau county some bronze denizens of the plains, whom Irving painted in Addisonian prose as a kingly people, and Longfellow immortalized by his Hiawatha, but whom, some of the older settlers of this country, better acquainted with the characteristics of the red men, would put into the debit margin of both the social and commercial ledger of Choteau county.
And in the November 29, 1913 edition of the Havre Plaindealer, one finds very telling language of a Havre City Council resolution protesting the permanent location of Rocky Boy's and Little Bear's bands upon the abandoned Fort Assiniboine plot approximately 20 miles south of town:  
Whereas, we are advised that it is the desire of some parties to induce the secretary of the interior to locate the Rocky Boy band of Indians on the Fort Assinboine lands near the city of Havre, Montana, and

Whereas, this band of Indians has roamed over the state of Montana for a decade or more, spreading disease, and imposing themselves upon various communities throughout northern Montana and particularly upon the city of Havre and Hill county and upon Choteau county prior to the division of Choteau county into Choteau and Hill counties, refusing to remain upon the lands allotted to them by the national government on the Blackfoot Indian reservation, and

Whereas, their location so near the city of Havre would be a most serious menace to our city, spreading disease, exciting immorality, by their improvidence, becoming destitute, as heretofore, and requiring provision throughout the winter months, adding an obnoxious and offensive element to our community, appropriating the most valuable lands adjacent to our city, discouraging settlement in communities near to them, and obstructing the establishment of the Industrial school at Fort Assiniboine provided for by the last state legislature, now, therefore, be it

Resolved that in the name of the people of the city of Havre, we most vigorously protest against this contemplated action and that we shall regard anyone supporting of such action as an enemy to our community; that a copy of this resolution be signed by our mayor and city clerk and each councilman, and a copy transmitted at once to each of our senators and members of congress.
To be sure, this last is a most provocative document, but what it illustrates are the roots to the history of “stalking white men” the “wildness” of Rocky Boy in the Hi-Line border communities.  These roots go back at least as far as the land grab in Montana, and they involve the competition over both resources and jurisdictions, which is to say that racism on the Hi-Line is and has always been a material and a political matter and not merely the social ill of prejudice and discrimination. 
Relatedly, the social geography mapped out in the novel is also saturated with colonialism’s effects.  Highway 2 running through the novel and the narrator’s life is more than just a metaphor of boundaries and colonial restriction—as the border space neither First Raise nor Mose can ultimately successfully negotiate.  It’s also a material fact of life.  It’s the means by which First Raise conducts his economic affairs as both rancher and mechanic, tribal “landowner” and handyman laborer ($20 to fix it--$1 for the kick and $19 for knowing where to kick it) and the itinerancy of traveling to Dodson to drink and laugh with the white men, who are his customers.  It’s also the means by which the narrator conducts his economic activities (or relative lack of them).   Cast in this light, WIB reveals a soft allegory of post-1888 (post-Sweetgrass Hills Treaty) socioeconomic life of Hi-Line tribal peoples in which the family (here, the generations) transcodes as the historical:  the narrator’s grandmother and Yellow Calf as actually living the last vestiges of the buffalo economy and succumbing to reservation confinement and federal dependency; Teresa and First Raise as the first generation of reservation-based Indians assimilated to the rural trust land capitalist economy; and the narrator, Agnes, Long Knife, and others of their generation as the second-generation of economically assimilated reservation-based Indians, rapidly dispossessed by degrees, and thus sub-proletarianized.  In this way, while the novel indeed urges readers to consider the narrator’s movements on the basis of either a picaresque plot arrangement or more structured quest motif—after all, he is in pursuit of his razor, his rifle, and his presumptive wife—the itinerancy of the novel’s youngest generation of characters is grounded in the historically-specific context of the Hi-Line’s colonial economy.
