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Western Destruction 

 Joy Harjo was born in 1951 as a member of the Native American Mvskoke Nation in 

Tulsa, Oklahoma. Using the roots of her Mvskoke heritage, along with her adamant feminist and 

social concerns, she was able to write many critically acclaimed ecopoetic works (Poetry 

Foundation). In several of these works, she attempts to connect her Native American heritage to 

Anglo-American values, which are often in conflict. Also, her heritage and writings can be better 

understood by reading them in context with Paula Gunn Allen’s, “The Sacred Hoop”.  Through 

“A Map to the Next World”, Joy Harjo urges Western society to find the connection Native 

Americans once had with the natural world, because as nature is forgotten, ignorance and 

arrogance will be the downfall of humankind. 

 In “The Sacred Hoop”, Allen writes about various differences between Native American 

and Western literature. To the Western reader, nonwestern literature is often misinterpreted, 

which caused Native American literature to be looked down upon by Western society (1). Also, 

Native Americans have two types of literature, the ceremony and the myth. According to Allen, 

“The Ceremony is the ritual enactment of a specialized perception of cosmic relationships, while 

the Myth is a prose record of that relationship” (6). This varies greatly from Western societies’ 

various writing genres. Harjo, however, is able to write with Native American styles in a way the 

Western reader can understand.  

 Allen also examines the different beliefs of existence between Native American and 

Western culture. In Native American societies, there is no “great hierarchical ladder of being” 

which places different organisms above each other (4). Instead, all beings are seen as equal, 

necessary parts of the earth, causing every organism to be sacred. In Western society, however, 
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egotistical humans view themselves as the only intelligent, sacred beings (5). They tend to have a 

linear view, with plants towards the bottom, animals next, ascending in class up the food chain to 

humans, and above all, God. This linear view is very counterintuitive towards seeing the 

interconnectedness of all beings. People in Western societies separate themselves from the 

organic kingdom without seeing value in the rest of the natural world. In Native American 

ideology, a “sacred hoop” exists in which the earth and all of its organic life are intertwined and 

everlasting throughout space and time. The hoop circles upon itself, enclosing the universe with 

no beginning or end in an ever continuing existence (3). In Harjo’s works, the idea of the sacred 

hoop is a looming theme helping to tie her writing back to her Native American roots. 

 Joy Harjo’s “A Map to the Next World” is an abstract poem with a prophetic message, 

warning people what will become of the world if humans continue to ignore nature. Throughout 

the poem, the sacred hoop is referenced as a way to persuade the reader that this inevitable doom 

is actually avoidable if we listen to certain Native American beliefs and respect nature. The poem 

starts with the lines, “In the last days of the fourth world I wished to make a map for / those who 

would climb through the hole in the sky” (1, 2). Here, the speaker is using a first person point of 

view, showing that she, all alone, is attempting to persuade all of Western society to change its 

views towards nature.  Through saying ‘In the last days of the fourth world’, the speaker is 

saying that the fourth world, or nomadic, hunter and gatherer societies, are vanishing. Through 

calling it the “fourth world”, the speaker is showing how Western societies perceive nomadic 

societies, like the Native Americans, to be inferior. Then, the speaker references what may be 

read as the sacred hoop through the people “who would climb through the hole in the sky”. They 

long to pass through the hole, which is in the shape of a hoop. Due to this, it can be inferred that 

people would want to escape to a place described in the sacred hoop, where everything lives in 
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harmony.  As the sacred hoop has no beginning and no end, they would also be escaping the ‘last 

days of the fourth world’. Also, in Western society, maps are used to guide people to their 

destination. Therefore, the map may symbolize that Western society has taken the wrong path: 

the path towards the end of nature. In order to return back to the right path, people need to be 

shown the way.  

In order to make the map, the speaker says, “My only tools were the desires of humans” 

(3). By saying this, the speaker believes that in order to make a map that Western society could 

understand, she needs to use the things that they desire to have. As Paula Gunn Allen talked 

about in “The Sacred Hoop”, Western society often misinterprets and has trouble understanding 

things that are foreign to them (1). Whether it be Native American literature or being respectful 

towards nature, Western society could benefit from a “map” that uses what they already know. 

The speaker then addresses the interconnectivity of souls, saying “as they emerged / from 

the killing fields, from the bedrooms and kitchens. / For the soul is a wanderer with many hands 

and feet” (3-5). When the speaker says ‘as they emerged / from the killing fields, from the 

bedrooms and kitchens’, she is referencing the death and destruction Western culture has caused 

to countless humans, including the Native Americans. This death and destruction is so common 

for people in Western societies that it is as routine as things in their own home.  Then, by 

following that up with ‘For the soul is a wanderer with many hands and feet’, she is saying that 

all living things have a soul. This includes the nomadic, wandering Native Americans that were 

murdered by Western society. Through this, she is urging western society to see that everyone is 

connected and equal, and to stop all of the killing. Also, the line, ‘For the soul is a wanderer with 

many hands and feet’ is in its own single line stanza, accentuating it from the stanzas around it 

and highlighting its importance. 
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After referencing what must be used to make the map, the speaker then addresses how the 

map must be fluid in its attempt to connect to Western society, saying, “The map must be of 

sand” (6). Sand is always ever changing, as each foot through the desert and every wave on the 

beach changes it to be different from what it once was. This, in relation to the map, is saying that 

with every new part in Western society, and each new generation that strays further away from a 

relationship with nature, the map needs to change in order to try and successfully show the new 

part of society a meaningful view of nature.  

Then, in the next line, the speaker says, “It / must carry fire to the next tribal town, for the 

renewal of spirit” (6, 7). Here, the speaker is discussing how while the map must be fluid, 

Western society still has its roots in tribal life. The ‘fire’ being carried is the urgent message of 

the map. This message is trying to renew the ‘spirit’ of Native Americans into the next ‘tribal 

town’, which could be inferred as Western society. By calling western society the “next” tribal 

town, the speaker is showing the belief that Western societies still hold Native American beliefs 

in their core, which the map has the potential to extract. Unfortunately, the map “can’t be read by 

ordinary light”, and as Western society struggles to interpret anything outside of what is normal 

to it, or its own ‘ordinary light’, it can’t understand the “fire” of the map. (6). This is to say, no 

matter what the map changes about itself, it is always unsuccessful. The idea of treating nature as 

an equal is such a foreign idea to Western society that, no matter what the map tries to do to 

shape itself as a ‘desire of humans’, it can’t be understood. Due to this, the map must continue to 

be fluid, bringing its ‘fire’ to each new evolution of Western society, in a desperate attempt ‘for 

the renewal of spirit’ of Native American beliefs. 

 Through this point in the poem, the tone is relatively pessimistic, as Western society is 

too arrogant to comprehend the map. Now, however, the tone shifts to become very cynical, as 
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Western society refused to understand the map in time. Also, the point of view switches from 

referring to everything as ‘I’, to referring everything as ‘We’. This is to show that the speaker is 

no longer trying to make a map for people. It is too late. Now, everyone must face the 

destruction of the fourth world together. 

 The speaker begins the destruction by saying, “Keep track of the errors of our 

forgetfulness; the fog steals our / children while we sleep” (12, 13). By keeping ‘track of the 

errors of our forgetfulness’, people will try to never forget nature about nature again. Next, ‘the 

fog steals our children while we sleep’ is an allusion to the story of Moses and the ten plagues in 

the Old Testament. In this story, the Pharaoh of Egypt ignored the pleas of freedom from the 

Hebrew people, and finally, a thick fog came and overwhelmed Egypt, killing all of the Egyptian 

first-born children and setting the Hebrews free. In relation to what the speaker is trying to say, 

the ‘fog’ is the arrogance of western society, overwhelming and destroying itself in order to set 

nature free. This is all happening ‘while we sleep’, or in the ignorance of people, as they fail to 

see what is clearly happening around them. 

 The next two stanzas show how, as a result of Western society, nature faces destruction. 

 The speaker says: 

Flowers of rage spring up in the depression. Monsters are born 

there of nuclear anger. 

Trees of ashes wave good-bye to good-bye and the map appears to 

disappear. (14-17) 

As ‘flowers of rage spring up in the depression’, it is evident that this is contrary to how flowers 

are usually viewed by people. Flowers are seen as symbolic of peace and harmony, so by saying 

these new flowers are springing up in rage, it creates irony, showing how anger has become 

naturalized into once peaceful nature. Then, by saying ‘monsters are born there of nuclear 
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anger’, it can be inferred that these ‘monsters’ are Western societies. Obsession with death and 

destruction has caused a numbness to atrocity. The ‘monsters’ have destroyed Native American 

culture, and are on the path to destroying nature. Flowers of peace are becoming flowers of rage, 

and trees of majestic beauty are becoming ‘trees of ashes’. These ‘trees of ashes’ are waving 

‘good-bye to good-bye’ to nature, and ‘the map’ is appearing ‘to disappear’. Now, it is too late 

for western civilization to completely fix what it has caused. There is no longer a map to guide 

them to a path of rejuvenation. Nature, along with the map, has disappeared. 

 Then, in a spur of reflection, the speaker says “We no longer know the names of the birds 

here, how to speak to / them by their personal names. / Once we knew everything in this lush 

promise.” (18-20). This is the speaker remembering how Native Americans used to talk to birds 

and all animals as equals, giving them ‘personal names’ rather than simply referring to them as 

what they are. This was a time when nature and humankind were at harmony. Now, Western 

society doesn’t communicate with nature on a personal level. It has lost its harmony with nature. 

All that is left for it is the wrath that the abandoned nature has bestowed upon it. 

 It is not these animals that have abandoned Western society. According to the speaker, 

“They have never left us; we abandoned them for science” (33). Similar to how Native American 

societies lacked in scientific knowledge, but were prolific in their relationship with nature, 

Western society has lacked care for nature in its quest for scientific achievement. What Western 

society failed to factor in, however, is that it is a part of nature. In giving up nature, it has given 

up on itself. 

 Finally, at the end of the poem, the speaker says “Crucial to finding the way is this: there 

is no beginning or end. / You must make your own map” (52, 53). This, which we may read as 
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another reference to the sacred hoop, is the speaker saying that the only way to avoid this 

catastrophe is to realize that everything is connected with ‘no beginning or end’. The sacred hoop 

unifies everything into harmony, with everything having the same significance. With everything 

on an equal level, Western society would live with nature in harmony. Thus, once people see the 

way of the sacred hoop, they will have succeeded in ‘finding the way’. Unfortunately for people, 

however, there is no longer help in finding their way. In the last line of the poem, the speaker 

realizes that the only hope for Western society to avoid their doom is if they make their own map 

to the path of a relationship with nature.  

As Western society holds a linear view of order, opposed to the harmonious view 

described in the sacred hoop, it holds itself with a greater importance than nature. Due to this 

egocentric view, nature is ignored. In “A Map to the Next World”, Joy Harjo prophesizes that the 

ignorance of nature will lead to the downfall of humankind. As Western society maintains its 

arrogance, nature is being destroyed. Humans are a part of nature, however, and if nature is 

destroyed, Western society will also be destroyed. Western society fails to understand that 

everything in nature is an equal rather than a lesser, and because of this, it is bringing upon its 

own destruction.  
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