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Abstract: The present study aims at illustrating duality as a necessary tool in revealing the authentic
human psyche and its mechanisms within the framework of Louise Erdrich’s novel entitled "The
Antelope Wife” highlighting the psychological motives behind the actions of the characters. The
paper displays different perspectives of duality to the reader, each representing different characters
who end up in a variety of troubling or satisfying scenarios. Dualism is portrayed either as a form of
escapism or as a means of venturing towards the search of personal contentment. The beads
presented in the novel may be seen as a symbol for duality, which will also find their resolution in the
process of understanding the emotional and intellectual implications according to the dual
perspective.
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The dual perspective can be used as a valuable technique in literature. It can be used
in Louise Erdrich’s novel entitled The Antelope Wife, a very precious Native American novel,
to reveal the authentic human psyche and its mechanisms.

According to Drew Lopenzina, ”The world Erdrich has summoned in prose (...) is one
of layered human complexity, poetic beauty, historical breadth, bawdy humor, and tragic
wisdom that, while immersing us in the rich emotional worlds of her protagonists, also
presents a lucid and often a Native identity in America today” (Lopenzina, 2020:1).

Duality represents the basis that perhaps constructs any potential valuable piece of
literature as it offers the reader a thorough perspective over the ever changing, yet general
sense of oneness. Contrastive approaches are better displayed within this representation of
doubleness, of proving that individuals have the habit of constantly going between different
characteristics and fictional characters. This allows for further introspection and a deepened
understanding over the human psyche and its respective choices of action, not a one-sided
interpretation over human nature that leaves room for misjudgment.

According to Susan Hazen-Hammond,”like good stories everywhere, Native
American tales contain literal truths and symbolic truths, along with layers of meaning that
go as deep as the mind of the listener can go, and deeper ... There is no relationship or human
dynamic so brutal that some Native American story hasn’t already covered it: murder, rape,
arson, torture, betrayal ...violence of every sort” (Hazen-Hammond, 1999:3).

The challenges of comprehending duality in literature are very interesting, more
specifically in the novel entitled The Antelope Wife by Louise Erdrich. The focus is laid upon
analyzing the characters as well as their problematic and hectic, yet familiar nature all at
once, for the sole purpose of grasping the concept of nature as a beacon of light but also as a
bleak darkness, all at once coming together into the recipe that is an individual.

Dualism is present in all life stages, proving that nobody will ever see the face of the
Earth within an inclination towards only one behavioral preference. This can be argued
within the novel as the reader is met with multiple instances in which characters act on their
impulses and confess their most intriguing confusions. Within this indirect confession, it can
be taken into account that duality is presenting their decision-making process, in their
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respective actions, in their love encounters: duality can almost be interpreted as the superglue
to reveal and unify their human nature.

The intricacies of humanity revealed by duality are going to constitute the main topic
of the present paper aiming to offer the reader a thorough understanding of the dynamics
referring to the dual forms. Duality in choice of action is observed all throughout the novel as
characters often hold conflicting feelings that end up being the main cause of irresponsible
and fearful behaviour. An interesting example could be the beginning of the novel
introducing Scranton Roy, the man who decides to kill in a heightened state of joyful
oblivion, in a state of unhinged hunger for power: ”Scranton Roy was most disturbed not by
the death yells of old men and the few warriors shocked naked from their robes, but by the
feral quiet of the children. And the sudden contempt he felt for them all. Unexpected, the
frigid hate. The pleasure in raising, aiming” (Erdrich, 2002:4).

As he partakes in the outrageous act, he comes to the realization that committing
crime was a naive and deceiving mistake, so he runs away in hopes to retrieve his innocence
and erase his sin. It is entirely shocking how an individual can cross paths with evil ways in
so many different scenarios yet still end up being a good person, but this pattern would not be
the most unfamiliar, especially in real life situations. The individual is twisted, conflicted,
undecisive, constantly changing and evolving into a different version. It might be that an
atrocious act can turn any person away from destructiveness; it is the sudden realization that
no individual is safe from guilt, that nobody is forever able to sacrifice honor for ungraceful
behaviour.

Scranton Roy is only a starting example of how duality works in mysterious ways as
most characters seem to struggle with their own sense of tumultuous experience. The
question that all readers shall ask themselves in regards to the characters of the novel could
be: is dualism the search for contentment or is it escapism? Is it a means of exploration or is it
an escape from ever making a decision, from putting a label on decisions?

For Cally, as it seems, duality tends to follow the quest of fulfillment, the pursuing of
finding a clear identity through the foggy horizon that is adolescence and early adulthood.
She has to face multiple hardships like her mother’s instability in the household, her father’s
moral and financial decay and her sister’s tragic accidental death, events which most certainly
rock her to the core and destabilize her sense of identity.

She desires to understand love through her mother, to be able to be happy for her and
cherish her relationship, although part of her is stuck onto the need of having Rozin all to
herself. ”’I can’t help it. Strange hope and loss bite my heart. In my mind I want my mother to
be happy. In my heart, I want her all mine” (Erdrich, 2002:143).

It is clear that part of Cally does not want to grow up as she desires to return to her
original, carefree state of childhood, whilst another part becomes mature enough for her to be
able to become the one who names”, the one who settles definite labels, the one who
establishes the fate of others. In this case, duality helps Cally maintain the control the
influences around her never had, it helps her put together the pieces of the puzzle and
understand the severity or the lightness of any action. It is a means of comprehending the
world around her and not seeing things only in black and white, it is the recipe for maturing
that anybody who seeks critical thinking should obtain: she sees through her father’s mistakes
and she understands the nature of her mother’s affairs to some extent, all whilst being able to
give meaning to the world around her.

For Richard Whiteheart Beads, the situation could be interpreted entirely differently.
It is escapism, not the quest for self-discovery that haunts him. He traps himself into different
versions of his persona from a business man to a drunk man living on the street in order to
trick himself, but he fails. He believes to be living a decent life with a wife who loves him
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and beautiful children, only for that life of his to be shortly proven to be false. He transitions
so quickly from the life that he had the impression he was living to not even wanting to be
alive anymore. He cannot make his mind up whether it is love or pain that predominates
inside of his soul, and that is perhaaps one of the main motives behind his own decay: his
relentless indecisiveness towards himself, forever in need of his surrounding elements to
define him.

Later on, as he completely degrades himself into an insufferable being and a failed
father, the reader can better understand that Richard chooses to change into whatever version
of him would allow not to face his own actions. He becomes a miserable drunk whose only
responsibility is to ruin himself, when in fact he should be thinking about ways to handle his
mistakes and rekindle his relationship with his remaining daughter. Duality to him is a curse
that allows him to become a chameleon of choice, exiting and reentering people’s lives
whenever he feels like it, whenever he feels as if he can handle his emotions. He cannot deal
with the pressure and the guilt of coming to terms with what he has done, so he chooses an
easy way out, but deep down he still struggles to figure out the feelings of love and regret he
has for others and hatred towards himself.

Klaus, a friend and later on suffering and vices companion of Richard, is initially seen
as a character undifferentiated from Richard in patterns and action. Yet, his love for
Sweetheart Calico, obsessive and toxic in nature, transcends differently through time. It is his
duality, his conflicting feelings between love and obsession that firstly take control of him
when deciding to kidnap Sweetheart Calico. He goes between emotions that end up ruining
him and imprisoning Sweetheart Calico in conventions as well. He does regard what he has
done as wrong, but he cannot let Sweetheart Calico go, he feels resentment towards his
actions, yet he lets himself be played by his own ego.

By the end of the novel, Klaus has had the revelation necessary to understand his
feelings at least partially, enough to evolve from the stereotype of an individual running away
from responsibility to a man who is able to recognize that his actions have not been proper or
fair. He understands that letting Sweetheart Calico go, can free him of the curse he put on
himself, and as he goes along with his plan, he can finally make peace with his troubling
conflicted duality. After all, ”All of our actions have in their doing the seed of their undoing”
(Erdrich, 2002:59). Even though he loves Sweetheart Calico and it might seem contradictory
to let her get away, he is now aware that letting her go is perhaps one of the only ways to
prove his love wholeheartedly and regain contentment after an eternity of distractions.

Duality cannot be present only in a general way of thinking or acting, but also in a
particular perspective, as seen in the following quote: ’She salts before she tastes. I have read
that’s a habit can lose you a job in an interview lunch. This salting before tasting is supposed
to indicate some kind of think-ahead deficiency. Some lack. Me, | think different. To my
mind, the pre-salting indicates this notion that the world is automatically too bland for
Cecille. Something has to be done, in big and little ways, to liven things up and bring out all
the hidden flavors. Something has to be done to normal everyday life, time spent, to heighten
and color the hours, to sprinkle interest” (Erdrich, 2002:111).

Duality is perhaps, in this case, understanding the general, socially acceptable way of
interpreting certain aspects and building a different set of conclusions from then on. Simple
day to day actions such as putting salt on food before tasting it might seem strange and
foreign, rather impulsive to a majority of people. Yet Cally sees the other side of the situation
as encouraging and promising, rather than unusual and wrong. This quote in particular stands
as proof that duality cannot only be a curse, but also a means of broadening the mentality of
one’s self. Platitude in one’s scenery might be the exact motive behind the intrinsic need of
spicing things up before even recognizing their taste. The world is such a complicated
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element to grip onto and define, and sometimes it could be better indicated to build separate
rules within the possibility of doubleness in perspective as an individual might not be fit for
only one point of view.

Duality can not only be understood strictly from a behavioral pattern, but also as a
general functioning mechanism of the entire world and its processes. The universe could be
regarded as a pattern beaded for specific, pre-established reasons, or it could all be a
randomized series of events that have no further meaning than to bring continuity. ”Did these
occurrences have a paradigm in the settlement of the old scores and pains and betrayals that
went back in time? Or are we working out the minor details of a strictly random pattern?”
(Erdrich, 2002:240).

It is specifically this uncertainty in acknowledging a fully credited and established
way in which the world functions that adds to the general theme of dualism: the ambiguity of
one’s existence and the forces that tug at the individual’s moral compass. Is it valid to assess
that no individual could obtain control over their decisions and their actions, that their way of
functioning is simply a representation of a puppet on a string whose only role is to take part
in a pre-arranged play, or is it that humans are allowed to tell their own story, to solidify their
existence through their own choices? This question perhaps has no answer, or the answer
could be different for any reader answering it. It is specifically inside one’s heart and soul to
decide whether they get to dictate their existence or stand at the hand of another: ”Who are
you and who am I, the beader or the bit of colored glass sewn onto the fabric of this earth?”
(Erdrich, 2002:240). Strength and endurance must come from within.

According to Sean Teuton: “Literature lets us, like curious hunters, imagine other
lives. In reading we enter a world where actual people or characters relate experiences
perhaps extremely different from our own. Through that process, we may come to understand
or even share some of the views or values of another. In literature is thus the power to
transform. Native American literature offers that transformation to its readers” (Teuton,
2018:XIX).

The history of the Native Americans is one of great untold (hi)stories of the world
which gave birth to a rich Native American literature well known for its diversity and
immensity: many forms of spoken, sung, danced and performed tales as well as a variety of
witten texts in which the Native Americans used to tell their sacred stories.

Whether the general individual likes it or not, duality stands at the basis of both
society and literature as a standard for the proper formation of one’s self. It allows for
contrast, for comparison, it permits depth to infiltrate its way into what was once considered
shallowness. It is through the doubleness of thought that humanity has formed critical
thinking and the proper tools for the perception of insightful psychological factors that dictate
the patterns of the world.
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