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SHERMAN ALEXIE

The Joy of Reading and
Writing: Superman and Me

Born in 1966 and raised on the Spokane Indian Reservation in
Wellpinit, Washington, Sherman Alexie is one of the foremost Native
American writers and the recipient of the Native Writers’ Circle of the
Americas 2010 Lifetime Achievement Award. He is best known for his
fiction, from his first collection of stories, The Lone Ranger and Tonto
Fisthght in Heaven (71993), which won the PEN/Hemingway Award for
Best First Book of Fiction, to three novels, Reservation Blues (1995),
Indian Killer (1996), and Flight (2007), and the young adult novel The
Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian (2007). He has also writ-
ten twelve books of poewms, including The Business of Fancydancing
(1991) and his latest, Face (2009); screenplays, including that for the
movie Smoke Signals (71999), with Chris Eyre; and an album, with Jim
Boyd, made of songs from the book Reservation Blues.

“The Joy of Reading and Writing: Superman and Me” displays
Alexies characteristic mix of popular culture reference and reflection
on what it means to be an Indian in today’s America. As you read, note

how carefully Alexie crafts what at first glance might seem to be a slight

essay. Note especially the way images and phrases are repeated and the
effect he constructs from these repetitions.
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e icar, and govern-
on a combination of irregular paychecks, hope, :

ment surplus food.' tndians who went to Catholic

! illers
1 reader of westerns, spy thri TS,
school on purpose, was an avid re der o e o biographies,

d steries, gangster epics, |
E‘ga;;trlrlliig else he could find. He bought his books by the pound

at Dutch’s Pawn Shop, Goodwill, Salvation Army, and Value Vil-

lage. When he had extra moncy, he b01:1ght i novels at Zuper-
markets. convenience stores, and hospital gift shops. Qur house
was filled with books. They were stacked in crazy piles in the
bathroom, bedrooms, and living room. In a fit of unemployment-
inspired creative energy, my father built a set of bookshelves and
soon filled them with a random assortment of books about the
Kennedy assassination, Watergate, the Vietnam War, and the entire
23-book series of the Apache westerns. My father loved books,
and since I loved my father with an aching devotion, I decided to
love books as well.

I can remember picking up my father’s books before I could
read. The words themselves were mostly foreign, but I still
remember the exact moment when I first understood, with a sud-
den clarity, the purpose of a paragraph. I didn’t have the vocab-

ulary to say “paragraph,” but I realized that a paragraph was a
fence that held words. The words inside a paragraph worked

togeth'er ff)r 4 common purpose. They had some specific reason
for being inside the same fence. This knowledge delighted me. I

adopted little brother. fWin sisters, and our
At the same time I was seein
th
picked up that Superman = ¢ world in paragy aphs, I also
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I look at the navrative above the picture. I cannot read the words,
but I assume it tells me that “Superman is breaking down the
door.” Aloud. I pretend to read the words and say, “Superman is
breaking down tie door.” Words, dialogue, also float out of Super-
man’s mouth. Because he is breaking down the door. I assume he
says, "I am breaking down the door.” Once again, 1 pretend to

read the words and say aloud, “I am breaking down the door.” In
this way, I learned to read.

This might be an interesting story all by itself. A little Indian 5
boy teaches himself to read at an early age and advances quickly.
He reads “Grapes of Wrath” in kindergarten when other children
are struggling through “Dick and Jane.” If he’d been anything but
an Indian boy living on the reservation, he might have been called
a prodigy. But he is an Indian boy living on the reservation and is
simply an oddity. He grows into a man who often speaks of his
childhood in the third person, as if it will somehow dull the pain
and make him sound more modest about his talents.

A smart Indian is a dangerous person, widely feared and ridi-
culed by Indians and non-Indians alike. I fought with my class-
mates on a daily basis. They wanted me to stay quiet when the
non-Indian teacher asked for answers, for volunteers, for help.
We were Indian children who were expected to be stupid. Most

lived up to those expectations inside the classroom but subverted

them on the outside. They struggled with basic reading in school
but could remember how to sing a few dozen POWWOW SOngs.

They were monosyllabic in front of their non-Indian teachers but
could tell complicated stories and jokes at the dinner table. They

Indian world. Those who failed were ceremonially accepted by
other Indians and appropriately pitied by non-Indians.

I retused to fail. I was smart. I was arrogant. I was lucky. I read
books late into the night, until I could barely keep my eyes open. |
read books at recess, then during lunch, and in the few minutes
left after I had finished my classroom assignments. I read books

In the car when my family traveled to powwows or basketball
sames. In shopping malls, I ran to the bookstores and read bits
and pieces of as many books as I could. I read the books my father
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brought home from the pawnshops and secondhand. 1 read the

books I borrowed from the library. 1 read th_e bacoksst etc)lf (;:Ifrfhael
boxes. I read the newspaper. I read the bulletins p

walls of the school, the clinic, the tribal offices, thde El(;stazgz:. i
read junk mail. I read auto-repair manuals. 1 rea g .

read anything that had words and paragraphs. 1 l1)‘6.1-1c11 wllécil i?llelii
parts joy and desperation. I loved those books, but 1 a

that love had only one purpose. I was trying to save ?3{ Efe.
Despite all the books I read, I am still surprised 1 ecamela
writer. I was going to be a pediatrician. These days, 1 wnt_e novels,
short stories, and poems. I visit schools and teaC}} creative writ-
ing to Indian kids. In all my years in the reservation scho_ol SYs-
tem, I was never taught how to write poetry, short stories, or
novels. I was certainly never taught that Indians wrote poetry,
short stories, and novels. Writing was something beyond Indians.
I cannot recall a single time that a guest teacher visited the reser-
vation. There must have been visiting teachers. Who were they?
Where are they now? Do they exist? I visit the schools as often as
possible. The Indian kids crowd the classroom. Many are writing
their own poems, short stories, and novels. They have read my
boioks. They have read many other books. They look at me with
l?rlght eyes and arrogant wonder They are trying to save their
lives. '_H}en there are the sullen and already defeated Indian kids

In para

thISVerl%raal:l}é 7,hAlex1e fepeats a certain verh fourteen time What

" -I'D, what effect does this repetition haye? > A
€ trying to say about C: _VVhat mlght Alexie
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3 connections In “Learning tc Read and Write” (p. 118), Frederick
Douglass writes, “In moments of agony, [ envied my fellow-slaves for
their stupidity” (par. 6). Compare ihis sentiment to Alexie’s feelings
about his fellow classmates on the reservation (par. 6). Do you think
that Alexie envied his classmates? Why, or why not? How were his dif-
ficulties different from those faced by other Indians?

4. In paragraph 5, Alexie writes about himself in the third person, in
effect dramatizing what happens when one writes the story of one’s
life. Using the third person, write about a particularly important
moment or aspect of your life. Afterward, write a short reflection on
the distancing effect of referring to yourself as “he” or “she.” How does
this type of writing help you learn about yourselt?

5. looking further In the final paragraph, Alexie describes Indian stu-
dents sitting in the back of classes he’s visited as “sullen and already
defeated,” saying that they “refuse and resist.” Refusal and resistance
are complicated concepts in this essay: Alexie refuses to adhere to
the role laid out for him as an Indian and instead reads and writes,
thereby resisting not simply a stereotype but a circumscribed future —
and some students resist his urgings to do the same. The connections
between writing and resistance are many: while we often think of
writing as a way to resist forms of power, it can also be used to resist
change. Pick an issue currently in the news and find pieces of writing
on opposing sides. What strategies do they use? Look at style, the kind
of argument, or any aspect of writing used to make the cases.



