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Abstract: The present study aims at analyzing the way the balance of the world is influenced by the 

characters’ deeds or by their destiny in Louise Erdrich’s novel entitled ”The Antelope Wife”. The 

paper highlights what the balance of the world actually means for the characters, how it affects them 
and how they do their best to mend their wrong steps. The potential influence of destiny is explored 

having in view to find out the higher power that controls people’s destinies. This paper offers an 

insight into the intricate web of elements and factors that lead to chaos providing an answer to the 
question of what leads the characters to this end. Is it will or destiny or are the characters just 

puppets in the hands of an unknown puppeteer? 
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The Native American literature displays multifarious characters influenced by the 

balance of the world and destiny. In Louise Erdrich’s The Antelope Wife, the female character 

as a whole is highlighted being turned into a round character telling her own stories of life 

and experience. 

Susan Hazen-Hammond considers that ”Native American women grew up hearing 

tales about the powers and strengths of women. They heard stories about women healers, 

women warriors, women artists, women prophets. But above all, they heard stories of woman 

as the divine creator, woman as a supernatural power, woman as a force of transformation in 

the universe. There are dozens of variations in the details but the core meaning is consistent: 

women, and the female forces of the universe are strong. Sometimes they are so powerful that 

they can change the course of the world. Often, once they take a stand, they change their own 

lives and the lives of those around them” (Hazen-Hammond, 1999:2-3). 

When contemplating the notion of balance, our first instinct often leads us to the idea 

of something you find, something that comes to you once you believe you are on the right 

path. However, when we immerse ourselves in the universe created by Louise Erdrich, we 

realize that this traditional perspective does not resonate with her characters from The 

Antelope Wife. For them, the balance is not earned, it is not a passive prize to be discovered, 

rather it is an active process, something they must create and preciously maintain and 

preserve. Every action these characters overtake is strongly related to the balance of the 

world. If they deviate from the right path, they are the ones that must earn it back, they must 

fight, they must face difficulty and work constantly to restore the peace and harmony in their 

realm. 

If we want to understand how the characters think and why they choose one path over 

another, we must first comprehend how their world works. Through Erdrich’s novel, we see 

how everything they do has consequences, it shows that life is like a big puzzle where 

everything is connected. There is always a balance between good and bad, love and loss, joy 

and sorrow and in order to take sense of life, they need to understand and accept this balance: 

”All of our actions have in their doing the seed of their undoing. So with my mother’s heart. 

And I marvel: That it should be a heart of rag wool knit and unknit by one same needle. That 

it should be a cloth first woven and then unraveled by it own loomed strength. That in her 

creation of her children there should be the unspeakable promise of their death, for by their 
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birth she had created mortal beings. That in her love there should be failure to love” (Erdrich, 

2002:59). This quote explores the concept of balance through the idea that in the act of 

creating her children, a mother simultaneously sets in motion the inevitability of their end. 

This shows that life and death are not opposing forces, but are connected just like two sides 

of the same coin, but also suggests how delicate the balance that exists in the world is. 

Firstly, we see how in their world the family stories and their past play an important 

role in their future: ”Family stories repeat themselves in patterns and waves generation to 

generation, across bloods and time. Once the pattern is set we go on replicating it. Here on 

the handle the vines and leaves of infidelities. There, a suicidal tendency, a fatal wish. On this 

side drinking. On the other a repression of guilt that finally explodes. I study it now in my 

classes, work the meaning of it out at home. From way back our destinies from. I’m trying to 

see the old patterns in myself and the people I love” (Erdrich, 2002:200). 

The familial stories are not isolated episodes, but rather repeating patterns that run 

across bloodlines determining the course of one’s life. This idea implies that their destiny is 

not completely fixed, but rather shaped by the echoes of previous experiences and familial 

dynamics, each person becomes a part of this ongoing story, inheriting these patterns and 

perpetuating them in their own life. 

As Sean Teuton considers, ”Native literature displays a dynamic world inextricably 

connected to and even fascinated with other worlds” (Teuton, 2018:XIX). The Native 

American universe is very rich in spirits, rituals, ceremonies and all sorts of quests. 

The repeating of familial patterns suggests a delicate balance in which each generation 

receives a mix of strengths and weaknesses from past generations. Recognizing these patterns 

allows them to better understand the world and potentially break the cicle, restoring a balance 

and encouraging growth. 

Secondly, maintaining the balance of the world is critical in the Shawanos’ worldview 

and this balance is disrupted when the individuals fail to accept the responsibility for their 

own action.”Who knows whose blood sins we are paying for? What murder committed in 

another country, another time? The black-robe priests believe that Christ allowed himself to 

be nailed high on the cross in order to pay. Shawanos think different. Why should an innocent 

god, a manitou spirit, have to settle for our bad drunks, our rage, our heart-sown angers and 

mistakes? Those things should come down on us” (Erdrich, 2002:237-238). This passage 

raises questions about responsibility, the Shawanos reject the idea that an innocent deity 

should bear the weight of human failings, instead they believe that humans must conform the 

repercussions of their own actions. For them maintaining the balance is crucial because from 

this chaos raises. 

We mostly see the negative aspects of losing the world’s balance, they manifest as 

madness, disasters inflicted upon oneself or others. However, occasionally, we encounter 

characters who have experienced the chaos and are so afraid of returning to that state that 

they remain vigilant and very sensitive to any sign that could lead them back to unhappiness. 

Their belief system is based on the idea that disrupting this balance can result in chaos 

and instability. When the balance is disrupted, disharmony spreads across the earth 

manifesting as various forms of conflicts and misery. This chaos impacts not just the physical 

realm, but also the spiritual and emotional parts, upsetting the cosmic order. 

This book emphasizes the idea that women have a vital role in shaping the destiny, 

whereas men are the ones bringing the chaos and breaking the harmony. From the beginning 

we see what a huge effect losing her daughter has on Blue Prairie Woman. While one may 

conclude that no one is to bame for this loss, a deeper examination reveals that everything is 

the result of the soldiers’ killings in the village. 
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Being away from her child drove her insane and the only solution for this is to change 

her name: ”Blue Prairie Woman’s name was covered with blood, burned with fire. Her name 

was old and exquisite and had belonged to many  powerful mothers. Yet the woman who had 

fit inside of it had walked off. She couldn’t stop following the child and the dog. Someone 

else had taken her place. Who, as yet, was unclear. But the old ones did know, agreed 

between them, that the wrong name would kill what was in there and it had to go – like a 

husk dried off and scattered. Like a shell to a nut. Hair grown long and sacrificed to sorrow. 

They had to give her another name if they wanted her to return to the living” (Erdrich, 

2002:13). 

Throughout the novel we see that the name has an important role for the person. In 

this case, changing Blue Prairie Woman’s name was the only way to bring her back and 

restore the balance of the world. However, the story also depicts situations in which changing 

the name of the child causes problems: ”The twins were named Zosie and Mary until me, 

Rozin, and my sister, Aurora, who died from diphtheria and was pried from my five-year-old 

arms. I named my girls Cally and Deanna. Bad choice. I broke more continuity, and they 

suffered for it, too. Should have kept the protection. Should have kept the names that gave the 

protection. Should have kept the old ways just as much as I could, and the tradition that 

guarded us” (Erdrich, 2002:35). From this quote we can infer how keeping the tradition and 

the continuity of the name helps in keeping the peace; when this continuity is broken, as seen 

in cases where names are changed, the balance is easily disrupted. 

We can also see the pattern of a mother being separated from her children, these 

separations occur because of men’s actions. This separation brings suffering and chaos in 

different ways: in Blue Prairie Woman’s case the separation leads to madness, while in 

Sweetheart Calico’s case, when she is separated from her daughters by Klaus that kidnaps 

her, the misfortune affects the village where the girls are left without their mother’s guidance 

and protection: ”Our luck is changing. Our houses caved in with the winter’s snow and our 

work is going for grabs. Nobody’s stopping at the gas pump. Bring her back to us! says 

Jimmy. There’s misery in the air. The fish are mushy inside – some disease. Her girls are mad 

at us. Bring her back, you fool!” (Erdrich, 2002:33). 

We can ask ourselves the following: were all those misfortunes a form of atonement 

for past sins, suggesting that their actions shape the trajectory of their lives? Or were they 

predestined, subject to the commands of a higher power? In the grand scheme, can we be 

certain of our roles as protagonist or might we merely be supporting characters in another’s 

narrative? Due to this constant uncertainty, we strive to glean even the slightest insight into 

our future, consumed by anticipation and anxiety we overlook the present moment. 

In the book the age of twenty is highlighted as an essential moment where there 

should be balance, ”Twenty is the balance. What my mother means by excuses is that I keep 

saying I’m twenty as though that should excuse me from having to make the decisions of 

either a child or a grown-up. I’ve never been in the center of life and people. As I stand in the 

drama of light and music and fair noise between Frank and my mother, I realize that the 

center is not as invisible a place as I’ve wished” (Erdrich, 2002:145).  

This age is seen a moment where one must transition from uncertainties of youth to 

the responsibilities of adulthood. Cally has the idea that reaching this age should protect her 

from the difficult decisions that come with adulthood, but slowly she realizes that being the 

center of life means accepting the responsibilities. 

In many cultures reaching a certain age represents a change in status and power, here 

we see that especially for women. In their world, this age represents the point at which girls 

are expected to have more control over their life and take an active role in influencing the 

world around them. 
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The book leaves us hanging or at least it seems so. If we take a better look at all the 

information we have, we can see that in the very end it gives us the most important clue in 

this story, namely, the woman plays an important role: ”All that followed, all that happened, 

all is as I have told. 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? Who is beading us? Who is setting flower upon flower and cut-glass 

vine? Who are you and who am I, the beader or the bit of colored glass sewn onto the fabric 

of this earth? All these questions, they tug at the brain. We stand on tiptoe, trying to see over 

the edge, and only catch a glimpse of the next bead on the string, and the woman’s hand 

moving, one day, the next,  and the needle flashing over the horizon” (Erdrich, 2002:240). 

She may represent the mysterious force that orchestrates the events of the universe, 

the image of her hand moving suggesting a continuous process of creation and alteration. We 

can also see her as the representation of the higher force that provides cosmic order. This idea 

was shaped from the beginning as we take a look at the genealogy tree, where, besides the 

husbands, the family consists only of women. Perhaps the author tried to tell us that in the 

end our fate lies in the hands of a woman. From the beginning of our existence on earth, our 

lives were guided by our mothers. Their love, guidance and sacrifices shape our values, 

beliefs and sense of self. In many cultures, the mother is often seen as the primary caregiver 

and emotional support in the family, emphasizing her central role in shaping the lives of her 

children. As we grow older, we entrust our hearts to the ones we love, in this case men give 

their hearts to women. 

The same image of the woman sewing the Universe, the life is shown in the next 

quote: ”We dogs know what the women are really doing when they are beading. They are 

sewing us all into a pattern, into life beneath their hands. We are the beads on the waxed 

string, pricked up by their sharp needles.We are the tiny pieces of the huge design that they 

are making – the soul of the world” (Erdrich, 2002:83). 

This gives us a captivating perspective on the role of women as the orchestrators of 

life’s dance, the unseen hands directing the course of existence itself. It gives her an air of 

authority, depicting her as the great mastermind behind the life, she is the higher power that 

controls where everything goes, the keeper of the balance of the world. Simultaneously, we 

have the concept of unity in which each soul plays an important role in a larger pattern. This 

emphasizes on how every action, every decision we take has an effect not just on each other 

but on the  world around us, too. 

In this relationship between woman as the creator and souls as the threads of cosmic 

fabric lies the essence of the life purpose. It suggests that existence is more than just a series 

of random events, it is rather a beautifully crafted masterpiece where every element has its 

own function. 

In the end we can say that in their world there is always a price to pay if you mess 

with the balance, but you cannot know what is it because it is never the same one, sometimes 

it is something related to the outside world and sometimes it is within us. But they must 

remember that no matter where they are in life, nothing is stuck that way, they can always 

make a step and ruin what they built or if they are down, they can always try and put 

themselves back together. 

We can take the example of Richard’s decision to disturb the established order, to 

challenge the balance Rozin built, changes the course of his fate, leading to a horrible and 

painful death. Despite his efforts to avoid destiny, he eventually gives in to a fate determined 

not by chance, but by the consequences of his own actions. In doing so, he reinforces the idea 

that while we may possess control over our lives, we are ultimately bound by the unchanging 

laws of cause and effect. 
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Although we cannot deny the existence of a higher power, we cannot put the whole 

power in its hands, in the end, the people are the ones making the final decision. If the higher 

power gives them options or puts them on a path their actions are the ones that can forever 

change their end. 

According to Drew Lopenzina, ”the revealed daily exterior of a particular 

environment cannot readily offer up the rich complex composition of stories, histories, 

traditions, victories, losses, and overall resiliencies that mark the inner life of the community” 

(Lopenzina, 2020:2). 

In conclusion, Erdrich investigates the fundamental connection between individual 

freedom and cosmic order using her characters emphasizing the critical role of women as 

guardians of balance. 

At its core, the story presents balance as an active process that requires effort, every 

action and every decision taken by the characters is deeply linked to the balance of the world, 

with consequences that carry on throughout generations and alter the course of their lives. 

Furthermore, it looks into the complex issue of duty, a way of keeping or bringing back the 

balance of the world is for people to face the consequences of their own actions and to try and 

mend their wrongs. 

The woman is portrayed as the guardian of destiny, entrusted with the sacred duty of 

preserving harmony in the world. Through their love, guidance and sacrifices, women shape 

the paths of their children and have an immense influence on the unfolding events. Their 

hands are the ones that knit the fabric of existence connecting the threads of life. 

Erdrich’s novel is meant not to create gaps between male and female characters, but to 

heal them; the book is written in the spirit of the Native woman who is able to bring back 

harmony to mankind restoring the balance of the world. 
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