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HYBRIDITY IN LESLIE MARMON SILKO’S CEREMONY: TRANSGRESSION, 

RESTORATION AND A PROSPECT OF HUMAN UNIFICATION 
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Résumé  

L’hybridité est un sujet qui continue d’inspirer la réflexion tant sur sa conception originelle que sur ses 

ramifications originales. De son sens étymologique comme produit résultant du croisement de deux espèces 

différentes, le concept de l’hybridité enrichit le champ littéraire par sa théorie et ses connotations multiples.  

Ceremony de la romancière amérindienne, Leslie Marmon Silko s’offre comme une œuvre propice à l’étude 

des hypothèses sus-soulignées. La narratologie de Gérard Genette, la déconstruction de Jacques Derrida et la 

théorie postcoloniale de Homi Kharshedji Bhabha constituent le cadre théorique de cette étude qui se propose 

de démontrer la façon dont l’hybridité est explorée en même temps comme un acte d’agression, de restauration 

et d’unification. 

Mots clés : Amérindien – Hybridité – Restauration – Récit – Transgression 

************* 

Abstract 

Hybridity is a subject that continues to inspire reflection on both its original conception and its particular 

semantic ramifications. From its etymological meaning as a product resulting from the crossing of two different 

species, the concept of hybridity enriches the literary field through its theory and multiple connotations.  Native 

American novelist, Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony is an enlightening work to the study of the above-

mentioned hypotheses. Gérard Genette's narratology, Jacques Derrida's deconstruction and Homi Kharshedji 

Bhabha's postcolonial theory provide the theoretical framework for this study, which proposes to demonstrate 

how hybridity is explored simultaneously as an act of aggression, restoration and unification.  

Key words : Hybridity – Narrative – Indian - Restoration - Transgression. 

Cite This Article As : SORO A., SANOKO B., KONÉ V. (2025). “HYBRIDITY IN LESLIE 

MARMON SILKO’S CEREMONY: TRANSGRESSION, RESTORATION AND A PROSPECT 

OF HUMAN UNIFICATION.” Kurukan Fuga, 4(13), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.62197/BBTR1411 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Hybridity is a complex subject which raises the debate on the theory of transgression 

and production of meanings. Associated with notions such as miscegenation, transculturation 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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and syncretism, it is the mixing up of things from different natures, cultures and races. If mixing 

changes the nature of an original race or culture, it gives rise to different interpretations. 

Construed as an act of transgression of the purity of a race or culture, hybridity is confronted 

with the ideologies of mixophobia, racism and discrimination. The American anti-

miscegenation laws defining mixed-race unions and sexual relations as a felony are very 

enlightening. Arguments against races blending are developed in the pseudo-scientific texts of 

writers like Joseph Arthur de Gobineau’s The inequality of the Human Race (1853/2016) and 

Georges Vacher de Lapouge’s The Aryan and his Social Role (1899). By advocating the 

supremacy of the white race, Gobineau and Lapouge consider miscegenation as an abomination 

that dilutes the superior white blood. The danger of intermixing is also pointed out by Charles 

F. Robinson (2003) in Dangerous Liaisons: Sex and Love in the Segregated South (2003). If 

for these racist theorists, miscegenation is an act of disobedience to the natural racial order, 

mixing appears to be ineluctable and irreversible in a world of encounters, for according to 

Huntington (2005): "People interact and react with others″ (p.22). Redefining hybridity in the 

contemporary context, Rosaldo (1995) writes: "Hybridity can be understood as the ongoing 

condition of all human cultures, which contain no zones of purity″ (p.xv). Thus, rather than 

being a transgression of norms, hybridity turns out to be the rule. It is the norm for a harmonious 

construction of the present and future society. The argument that blending is both a 

transgression and a production of meanings constitutes a core question in postcolonial literature. 

This paper intends to verify the foregoing assumption in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony.   

Written by one of the most outstanding contemporary Native American novelists, 

Ceremony deals with the issue of hybridity through its narrative composition and its 

protagonist’s portrayal. Combining poetry and prose, the novel tells the story of Tayo, a young 

half-breed who has been traumatized by the horrors of World War II. When he returns home to 

the Laguna Pueblo reservation, the veteran terribly suffers from illness and rehabilitation. His 

quest for recovery and identity takes him back to discover not only his people’s traditional 

beliefs and practices, but also the importance of the new (multi)cultural context.  

This paper aims at analysing Silko’s Ceremony in a attempt to demonstrate how 

hybridity is explored as both an act of transgression and a theory of producing meanings. The 

analysis is theoretically based on Genette’s narratology, Derrida’s deconstruction and Bhabha’s 

post-colonialism. The use of these theories is justified by the relevance of the subject in 

question. The first section of this study scrutinizes the composition of the narrative and shows 

how hybridity interfaces between transgression and re-establishment of a Native American 

storytelling tradition. The second section argues about the significance of mixed-characters. 

The third and last section discusses the meaning of the mixed-blood protagonist’s illness and 

healing. 
 

1.  Composition of the hybrid text: Transgression of rules and restoration of a tradition 

A significant characteristic of Silko’s Ceremony that may enlighten any careful reader 

on the exploration of hybridity as transgression and meaning-making lies in the form of the 

text. The form of creative works like Silko’s narrative is relevant as it transposes the content of 

the literary subject. Underlining the significance of the form in reading a creative writing, 

Lanson (1895/1979) asserts: “A literary work is… worth by its finished form which transmits 

an aesthetic emotion.” (pp.346-347). According to Lanson, the finished or perfect form of a 
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literary work is that which associates the external arrangement with the content where the 

meaning can be sought in the structure. In support of the interest in the material presentation, 

Scholes (1974) underscores that “The problem of reading a text must involve finding 

satisfactory ways of incorporating the semantic dimension within the consideration of 

structure.” (p. 147). If the structure refers to the way the literary material is presented or a story 

is told, it is informed by a tradition and a culture. Remarkably, Silko’s Ceremony takes shape 

from a narrative writing tradition and the novelist’s tribal culture. In fact, to tell her story, Silko 

writes a text which combines Western literary canons with Native American storytelling 

traditions. More explicitly, the text is at the junction of the narrative writing and the art of 

storytelling. This fusion of two literary features is noticeable in the composition of the text, 

which mixes prose with poetry. This hybridization of the text is very salient in terms of its 

architectural layout and the presentation of the story, which is narrated with verses and rhymes. 

These opening lines of the novel are very illustrating: 

Ceremony 

I will tell you something about stories, 

[he said] 

They aren’t just entertainment. 

Don’t be fooled. 

They are all we have, you see, 

All we have to fight off 

illness and death. 
 

You don’t have anything 

If you don’t have the stories. 
 

Their evil is mighty 

But it can’t stand up to our stories. 

So they try to destroy the stories 

Let the stories be confused or forgotten 

They would like that 

They would be happy 

Because we would be defenceless then. 
 

He rubbed his belly. 

I keep them here 

[he said] 

Here, put your hand on it 

See, it is moving. 

There is life here 

for the people. 
 

And in the belly of this story 

the rituals and the ceremony 

are still growing.( p2) 
 

This poetic form of presenting the story is very enlightening. Not only does it enlighten 

the careful reader about the structural organization of the narrative, but it also shows the 

unorthodox and innovative aspects of the hybrid text. The novel is structured around poetic and 

prosaic sections which intermingle. It opens and closes with poems. The prose sections, which 

relate the story of a real or imaginary human experience, are constantly interspersed with verses. 

The verses function as intercalary that announce and propel the narration of Tayo’s fictional 

adventure. If the intermixing of poetry and prose appears to be a transgression as regards 



 

Adama, Bakary & Vamara        16 

Western literature traditions and norms, the pattern is characteristics to the art of the author’s 

Laguna Pueblo tribe.   

Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony is an authentic work that harmonizes Native American 

storytelling customs with western literary canons, smoothly moving from an oral culture to a 

written text. This combination does not only help the author in her attempt to safeguard the 

Laguna Pueblo tales, but it also gives her the opportunity to update them to tackle modern-day 

challenges. The structure of the novel and its storytelling techniques bring to light the fusion, 

and demonstrate the complementarity between oral and written traditions. To quote Wolfe 

(1988): “[This requires the writer to stay] within the boundaries of the principles and rules that 

govern oral traditions when transmitting the stories in written form" (p. xxii). Otherwise, as 

maintained by B. H. Johnston (1978, p.188): “The stories as written cannot adequately convey 

the real nature or impart the scope of that sense of wit and humor that forms an integral part of 

the Ojibway people and their character”  

In Ceremony, Silko mixes two different peoples’ cultures and traditions. Thus, by 

mixing Native American storytelling tradition with European literary standards, the Indian 

novelist transgresses the rules of purity and exclusivity. Through a combination of indigenous 

storytelling techniques such as repetition and circularity with the linear narrative of a written 

text, Silko creates an imaginary environment where Indian and European traditions meet and 

cohabit harmoniously. Significantly, the mixing of traditional and modern elements bespeaks 

how hybridity is an act of transgression. According to B. Devi et al, (2021): “By following the 

oral tradition of her people, Silko transcends the limitation imposed by what Frederic Jameson 

calls the “master narrative. To insert her oral tradition in written text, Silko has to be creative.” 

(p.2). But this creativity also entails a significant departure from the Euro-American norms and 

worldview. This is perceived in the novel through the main character, Tayo’s quest for mental 

and psychological balance, as he moves between his Laguna Pueblo roots and the prevailing 

western culture. His experiences, as a character of bi-racial origin expose the limits of 

belonging, culture, and identity. In this connection, the literary technique unveils how the author 

breaks conventional literary norms, reflecting Tayo’s fragmented self-awareness and obscuring 

the boundaries between oral and written traditions, indigenous and western cultures, and 

between past and present. Silko’s blending of traditions mirrors the historical realities of 

cultural interaction and interchange between indigenous communities and western colonizers, 

inviting readers to reconsider storytelling and cultural authenticity.  

Ceremony then functions as a reflection on the resilience of indigenous cultures 

confronting colonial oppression. Commenting on the resilience of the indigenous culture, 

Otfinoski (2010) upholds:  

The struggle to reconnect with their rich heritage of the past- its 

folkways, values, and traditions - is a common theme in the work of 

many of the writers who followed in Momaday's wake. The search of 

identity in a white-dominated world preoccupies and drives these 

writers, whether they be Kiowa (Momaday), Laguna Pueblo (Leslie 

Marmon Silko), Oglala (Louise Erdrich). (p.7) 

 

According to Otfinoski, one of the main mission of Native American writers is the 

assertion of their cultural values through their writings. In this sense, Silko’s Ceremony 
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eloquently demonstrates the influence of storytelling in preserving and passing down cultural 

traditions through generations. Tayo’s journey serves as an illustration of the intricacies of 

indigenous identity in a changing world, prompting readers to confront the legacy of 

colonialism and the complexities of cultural identity. This approach not only revitalizes 

traditional stories but also underscores the adaptability and ongoing relevance of indigenous 

narratives. It encourages readers to recognize the depth of Native American literature and its 

place within the broader spectrum of American literary traditions.  Through Ceremony, Silko 

illustrates how the transition from oral to written expression can be a dynamic and 

transformative journey, fostering new perspectives and connections across cultures.  

Moreover, the integration of Native American terminology into the English text of 

Silko's Ceremony stands as a significant demonstration of linguistic and cultural hybridity. This 

fusion of languages does not only mirror the real-life experiences of numerous Indigenous 

individuals, who navigate between their indigenous traditions and the prevailing Western 

culture, but it also serves as a narrative tool that reinforces the novel's themes of culture, 

identity, and resistance. The melding of English with other Native American languages parallels 

Tayo's personal journey of integrating his diverse identity components. It demonstrates how 

identities are shaped by various influences and can embrace multiple cultures or languages. 

In Ceremony, Silko often incorporates words from languages spoken by Pueblo people 

in order to express cultural ideas that may not have exact English translations. For example, she 

states “Ts’its’tsi’nako, Thought-Woman, is sitting in her room and whatever she thinks about 

appears” (p.22). The author uses the expression “ts’its’tsi’nako,” which refers to the “Thought-

Woman”, an important figure in Laguna Pueblo mythology. Not only does this indication 

introduce readers to the mythological figure, but it also highlights the oral tradition and the 

power of storytelling in Pueblo culture. One can also notice that in the culture of Native 

American in general and particularly Pueblo traditions, the names and titles are kept in their 

original form, maintaining their cultural significance and meaning. For instance, the names 

“Green Fly” and “Hummingbird” (p.86) are authentically presented, preserving their 

indigenous resonance and enabling readers to connect with the story as understood within its 

original cultural context. In addition, in some dialogues, characters alternate between English 

and their indigenous language, reflecting the bilingualism that prevails in many Native 

American communities, as illustrated through the following extract, “A’moo’ooh! A’moo’ooh! 

you are so beautiful! (p.211). The use of “A’moo’ooh!” shows originality and illustrates the 

natural fusion of Native and English languages in everyday conversations.  

These examples showcase how Silko integrates Native American words into her English 

text to create a rich of cultural blending. This approach not only enriches the narrative’s 

authenticity but also invites readers to delve deeper into the cultural and linguistic context of 

the Laguna Pueblo people.   

By incorporating Native American vocabulary into the English narrative, Silko 

challenges the binary opposition frequently imposed by colonialist ideologies. This linguistic 

combination disrupts the notion that Native American and European cultures and languages 

must exist separately, proposing instead a fluid and dynamic understanding of identity, culture, 

and language. It suggests that these elements can coexist and evolve, transcending rigid 

categorizations of traditional vs. modern, Native American vs. European American, and oral 

vs. written. Furthermore, the inclusion of Native American words within the English text can 
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be interpreted as establishing a "third space," as described by postcolonial scholar H. K. Bhabha 

in The Location of Culture (1994, p.9). Indeed, one solution Bhabha proposes in face of the 

cultural disturbance is to be open-minded about cultures and let emerge what he calls the ‘Third 

Space’, a space in-between the original and the foreign culture. He suggests to reflect upon the 

two cultures as so as to come up with something culturally new that will enable us to find our 

place between the two cultural worlds. This third space is a place for negotiation that works as 

a bridge between cultures in order to connect them. This conceptual realm allows for 

negotiation and hybridity, dismantling fixed identities and facilitating the emergence of new 

meanings and identities. Within this hybrid linguistic landscape, Ceremony occupies a space 

where English and Native American languages interact, creating new perspectives and fostering 

mutual understanding. The exploration of the novel brings to discussion the place of the mixed-

race people and the issue of blood purity defended by Natives as well as Whites. 
 

2. The mixed-race character and the transgression of blood purity 

Conceived as an imaginary person who belongs to two races, the mixed-race character 

is first of all, an expression of transgression. Because of his mixed-blood origins, he 

symbolically represents the transgression of the so-called superior race, resulting from 

colonialists’ supremacist ideology. This implies to explore how mixed-race characters navigate 

and occasionally challenge racial boundaries and expectations imposed by a predominantly 

white society.  

Silko's narrative delves into themes of blood purity and the transgression of racial 

boundaries that are essential for grasping the exploration of identity, belonging, and cultural 

legacy. The main character, Tayo, is of biracial descent—being half Laguna Pueblo and half 

white—putting him in a unique position at the intersection of various cultural backgrounds. 

This sets the foundation for his individual and collective quest for restoration and wholeness. 

Tayo's biracial identity is a constant source of inner turmoil and external exclusion 

throughout the story. He is frequently viewed as an outsider within his own community, adding 

complexity to his feelings of connection. For instance, Tayo's mixed background subjects him 

to discrimination based on race, whether from his own Laguna Pueblo group or the wider white 

society. This dual marginalization underscores the strict barriers of racial and cultural integrity 

prevalent in both communities. As example, at the beginning of the narrative, Tayo's conflict 

with himself is clearly portrayed through his relationships with various characters. His aunt, for 

example, treats him differently from his cousin Rocky, who is of pure Laguna descent. This is 

perceived through the reflection of Auntie as she asserts:  
 

They're not brothers," she would say, "that's Laura's boy. You know the 

one." She had a way of saying it, a tone of voice which bitterly told the 

story, and the disgrace she and the family had suffered. The things 

Laura had done weren't easily forgotten by the people, but she could 

maintain a distance between Rocky, who was her pride, and this other, 

unwanted child. If nobody else ever knew about the distance, she and 

Tayo did. (p. 65) 
 

This disparate treatment highlighted in the excerpt ingrained prejudice and the 

significant emphasis placed on maintaining pure lineage within the community. 
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Besides, Silko describes Tayo's quest for healing to confront and ultimately transgress 

the strict boundaries of blood purity. The book proposes that true healing and wholeness result 

from adopting a broader and more interconnected perspective on identity. Tayo's mixed 

heritage, instead of being a cause for shame, is rather presented as a source of resilience as he 

learns to merge the distinct facets of his identity and comprehends the interconnected nature of 

all existence. For example, during his ceremonial journey under the mentorship of the medicine 

man Betonie, Tayo discovers the value in embracing both his Laguna and white backgrounds. 

As Betonie’s mother tells him, “It is carried on in all languages now, so you have to know 

English too” (p.122). This means that rather than rejecting other cultures, people have to adapt 

by showing comprehension. Betonie, who also has a mixed heritage, serves as a cultural 

intermediary, connecting the Native American and the western worlds. The lessons delivered 

by Betonie emphasize the imperative nature of transformation for endurance, challenging the 

fixed views on racial purity that have long troubled Tayo. 

Tayo's journey reaches its climax when he finishes the ceremony that intertwines diverse 

cultural components, representing the integration of his mixed heritage. This pivotal moment 

not only brings healing to Tayo but also impacts the entire community, indicating that accepting 

a more flexible and inclusive concept of identity can result in enhanced unity and strength. 

Moreover, the ceremony performed by Tayo serves as a significant symbolism of the fusion of 

customs and the dismantling of racial and cultural barriers. It exemplifies an integrated method 

of healing, where elements from diverse cultural backgrounds unite to create a unified entity. 

This blending is evident in the integration of practices from Laguna traditions and wider Native 

American beliefs, as well as influences from western culture, which Tayo has encountered. For 

instance, in Tayo's vision of the ceremony, appear images of his ancestors and the land, merging 

his individual and cultural past into a unified vision. This vision symbolizes the potential for a 

new, more comprehensive identity that respects all facets of his heritage. 

From all these, it follows that Silko's Ceremony explores the notion of blood purity 

through the character of Tayo, challenging and transgressing it. Tayo's journey promotes a 

broader, interconnected perception of identity that goes beyond strict racial boundaries. The 

book depicts mixed-race identity not as a point of contention, but rather as a reservoir of 

resilience and healing, offering benefits to both the individual and the collective. Tayo’s healing 

corroborates Homi K. Bhabha’s thought of ‘Third space.’ Indeed, the half-breed status of Tayo 

has been the driving force that has enabled him to overcome assimilation problems. He has 

learned from both cultures, and assumed his hybrid identity, justifying then Meredith (1998)’s 

reflection that the Third Space is a “space of new forms of cultural meaning and production 

blurring the limitations of existing boundaries and calling into question established 

categorisations of culture and identity.” (p.3). However, before being able to reconcile the two 

cultures, the individual sometimes has to go through adaptation period which is associated with 

illness.  
 

3. The significance of the mixed-blood protagonist’s illness and healing 

The illness and recovery of Tayo, the mixed-blood protagonist in Leslie Marmon Silko's 

Ceremony, are deeply connected to the themes of cultural transgression and restoration. A key 

element of Tayo's sickness ties back to colonization and the erasure of Native American 

customs and beliefs. Tayo's mixed heritage represents the fusion of Native American and 



 

Adama, Bakary & Vamara        20 

Western cultures, embodying the challenge that numerous Indigenous individuals encounter 

when trying to harmonize their identities in a post-colonial era. His illness is a physical 

manifestation of this inner turmoil and distress. His transformative journey embodies broader 

themes of identity, cultural assimilation, and the therapeutic influence of traditional customs. 

Thus, historical and personal transgressions can account for Tayo’s illness that can be 

understood by examining specific instances from the text. For instance, the cause of Tayo’s 

sickness is the unprecedented trauma that the protagonist experiences on battlefield of World 

War II with tremendous death and destruction. The protagonist’s state of health is announced 

at the very outset by the narrator in these terms: “Tayo didn’t sleep well that night. He tossed 

in the old iron bed, [...] and he could hear Uncle Josiah calling to him, Josiah bringing him the 

fever medicine when he had been sick a long time ago [...] The fever made him shiver.” (pp. 5-

7) 

What makes Tayo’s illness particular is certainly that trauma is unknown by Indians and 

the Army doctors fail to cure him. For Native American, diseases do not have a simple 

explanation, and outcomes are not always measurable. Traditional healers look at the causes 

and effects of disease in the physical, emotional, environmental, social, and spiritual realms. 

This particular way of viewing illness and health is dealt with in her writings by Leslie Marmon 

Silko who expresses Native American view of illness and healing in a distinguished manner. 

Tayo’s trauma is the trauma of the whole Indian community deriving from their conflicting 

relationships with Euro-American colonizers, “His sickness was only part of something larger, 

and his cure would be found only in something great and inclusive of everything” (p125). 

Native Americans do not see disease as a simple physical degradation of health. Therefore, 

Tayo’s illness can be perceived as the result of not only historical but also personal 

transgressions.   

In Ceremony, Silko explores the concept of historical transgressions, which encompass 

the injustices and atrocities inflicted upon Native American communities by colonial forces 

throughout history. These transgressions have imposed enduring consequences on indigenous 

peoples, such as cultural genocide, displacement, marginalization, and systemic oppression. 

The novel describes the ongoing impact of these historical transgressions on the experiences 

and identities of Native Americans, including the protagonist Tayo, who is troubled by trauma 

resulting from colonization and its aftermath. 

In Silko’s Ceremony, Tayo’s illness can be examined in the context of cultural 

transgression and eradication, highlighting how the erosion of cultural identity and heritage 

impacts his psychological and emotional well-being. His illness is intricately linked to the 

cultural disintegration experienced by Native people due to colonization and the loss of their 

traditional way of life. This disintegration creates an identity crisis for Tayo, leaving him 

alienated from both his Native American heritage and mainstream American culture. The 

erosion of his cultural foundation causes profound emotional and psychological distress. His 

struggle to reconcile his mixed heritage and find his place in a fragmented world is a central 

theme of his illness. Also, the suppression of cultural practices and spiritual beliefs results in a 

spiritual disconnection for Tayo, since traditional ceremonies and rituals, vital for maintaining 

spiritual health and community cohesion, have been disrupted or lost. Tayo’s illness manifests 

as a spiritual malaise, reflecting the broader spiritual dislocation experienced by his community. 
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His healing process involves reconnecting with these cultural and spiritual traditions, 

emphasizing the importance of cultural continuity for mental and emotional well-being. 

The historical transgressions against Native culture such as forced assimilation and the 

suppression of traditional practices have a cumulative traumatic impact on Tayo. These 

transgressions persist beyond history, affecting both him and his community in the present. 

Tayo’s Post-traumatic stress disorder and other symptoms can be seen as expressions of this 

intergenerational trauma. His experiences during World War II and subsequent neglect by 

American society further exacerbate his condition, symbolizing the ongoing violence against 

his cultural identity.  

The eradication of cultural markers and the imposition of external values contribute to 

Tayo’s profound sense of alienation. He feels disconnected from his roots and struggles to find 

a sense of belonging. As the narrator states it: “He wanted to walk until he recognize himself 

again” (p.143). This alienation is evident through Tayo’s inability to relate to both the white 

world and his own community, which has also suffered from cultural loss. His journey toward 

healing becomes a quest to reclaim a sense of belonging by reconnecting with his cultural 

heritage. 

In addition, transgression is perceived through the dispossession of Indian land. The 

seizure of Native land through treaties, land seizures, and forced relocations resulted in the loss 

of ancestral land and the upheaval of longstanding cultural practices. In Ceremony, Tayo’s 

psychological and emotional distress directly stems from the displacement and historical trauma 

endured by Native Americans. The loss of land serves as a metaphor for the rupture in his 

connection to his heritage, resulting in a fragmented sense of self. Tayo’s hallucinations and 

disorientation mirror the broader sense of dislocation experienced by his community, who have 

been severed from their cultural and spiritual roots. The Laguna people’s cultural practices and 

beliefs are intricately tied to their land. Consequently, dispossession disrupts these practices, 

leaving Tayo without the cultural framework essential for his identity and healing. His illness 

can then be viewed as a manifestation of the cultural disintegration faced by his people, and his 

struggle to recover parallels the community’s fight to preserve their cultural identity despite 

ongoing marginalization. Among the Pueblo people, the land carries profound spiritual 

significance—it houses sacred sites and ancestral spirits. Tayo’s detachment from the land 

intensifies his spiritual distress, worsening his illness. His healing journey, centered around 

reconnecting with the land, underscores the vital role of spiritual and environmental harmony. 

The novel implies that true healing for Tayo, and by extension his community, depends on 

restoring their spiritual bond with the land.  

Tayo’s illness symbolically represents the historical and ongoing suffering of the Pueblo 

people due to land dispossession. His physical and mental ailments extend beyond the personal; 

they serve as a symbol of the collective trauma experienced by his community. The novel 

intertwines Tayo’s personal healing with the restoration of the land, implying that individual 

well-being and community health are interconnected with the environment. In Ceremony, 

Tayo’s path to healing involves embracing his cultural heritage and reconnecting with the land.  

Fattah (2022) highlights the importance of Tayo’s journey in understanding this 

interconnection:  
 

After Tayo Completes the first steps of the ceremony, he is ready to 

enter into the central rituals connected with a ceremony of cosmic 
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significance, for only a cosmic ceremony can simultaneously heal a 

wounded man, a stricken landscape, and a disorganized, ‘discouraged 

society’ (Allen qtd in Fattah, 253).  
 

Through this quote, Allen shows the interconnectedness of the individual and the 

community. Tayo's process of healing symbolizes the necessary healing within his community, 

highlighting that his personal journey showcases the interrelation between individual and 

communal wellness. His recovery is a vital ceremonial process, a renewal ritual that benefits 

both his well-being and the health of his community. For all these reasons, in the Native 

American tradition, illness also implies not only the individual but also his community and 

environment. 

Besides, the relation of the individual with himself is crucial for the establishment and 

maintenance of harmony and balance in his own life. It is a sine qua non condition to attain 

physical, spiritual, and psychological healing and wellness. A failure to attain inner balance 

leads to illness. Significantly, Tayo is unable to find harmony within his own self because he is 

torn between two cultures, the Native American and Western cultures. He is lost in-between 

two worlds, and he loses sight of his place in the universe. This internal conflict endured by 

Tayo is one factor at the origin of his sickness. Indeed, being half white and half Indian, Tayo 

is caught in a cultural struggle which upsets all his relationships, particularly the relation with 

his own self. 

Equally, the relationship between an individual and his relatives is fundamental in the 

maintenance of harmony and balance. For Native Americans, family and community also hold 

a key position since the social context of the individual is one element that can affect his 

wellness. Every relevant event that occurs in the social environment of the individual is likely 

to affect his life either positively or negatively. Negative events are detrimental to the 

preservation of a life of harmony and balance necessary for the community and individual’s 

well-being. Therefore, the different connections an individual has with the members of his 

family or community constitute a leading factor likely to cause disharmony in his life. In the 

instance, Tayo does not find balance in his relationships with others. He is in perpetual conflict 

with others like Auntie and Emo. And he is also unable to keep his promises to his uncle to help 

him find his cattle, and to his cousin to take care of him at war. Though, he outlives them, and 

he is consequently destroyed by remorse. The novel shows Tayo wrestling with a personal 

transgression related to his cousin Rocky’s death during their service at World War II. Tayo 

bears a profound sense of guilt and responsibility for Rocky’s death, a weight that burdens him 

and adds to his internal conflict and emotional troubles. Not being able to save Rocky, as he 

witnesses his death, has a serious and traumatizing impact on Tayo, who experiences a deep 

sense of powerlessness. 

Also, the Native Americans’ spirituality and identity are interconnected with the land 

which they look on as a living being. The breaking of the connection with the land can seriously 

be damageable for the individual and the community. In Ceremony, the narrator remarkably 

exemplifies this thought when he underlines the effects of the destruction of a sacred land on 

Native people:  

In Tayo’s homeland a mine has been dug in a sacred area, a violation 

of nature that disturbs him deeply. Evils have been unleashed, witches 



 

Adama, Bakary & Vamara        23 

have increased in power, and the indigenous people are more vulnerable 

than ever to spiritual and physical defilement.” (p.21). 

This extract shows the connection between the environment, spirits, people and their 

well-being. It discloses the way the damage of the environment can affect the Native people’s 

physical and spiritual life. Commenting on the integrative aspects of Tayo’s illness, Essa (2021) 

Gretchen Ronnow mentions that Tayo: "is Fragmented confused and disowned, alienated from 

self, family, land and tribal traditions." (Ronnow qtd in Essa 115). For Essa, Tayo’s illness is 

the combination of different elements affected by disharmony and imbalance resulting from 

transgressions imposed by western colonization. 

In the novel, historical and Tayo's individual transgressions emerge as pivotal sources 

of inner turmoil and development for his character. The narrative highlights the significance of 

facing and recognizing these injustices, reclaiming cultural roots, and the search for spiritual 

renewal. It underscores the challenges of fighting with guilt, trauma, and the pursuit of healing 

following distressing experiences. As he confronts and ultimately seeks redemption for 

historical and personal deeds, Tayo embodies the novel's themes of resilience, cultural 

assertion, and the profound impact of reclaiming one's heritage and coming to terms with 

history. 

Therefore, the traditional healing practices play a key role in the healing process. The 

beginning of Tayo's healing journey occurs as he turns to the wisdom of the medicine man, 

Betonie, highlighting the significance of reembracing traditional rituals for achieving 

equilibrium and well-being. Betonie’s role is determining in Tayo’s recovery. For him, the 

ceremonies are constantly evolving, requiring the renewal of stories and rituals to maintain their 

strength. This growth is essential for the endurance of the ceremonies. Betonie's view on the 

evolution of ceremonies over time demonstrates the dynamic nature of tradition, implying that 

Tayo's recovery requires the adaptation of traditional practices to present-day realities. Tayo's 

sickness is connected to the disturbance of environmental balance, and his recovery entails 

reestablishing a connection with the land. In this vein, Teuton (2008) states: "Knowledge of 

places is therefore closely linked to knowledge of the self, to grasping one's position in the 

larger schemes of things, including one's own community, and to securing a confident sense of 

who one is as a person" (p.49). For Teuton, the Indian’s identity is constructed in relation to the 

land. The land appears as a kernel that gathers around it the community, and creates a link that 

binds together the individuals of the given community. Teuton underscores the integral 

relationship between self and surroundings in Tayo's culture, accentuating the spiritual renewal 

that results from reconnecting with the land. This assertion is corroborated by Beaulieu-Banks 

et al, (2015): “American Indian notions of health and well-being are deeply rooted in a 

culturally and spiritually embodied sense of place and relationship to land” (p.3).  

In Ceremony, the central character Tayo sets out on a journey of healing and restoring 

balance that is intricately linked to his individual challenges, cultural legacy, and ties to the 

land. Through his encounters and engagement with traditional healers and spiritual customs, 

Tayo experiences a profound evolution of inner healing, reconciliation, and the renewal of 

harmony within himself and his community. Actually, he participates in diverse ceremonial 

practices like the sweat lodge ceremony and the Sun Dance, which purify his soul. These rituals 

assist Tayo in addressing his previous traumas, acknowledging his individual transgressions, 

and forging a route towards revitalization and healing.  
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Significantly, under the mentorship of spiritual healers like and Ku'oosh and Betonie, 

Tayo is helped in navigating his internal struggles, facing his inner conflicts, and coming to 

terms with his illness. Through his visions and dreams, he acquires understanding of his unity 

with all creatures and the significance of preserving the equilibrium and harmony with the 

natural environment. As the protagonist advances on his quest for healing, he recognizes the 

significance of forgiveness, reconciliation, and making amends to mend his relationships with 

loved ones, both past and present. Embracing his identity as a person of mixed heritage and 

respecting his cultural roots, Tayo discovers a newfound sense of empowerment, belonging, 

and direction in his existence. This idea is upheld by Fattah (2022) as he maintains that the 

survival of the Laguna people depends on the mixed breeds who can blend the old and the new, 

stating: “Tayo, and other important mixed-blood characters, Betonie and Night Swan, represent 

the kind of adaptation that is necessary for survival in the face of contemporary realityˮ. (Rieley 

qtd. in Fattah 254). From all these, it follows that the experiences of the mixed-blood characters 

are very enlightening on the dialectic of transgression and positive transformation of social 

relations in a changing American society. The mixing of races and cultures insure social 

balance.  

More than being the product of the mixing of the differences, hybridity denotes a re-

establishment of Native American ancestral values and a prospect of human unification. This 

makes sense that with the contribution of indigenous people to the mixture, the concept of 

hybridity functions as a revalorization of the culture and traditions of these people. Not only 

does it restore the image and the traditional practices of the Laguna Pueblo people, but it also 

brings stability and harmony to social and cultural relations. Hybridity is the future of human 

race because races and cultures blending are inevitable in the current world of encounters.  

 

CONCLUSION  

From this study, it comes out that Silko’s Ceremony demonstrates how hybridity is a 

tricky and highly interpretative topical issue. The interpretations of the concept of hybridity as 

a theory of transgression of purity, a re-establishment of the Laguna Pueblo people’s image and 

culture, and a prospect of human unification have been shown respectively through the hybrid 

composition of the narrative, the cultures mixing and the races blending. The theory of 

transgression is notable in the combination of Western writing standards and indigenous oral 

tradition. Rather than making the text impure, the use of Indian storytelling traditions 

strengthens the aesthetics of the narrative and restores the Native American’s image and cultural 

practices. Observably, mixing up is ineluctable in the context of cultures meeting. Accordingly, 

hybridity becomes the norm to promote in the context of no return to cultural and racial purism. 

Human survival depends on the promotion of mixing up and its values such as openness, 

acceptance and mutual enrichment. Therefore, if the analysis of the form and the content of 

Silko’s Ceremony demonstrates that hybridity basically transgresses the rules, the transgression 

is a revolution, a progression and a positive perspective for the unification of human beings in 

their diversities. 
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