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Abstract: 
This research paper examines the pervasive themes of mental health, addiction, and 

intergenerational trauma in Sherman Alexie's novels, particularly focusing on The Absolutely 

True Diary of a Part-Time Indian and Reservation Blues. Through his semi-autobiographical 
narratives and unflinching portrayals of contemporary Native American life, Alexie 

illuminates how historical trauma—stemming from colonization, forced assimilation, and 

systematic oppression—manifests across generations within Indigenous communities. The 
paper analyzes how Alexie's characters navigate the psychological aftermath of cultural 

genocide, exploring the cyclical nature of alcoholism, depression, and suicide that plague 

reservation life. By employing dark humor and brutal honesty, Alexie creates a literary space 

where intergenerational trauma becomes visible and comprehensible, while simultaneously 
offering glimpses of resilience and hope. This study argues that Alexie's work serves as both 

a documentation of collective trauma and a form of narrative healing, challenging readers to 

confront the ongoing consequences of America's colonial legacy on Indigenous mental 
health and well-being. 
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Introduction 

Sherman Alexie, a Spokane-Coeur d'Alene author, has established himself as one of 

the most prominent voices in contemporary Native American literature. His novels, short 
stories, and poetry collections offer unflinching examinations of life on and off the 

reservation, consistently addressing the interconnected issues of mental health, substance 

abuse, and intergenerational trauma. Through his work, Alexie refuses to romanticize 
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Indigenous experiences or perpetuate the "noble savage" stereotype; instead, he presents raw, 

often painful portraits of communities struggling with the ongoing effects of colonization, 

forced assimilation, and systematic marginalization. 
 

The concept of intergenerational trauma—also known as historical or 

transgenerational trauma—has gained increasing recognition in psychological and 
sociological discourse, particularly regarding Indigenous populations. This phenomenon 

describes how trauma experienced by one generation can be transmitted to subsequent 

generations through biological, psychological, and social mechanisms. For Native American 

communities, this trauma originates from centuries of genocide, forced relocation, cultural 
suppression, boarding school systems, and broken treaties. Alexie's novels serve as literary 

testimonies to this haunting, demonstrating how historical wounds continue to manifest in 

contemporary Indigenous lives through addiction, mental illness, poverty, and fractured 
identities. 

 

This paper explores how Alexie's fiction illuminates the mechanisms of 

intergenerational trauma transmission and its devastating effects on mental health and 
addiction patterns within Native American communities. By analyzing key works including 

The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian and Reservation Blues, this study 

demonstrates how Alexie employs narrative as both a diagnostic tool and a potential pathway 
toward healing. 

Historical Context: The Roots of Intergenerational Trauma 

To understand the mental health crisis depicted in Alexie's novels, one must first 
acknowledge the historical trauma inflicted upon Native American populations. Beginning 

with European colonization and continuing through American expansion, Indigenous 

peoples faced systematic attempts at cultural genocide. The Indian Removal Act of 1830, the 

Trail of Tears, the reservation system, and the boarding school era—during which Native 
children were forcibly removed from their families and punished for speaking their 

languages or practicing their cultures—created profound psychological wounds that 

reverberate through generations. 
 

The boarding school system, which operated from the 1870s through the 1960s, 

exemplifies the traumatic policies that directly impact the characters in Alexie's fiction. The 
motto "Kill the Indian, Save the Man" encapsulated the assimilationist philosophy that 

sought to erase Indigenous identities. Children who survived these institutions often returned 

to their communities unable to speak their native languages, disconnected from cultural 

practices, and carrying deep psychological scars including shame, anger, and unresolved 
grief. Many turned to alcohol as a coping mechanism, establishing patterns of addiction that 

would affect their children and grandchildren. 
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Alexie's characters exist within this historical continuum, their personal struggles 

inseparable from collective trauma. The alcoholism, domestic violence, poverty, and 

hopelessness that pervade reservation life in his novels are not individual failings but 
symptoms of a traumatized community still reeling from centuries of oppression. 

Addiction as Inherited Wound 

Perhaps no theme appears more consistently in Alexie's work than alcoholism. In 
The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, the protagonist Junior observes that his 

father "was an alcoholic, as were so many Indians" and that "Indians were living and dying 

with booze." This matter-of-fact acknowledgment reflects the normalization of addiction 

within reservation communities—a normalization born from despair and historical trauma. 
 

Alexie portrays addiction not as a moral failure but as an inherited wound, passed 

from parent to child through both example and circumstance. Junior's father drinks to escape 
the crushing poverty and limited opportunities of reservation life. His sister Mary dies in a 

trailer fire caused by someone else's drunken negligence, illustrating how addiction's 

consequences ripple outward, claiming even those who don't drink. The novel suggests that 

alcoholism functions as a slow suicide, a response to the soul-crushing reality of being 
Indigenous in America. 

 

In Reservation Blues, Alexie explores addiction through the character of Thomas 
Builds-the-Fire and the fictional band Coyote Springs. The novel presents alcohol as both a 

literal poison and a metaphorical representation of how Indigenous people have internalized 

their oppression. When the band members drink, they're not simply seeking pleasure or 
escape; they're participating in a ritual of self-destruction that their ancestors began as a 

response to unbearable trauma. The legendary blues musician Robert Johnson's guitar, which 

appears in the novel, becomes a symbol of how pain and addiction are transmitted across 

cultures and generations—the blues itself being an art form born from suffering. 
 

Alexie's treatment of addiction acknowledges its complexity: it is simultaneously a 

disease, a choice, a symptom of trauma, and a form of cultural genocide that continues 
through self-inflicted harm. His characters understand that drinking is destroying them, yet 

they feel powerless to stop, trapped in patterns established long before their births. 

Mental Health and the Weight of History 
Depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation pervade Alexie's novels, reflecting the 

mental health crisis in Native American communities. According to the Indian Health 

Service, Native Americans have the highest suicide rate of any ethnic group in the United 

States, with rates particularly elevated among youth. Alexie's fiction gives voice to this crisis, 
exploring how historical trauma manifests as individual psychological suffering. 

 

In The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, Junior battles depression and 
feelings of worthlessness, exacerbated by his decision to leave the reservation school for a 
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predominantly white high school in a nearby town. His choice to seek better educational 

opportunities is viewed as betrayal by his community, leaving him caught between two 

worlds and fully belonging to neither. This identity fragmentation—a direct result of 
colonization's disruption of Indigenous cultures—creates profound psychological distress. 

Junior's cartoons, which appear throughout the novel, serve as both a coping mechanism and 

a cry for help, visualizing his internal struggles in ways words cannot capture. 
 

The novel also addresses the normalization of death and loss in reservation 

communities. Junior loses his grandmother, his father's best friend, and his sister within a 

short period, each death linked to the poverty, violence, or addiction that plague the 
reservation. The accumulation of grief becomes unbearable, yet Junior observes that such 

losses are routine for reservation residents. This normalization of trauma prevents adequate 

mourning and healing, ensuring that pain remains unprocessed and is transmitted to the next 
generation. 

 

Alexie's characters often express feeling haunted—by ancestors, by history, by the 

ghosts of what their lives might have been in a world without colonization. This haunting is 
not supernatural but psychological, the weight of intergenerational trauma manifesting as a 

constant presence that shapes thoughts, behaviors, and possibilities. The reservation itself 

becomes a kind of ghost town, populated by the living dead who have given up hope. 

Breaking Cycles: Resilience and Resistance 

Despite the bleakness of much of his subject matter, Alexie's novels are not without 

hope. His protagonists often display remarkable resilience, finding ways to survive and 
occasionally transcend their circumstances. This resilience itself is a form of 

intergenerational inheritance—the survival strategies and cultural strengths that have 

allowed Indigenous peoples to persist despite centuries of attempted annihilation. 

 
Junior's decision to attend the white school, while painful, represents an act of 

resistance against the limited future the reservation offers. His grandmother, before her death, 

embodies traditional wisdom and forgiveness, modeling an alternative to the anger and 
bitterness that consume many characters. Her ability to forgive her drunk driver killer 

demonstrates a spiritual strength rooted in Indigenous values that predate colonial trauma. 

Humor serves as another survival mechanism throughout Alexie's work. His characters 
employ dark, often self-deprecating humor to cope with unbearable realities. This humor is 

not escapism but a form of truth-telling, a way of acknowledging pain while refusing to be 

destroyed by it. Laughter becomes an act of defiance, a assertion of humanity in 

dehumanizing circumstances. 
 

Education and storytelling emerge as potential pathways out of intergenerational 

trauma. Junior's artistic talent and his teacher's encouragement suggest that creative 
expression can help process trauma and imagine different futures. Similarly, Thomas Builds-
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the-Fire's compulsive storytelling in Reservation Blues represents an attempt to preserve 

culture and make meaning from suffering. Though his community often dismisses him, 

Thomas's stories maintain connections to the past and assert Indigenous presence and 
perspective. 

 

Alexie also emphasizes the importance of chosen family and community bonds. 
While biological families in his novels are often dysfunctional due to addiction and trauma, 

characters form supportive relationships with friends, teachers, and mentors who provide the 

stability and encouragement their families cannot. These connections suggest that healing 

from intergenerational trauma requires not just individual effort but community support and 
collective acknowledgment of shared wounds. 

Narrative as Healing 

Alexie's novels themselves function as a form of narrative healing, both for the 
author and for readers. By giving voice to experiences of trauma, addiction, and mental 

illness that are often silenced or stereotyped, Alexie creates space for recognition and 

validation. His semi-autobiographical approach—Junior's story closely mirrors Alexie's own 

experience of leaving the Spokane Indian Reservation to attend high school in a white 
town—suggests that storytelling can be a method of processing personal and collective 

trauma. 

 
The act of writing and reading these narratives disrupts the silence that allows 

intergenerational trauma to persist unexamined. When trauma remains unspoken, it cannot 

be understood or addressed; it simply repeats across generations. Alexie's unflinching 
honesty forces both Indigenous and non-Indigenous readers to confront uncomfortable truths 

about American history and its ongoing consequences. 

 

For Native American readers, Alexie's work offers representation and validation, 
countering the erasure and misrepresentation that characterize much of mainstream 

American culture. Seeing their experiences reflected in literature can reduce feelings of 

isolation and shame, potentially encouraging individuals to seek help for mental health and 
addiction issues. 

 

For non-Indigenous readers, Alexie's novels provide education about the realities of 
contemporary Native American life, challenging stereotypes and fostering empathy. 

Understanding the historical roots of current crises can shift perspectives from judgment to 

compassion, potentially influencing policy and social attitudes. 

Conclusion 
Sherman Alexie's novels offer powerful explorations of how intergenerational 

trauma manifests in Native American communities through addiction, mental illness, and 

fractured identities. His characters are haunted by histories they did not create but cannot 
escape, trapped in cycles of self-destruction that began with colonization and continue 
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through internalized oppression. Yet Alexie's work is not simply a catalog of suffering; it is 

also a testament to Indigenous resilience, humor, and survival. 

 
By illuminating the connections between historical trauma and contemporary crises, 

Alexie's fiction serves multiple purposes: it documents the ongoing effects of colonialism, 

validates the experiences of traumatized communities, educates readers about Indigenous 
realities, and suggests that narrative itself can be a tool for healing. His novels demonstrate 

that addressing mental health and addiction in Native American communities requires 

acknowledging their roots in collective historical trauma rather than treating them as 

individual pathologies. 
 

The haunting that pervades Alexie's work—the sense that characters are pursued by 

ghosts of the past—reflects a psychological reality for communities that have experienced 
genocide and cultural suppression. Yet his protagonists' struggles to survive, to maintain 

connections, to find humor and meaning in difficult circumstances, suggest that these ghosts 

need not be eternal. Through education, storytelling, community support, and honest 

confrontation with painful histories, the cycles of intergenerational trauma can potentially be 
interrupted. 

 

Alexie's contribution to American literature extends beyond artistic merit; his novels 
serve as crucial documents of a ongoing crisis and as potential catalysts for the recognition 

and healing that traumatized communities desperately need. In giving voice to the haunted 

generations, he takes a step toward exorcising the ghosts. 
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