A Hermeneutic Exposition of a Plains Healer’s Concept of “The Grandfathers”

Great Mysteries, comprise, and are comprised of,
Wakan Tanka, the Great Mystery. Concerning this
composite unity of the Great Mystery, Alexan
der (1953: 167) states that “Wakan Tanka, like the
Christian Trinity, is a Mystery of many persons
in one.” Most scholars, however, refer to Wakan
Tanka as a distinct entity from the Grandfathers
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thers, conducted the hermeneutic exposition, and
took the responsibility for coordinating the writing
efforts and bringing the paper to press, he is listed
as the first author. Due to his key role in the

paper, Pompana is listed second. Denise Spitzer,
a graduate student in anthropology, is particularly
interested in “critical” anthropology and has at

(Walker 1980; Powers 1975).

tempted to place the methodological issue of “col

In brief, there is some ambiguity in the litera
ture (taken as a whole) concerning issues such as

in anthropology. Craig Candler, who recently fin

laboration” in the context of recent developments

the difference (if any) between Grandfather spirits

ished an undergraduate degree in anthropology

a nd lesser spirits; differences in power among the

with an emphasis upon Native studies, did most
of the research into the existing literature on the
concept of the Grandfathers. This information on

Grandfather spirits; the relation between Grandfa
ther spirits and the Great Spirit (or Great Mystery);
and whether or not positive and negative qualities
are associated with distinct sets of spirits, differing
aspects of the same spirits, or with how the power
ls used by those humans to which it is transmitted.

Tart of this ambiguity may be due to changes over
hme, and part may be due to differences among
culture groups, or even individual informants withln groups. Because there are numerous sources

for ambiguities in the literature, this paper relies
Primarily upon information provided by one of the
authors.

3 Methodological Issues
The Nature of the Collaborative Process

^n the process of attempting to elucidate the conCe pt of the Grandfathers from the point of view of

a contemporary Dakota healer, the paper provides

the authors is provided here because it is relevant
to the issue of collaboration.
One way to research the concept of the Grand

fathers would be to sample different Native cul
tures, but interviews elicited from a large number
of individuals would present numerous difficulties

in terms of analysis, especially since the interviews
would undoubtedly include a great deal of diver
sity. We chose to take a more specific approach
and explore the concept of the Grandfathers in
some depth with a single individual. Discussions
between Young and Pompana took place over a
two-year period and resulted in over a hundred

pages of transcripts, transcribed by Candler. These
transcripts provided the basis for the hermeneutic

exposition presented below.
The exposition does not represent aboriginal
thought in general, and it does not represent what
the concept of the Grandfathers might have meant
prior to European contact. Rather, the exposition

ln formation on the nature of the collaborative pro

represents what one Dakota individual, Clifford

cess itself. Because Young 3 initiated discussions
w ith Pompana4 on the concept of the Grandfa

Pompana, means when he refers to the Grandfa
thers. In other words, this paper is about a con

temporary concept whose meaning will undoubt
3 Before entering anthropology, Young was trained in theol

ogy, philosophy of religion, and comparative religion. He
feels that the functionalist approach to religion so typical
of anthropology is useful, but that social scientists should

also attempt to place indigenous religious thought within
the broader framework of religious thought in general.
4 Clifford Pompana is a mature Dakota individual who re

cently completed an M.A. degree in anthropology at the
University of Alberta. Prior to entry into the anthropology
department, he was an undergraduate major in psychology

edly change as Pompana continues to mature in
his understanding of his own tradition. Like other
concepts in any cultural system, the concept of
the Grandfathers is a dynamic one. The way the

concept functions depends partly on the needs and
understandings of those who use it. It thus varies
among individuals and over time.

at the same institution. Because of his exposure to nonnative

modes of thought, he finds it relatively easy to talk to
outsiders about his own belief system, and to translate
Native concepts into a form that is not so alien to outsiders.

The “hermeneutic tone” of what he says is enthusiastically
endorsed by some Native elders who are pleased to have a

spokesman who can stand in both worlds, but displeasing
to more traditional elders who feel uneasy about attempting
to translate Native concepts for outsiders. In other words,
Pompana does not represent the views of everyone in his
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group. He speaks about his culture as he understands it. This

understanding is informed by many years of discussions
with elders, but it is also informed by the idiosyncrasies
of his own experience. The transcripts from the focused
interviews (over 100 pages of single-spaced typewritten ma
terial) and the audiotapes from which they were taken are on
file with the Centre for the Cross-Cultural Study of Health

and Healing, Department of Anthropology, University of
Alberta, Edmonton, Canada.

