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The Medicine Bag by Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve is a poignant and reflective
short story that captures the essence of cultural identity, family heritage,
and the significance of traditions in Native American life. The narrative
follows the journey of a young boy named Martin, who learns the value of his
Lakota heritage through the experiences and teachings of his grandfather, a
traditional medicine man. The story is rich with themes of connection to
one's roots and the importance of understanding and embracing one's culture.

Overview of the Story

"The Medicine Bag" is a story that delves into the complexities of cultural
identity and personal growth. It is set against the backdrop of a
contemporary American landscape, where the protagonist grapples with the
duality of being a Native American youth in a predominantly non-Native
society. The narrative unfolds as Martin receives a visit from his
grandfather, who brings with him a traditional medicine bag, filled with
items that hold deep cultural significance.

Plot Summary

The story begins with Martin's apprehension about his grandfather's impending
arrival. He feels embarrassed and uncertain about how his friends will
perceive the old man, who represents a connection to their Lakota heritage.
When his grandfather arrives, Martin is initially hesitant to embrace him,
worried about the reactions of his peers. However, the arrival of the
medicine bag shifts the narrative's tone.

1. The Medicine Bag: Martin's grandfather presents him with the medicine bag,
which contains sacred items that symbolize their ancestry, spiritual beliefs,
and the responsibilities that come with being a part of the Lakota community.

2. Lessons in Heritage: Through the story, Martin learns about the importance
of the medicine bag and what it represents: a connection to the past, the
wisdom of ancestors, and the strength of cultural identity. His grandfather
shares stories that illustrate the significance of each item in the bag.

3. Coming of Age: As the story progresses, Martin transitions from being
embarrassed by his heritage to understanding and appreciating it. This
journey of self-discovery is crucial, as it marks his growth and acceptance
of his identity.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Medicine Bag" play a vital role in conveying the
story's themes. Each character embodies different aspects of cultural
identity and personal growth.



Martin

Martin is the protagonist and represents the struggle many young Native
Americans face when trying to reconcile their cultural heritage with modern
society. Initially, he feels embarrassed by his grandfather and their
customs. However, as he learns about the importance of the medicine bag, he
gradually embraces his identity.

- Internal Conflict: Martin's internal struggle is central to the narrative.
He battles with feelings of shame and pride, which ultimately leads to his
personal growth.

- Growth and Acceptance: By the end of the story, Martin comes to realize the
value of his heritage and the lessons that come from it. This transformation
is a critical aspect of the story's message.

The Grandfather

The grandfather is a key figure in Martin's journey toward understanding his
heritage. He embodies the wisdom of the elders and serves as a bridge between
the past and the present.

- Cultural Authority: As a medicine man, he carries the weight of tradition
and cultural knowledge. His character emphasizes the importance of passing
down stories and teachings to younger generations.

- Symbol of Legacy: The grandfather's presence symbolizes the strength and
resilience of Native American culture. His teachings serve to instill pride
in Martin and encourage him to embrace his identity.

Thematic Elements

"The Medicine Bag" is rich in themes that resonate with readers, particularly
those related to identity, heritage, and the importance of family.

Cultural Identity

At the heart of the story lies the exploration of cultural identity. Martin's
journey illustrates the struggle many individuals face in embracing their
heritage, especially in a society that often marginalizes or misunderstands
Native cultures.

- Duality of Identity: Martin's experience reflects the duality of being a
Native American youth. He grapples with the desire to fit in with his peers
while also longing to connect with his cultural roots.

- Pride in Heritage: Through the teachings of his grandfather, Martin learns
to take pride in his heritage. The medicine bag becomes a symbol of this
pride and a reminder of the importance of embracing one's identity.



Family and Tradition

The relationship between Martin and his grandfather is central to the
narrative, highlighting the significance of family bonds and the transmission
of cultural knowledge across generations.

- Intergenerational Connection: The story emphasizes the importance of
relationships between grandparents and grandchildren in preserving cultural
traditions. Martin's grandfather serves as a mentor, guiding him through the
process of self-discovery.

- Role of Tradition: The medicine bag itself is a tangible representation of
tradition. It holds the memories and teachings of ancestors, serving as a
reminder of the importance of maintaining cultural practices.

Writing Style and Literary Devices

Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve employs various literary devices in "The Medicine
Bag" to enhance the storytelling and convey deeper meanings.

Symbolism

The medicine bag is the most significant symbol in the story. It represents:

- Cultural Heritage: The items within the bag embody the values, beliefs, and
traditions of the Lakota people.

- Personal Growth: As Martin learns about the medicine bag, it symbolizes his
journey toward understanding and accepting his identity.

Imagery and Descriptive Language

Sneve's use of vivid imagery and descriptive language immerses the reader in
the setting and cultural context. The descriptions of the medicine bag and
its contents evoke a sense of reverence and connection to the past.

- Cultural Significance: Through rich descriptions, the reader gains insight
into the significance of each item in the medicine bag, highlighting the
importance of cultural practices.

Dialogue and Voice

The dialogue between Martin and his grandfather adds depth to their
relationship and emphasizes the transfer of wisdom. The grandfather's voice
embodies the wisdom of generations, while Martin's voice captures the
youthful struggle for identity.



Conclusion

"The Medicine Bag" by Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve is a powerful exploration
of cultural identity, family, and the significance of traditions. Through the
journey of Martin, the story illustrates the importance of embracing one's
heritage and the wisdom that comes from understanding the past. The
characters, themes, and literary devices work together to create a narrative
that resonates with readers, particularly those who navigate the complexities
of cultural identity in a modern world. As Martin learns to appreciate his
Lakota heritage and the lessons passed down through generations, readers are
reminded of the enduring significance of family, tradition, and the bonds
that connect us to our roots.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Medicine Bag' by
Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve?

The central theme of 'The Medicine Bag' is the importance of cultural
identity and heritage, as well as the connection between generations within a
family.

How does the character of Martin change throughout
the story?

Martin evolves from feeling embarrassed about his Native American heritage to
embracing it, particularly after receiving the medicine bag from his
grandfather.

What role does the medicine bag itself play in the
narrative?

The medicine bag symbolizes the cultural traditions and spiritual beliefs of
Martin's Lakota heritage, serving as a bridge between the past and present.

How does Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve incorporate
elements of Native American culture in the story?

Sneve weaves Native American culture into the story through the depiction of
traditional practices, values, and the significance of family and community.

What is the significance of Martin's relationship
with his grandfather?

Martin's relationship with his grandfather is pivotal as it represents the
passing down of cultural wisdom and the importance of understanding one's
roots.



What challenges does Martin face regarding his
cultural identity?

Martin grapples with feelings of shame and embarrassment about his heritage,
especially in a predominantly non-Native environment, which affects his self-
acceptance.

How does the story address the theme of generational
conflict?

The story highlights generational conflict through Martin's initial rejection
of his heritage, contrasting with his grandfather's deep connection to their
traditions, ultimately leading to reconciliation.
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