there there tommy orange

there there tommy orange is a critically acclaimed novel that explores the contemporary Native
American experience through interconnected narratives set in Oakland, California. Written by
Tommy Orange, the book delves into themes of identity, displacement, cultural heritage, and the
urban Native American community. This groundbreaking work has received widespread recognition
for its raw and authentic portrayal of Native life, blending traditional storytelling with modern
realities. In this article, the focus will be on the background and context of the novel, a detailed
analysis of its characters and themes, the narrative structure, and its cultural significance in
contemporary literature. The discussion also covers the reception of the book and its impact on
Native American representation in mainstream media. The following table of contents outlines the
main sections to be explored.

e Background and Context of There There Tommy Orange
e Main Characters and Their Stories

e Themes and Symbolism in There There Tommy Orange
e Narrative Structure and Style

e Cultural Significance and Reception

Background and Context of There There Tommy
Orange

There There Tommy Orange is set against the backdrop of 21st-century Oakland, California, where
the urban Native American community faces challenges related to identity and cultural survival.
Tommy Orange, himself an enrolled member of the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma,
draws on his heritage and personal experiences to craft a narrative that bridges the gap between
past and present. The novel addresses the consequences of colonization, displacement, and
assimilation policies that have historically impacted Native peoples. By situating the story in an
urban environment, Orange highlights the often-overlooked experiences of Native Americans living
in cities rather than reservations.

The historical context includes references to the Indian Relocation Act of 1956, which encouraged
Native Americans to move to urban areas, and the ongoing struggles to maintain cultural identity
amidst widespread marginalization. The novel's title, "There There," echoes the famous phrase from
Gertrude Stein's quote about Oakland, implying a search for a sense of place and belonging.

Author’s Background and Influence

Tommy Orange's background as a Native American writer significantly shapes the narrative voice of
There There Tommy Orange. His upbringing in Oakland and his academic focus on Native American



studies provide authenticity and depth to the novel. Orange’s intention was to give voice to a
generation of urban Native Americans whose stories are frequently absent from mainstream
literature. His personal connection to the subject matter enhances the emotional resonance and
cultural accuracy of the work.

Historical and Social Setting

The novel is deeply rooted in the socio-historical realities of Native American communities in urban
settings. It reflects on the impact of federal policies aimed at assimilation, the loss of tribal lands,
and the struggle to preserve indigenous identity in a predominantly non-Native society. The urban
setting is critical to understanding the characters’ experiences as it represents a site of cultural
hybridity and resilience.

Main Characters and Their Stories

There There Tommy Orange employs a multi-voiced narrative featuring twelve main characters,
each with distinct backgrounds and perspectives. These characters’ stories intersect as they prepare
to attend a large powwow in Oakland, culminating in a powerful and tragic convergence. The
diversity of voices offers a panoramic view of contemporary Native American life, addressing issues
from addiction and trauma to hope and cultural pride.

Key Characters Overview

The novel’s central characters include:

¢ Orvil Red Feather: A teenager reconnecting with his Native heritage through traditional
dance.

¢ Jacquie Red Feather: Orvil’s grandmother, struggling with sobriety and past trauma.
e Dene Oxendene: A documentary filmmaker seeking to preserve Native stories.

e Opal Viola Victoria Bear Shield: A woman grappling with family loss and cultural
reconnection.

e Calvin Johnson: A man dealing with anger and identity issues.

Each character’s narrative adds layers to the overarching themes, illustrating the complex realities
of urban Native identity.

Interconnected Narratives

The novel’s structure interweaves the characters’ stories, demonstrating how their lives are linked
by shared history and experience. This narrative technique emphasizes community and collective



memory, showing that individual struggles are part of broader cultural and social dynamics. The
characters’ paths converge at the Big Oakland Powwow, a significant cultural event symbolizing
unity and resilience.

Themes and Symbolism in There There Tommy Orange

There There Tommy Orange explores several profound themes that resonate throughout the novel.
These include identity, displacement, trauma, cultural survival, and the urban Native experience.
Symbolism is used effectively to reinforce these themes and enrich the narrative.

Identity and Cultural Reclamation

The novel examines the complexities of Native American identity in an urban context, where
traditional cultural practices coexist with contemporary life. Characters struggle to reclaim and
redefine their heritage amidst the pressures of assimilation and historical erasure. Dance,
storytelling, and art serve as mediums for cultural expression and healing.

Displacement and Belonging

Displacement is a central motif, reflecting both physical relocation and emotional disconnection from
ancestral lands and traditions. The urban setting is portrayed as a liminal space where characters
seek a sense of belonging and community. The powwow represents a symbolic homecoming and
reaffirmation of identity.

Trauma and Healing

The novel does not shy away from depicting the intergenerational trauma experienced by Native
Americans, including addiction, violence, and loss. However, it also highlights pathways to healing
through cultural engagement, community support, and storytelling.

Symbolism and Motifs

e The Powwow: A symbol of cultural resilience and unity.
e Dance: Represents connection to heritage and spiritual expression.
e The Oakland Landscape: Reflects the complexity of urban Native life.

e Technology and Media: Illustrate contemporary means of storytelling and identity formation.



Narrative Structure and Style

There There Tommy Orange utilizes a fragmented, multi-perspective narrative style that reflects the
diversity of Native experiences. The chapters alternate between characters, offering intimate
insights into their lives and viewpoints. This approach creates a mosaic-like effect, emphasizing the
interconnectedness of the community.

Multi-Voiced Narrative

The use of multiple narrators provides a rich, layered storytelling technique that captures a wide
range of emotions and perspectives. Each voice is distinct, adding depth and complexity to the
overall narrative. This style challenges monolithic representations of Native Americans by
showcasing heterogeneity within the community.

Language and Tone

Orange’s prose is direct, evocative, and imbued with cultural references that enhance authenticity.
The tone varies from raw and gritty to hopeful and reflective, mirroring the characters’ journeys.
The narrative balances realism with moments of poetic insight, enriching the reader’s engagement.

Cultural Significance and Reception

There There Tommy Orange has been widely praised for its contribution to Native American
literature and its role in increasing visibility for urban Native experiences. The novel has garnered
numerous awards and critical acclaim, sparking conversations about representation, identity, and
cultural survival.

Critical Acclaim and Awards

The book received significant recognition, including being a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and
winning several literary awards. Critics have lauded Orange’s ability to capture the complexity of
contemporary Native life with honesty and nuance. The novel’s success has elevated Native voices
within the broader literary landscape.

Impact on Native American Representation

There There Tommy Orange challenges stereotypes and broadens the understanding of Native
American realities beyond reservation life. It highlights the diversity and resilience of Indigenous
peoples in urban settings, encouraging more inclusive and accurate portrayals in media and
literature.



Educational and Social Relevance

The novel is frequently included in academic curricula addressing Native American studies,
contemporary literature, and social justice. Its themes resonate with ongoing discussions about
cultural preservation, identity politics, and the effects of colonial history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'There There' by Tommy Orange?

'There There' explores themes of Native American identity, urban life, and the intergenerational
trauma experienced by Indigenous people in contemporary America.

Who are the main characters in 'There There'?

The novel features multiple interconnected characters, including Tony Loneman, Dene Oxendene,
Orvil Red Feather, and Jacquie Red Feather, each with unique backgrounds and struggles.

What is the significance of the title 'There There'?

The title references Gertrude Stein's quote 'There is no there there,' reflecting the novel's
exploration of the loss of Native culture and identity in urban settings.

How does Tommy Orange structure the narrative in 'There
There'?

The book uses a multi-perspective narrative with interwoven stories of twelve characters leading up
to a shared event, emphasizing interconnectedness and community.

What event ties the characters together in 'There There'?

The characters converge at the Big Oakland Powwow, a cultural gathering that serves as the novel's
climax.

How does 'There There' address the issue of Native American
urban experience?

The novel portrays the complexities and challenges of Native Americans living in cities, highlighting
themes of displacement, cultural survival, and identity.

What role does history play in 'There There'?

Historical trauma and the legacy of colonization are central, influencing characters' lives and
shaping their identities in the present.



Has 'There There' received any notable awards or recognition?

‘There There' was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and received widespread critical acclaim
for its storytelling and cultural impact.

What inspired Tommy Orange to write 'There There'?

Orange was inspired to tell the story of urban Native Americans, a perspective often overlooked in
literature, drawing from his own heritage and experiences.

How does 'There There' challenge stereotypes about Native
Americans?

The novel presents diverse, complex Native characters living modern lives, challenging monolithic
and historical stereotypes often portrayed in media.

Additional Resources

1. There There by Tommy Orange

This debut novel tells the interconnected stories of twelve Native American characters living in
Oakland, California, as they prepare for a large urban powwow. The narrative explores themes of
identity, displacement, and the contemporary Native American experience. Orange poignantly
addresses the struggles and resilience of Native communities in modern America.

2. The Round House by Louise Erdrich

Set on a Ojibwe reservation in North Dakota, this novel follows a thirteen-year-old boy named Joe as
he seeks justice for his mother, who was the victim of a violent crime. Erdrich weaves a story about
family, tribal law, and the complexities of Native American life. The book highlights the challenges
Native communities face within the U.S. legal system.

3. Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward

This novel blends magical realism with a raw portrayal of a Mississippi family grappling with
poverty, addiction, and racism. The story is narrated by multiple characters, including a young boy
and the ghost of his uncle. Ward explores themes of family legacy, trauma, and the haunting
presence of history in the American South.

4. House Made of Dawn by N. Scott Momaday

A seminal work in Native American literature, this novel follows Abel, a young Native American man
returning home from World War II. It delves into his struggles to reconnect with his Kiowa heritage
and the natural world. Momaday's lyrical prose emphasizes themes of identity, tradition, and the
spiritual connection to land.

5. Love Medicine by Louise Erdrich

This multi-generational family saga is set on a Chippewa reservation in North Dakota. The novel
explores the lives, loves, and hardships of several interconnected families, revealing the complexities
of Native American life. Erdrich’s storytelling captures the enduring bonds of family and cultural
heritage.

6. Indian Horse by Richard Wagamese



This powerful novel chronicles the life of Saul Indian Horse, a young Ojibwe boy who survives the
harsh realities of a Canadian residential school through his talent for hockey. It confronts the
devastating impact of cultural assimilation policies on Indigenous children. Wagamese’s narrative is
a testament to resilience and healing.

7. Reservation Blues by Sherman Alexie

A blend of humor and tragedy, this novel follows a group of Native American musicians from the
Spokane Indian Reservation who form a blues band. Alexie explores themes of poverty, addiction,
and the search for identity in contemporary Native life. The story is infused with wit and a deep
sense of cultural pride.

8. Winter in the Blood by James Welch

Set in Montana, this novel centers on a nameless Native American protagonist struggling with
alienation and loss. The narrative captures the harshness of reservation life and the protagonist’s
quest for meaning and connection. Welch’s evocative prose offers insight into the complexities of
Native identity.

9. Dark Emu by Bruce Pascoe

This non-fiction work challenges conventional narratives about Indigenous Australians by
documenting their sophisticated agricultural practices before European colonization. Pascoe uses
historical evidence to argue that Aboriginal people were active land managers and farmers. The
book reshapes understanding of Indigenous history and contributions.
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