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Thomas Berger's Little Big Man is a seminal work in American literature that has captivated
readers since its publication in 1964. This novel presents a unique narrative perspective on the
American West, blending history with fiction and providing a rich commentary on cultural identity,
morality, and the complexities of human existence. Berger's storytelling, characterized by humor
and poignancy, invites readers to explore the life of its protagonist, Jack Crabb, who navigates a
world filled with both absurdity and profound significance.

Overview of Little Big Man

Thomas Berger's "Little Big Man" is a novel that follows the life of Jack Crabb, a white man raised by
the Cheyenne tribe in the 19th century. Through a series of adventures and misadventures, Crabb
interacts with various historical figures, including General Custer and Sitting Bull, while providing a
critical lens on the American frontier and the myths surrounding it.

Plot Summary

The narrative unfolds as Crabb, now an old man, recounts his life story to a skeptical historian. Key
plot points include:

1. Childhood among the Cheyenne: Jack is taken in by the Cheyenne after the murder of his
family, experiencing life from an Indigenous perspective.

2. Encounters with Historical Figures: The novel features Crabb’s interactions with notable
figures like General Custer, presenting a satirical view of American history.

3. Identity Crisis: Jack struggles with his identity between two cultures, highlighting the
conflicts faced by those caught between differing worlds.

4. Struggles and Triumphs: Throughout his life, Crabb faces numerous challenges, including
war, love, and loss, which shape his understanding of humanity.

Thematic Exploration

"Little Big Man" is rich in themes that resonate with readers, making it a profound commentary on
various aspects of life and society.



Cultural Identity

One of the most prominent themes is the exploration of cultural identity. Jack's upbringing among
the Cheyenne allows Berger to delve into the complexities of identity formation. The character's dual
heritage provides a lens through which readers can examine:

e The impact of colonization on Indigenous cultures.

e The struggle for self-identity in a world that often imposes rigid categories.

e The irony of being both an insider and outsider in different communities.

History and Myth

Berger's narrative blurs the lines between history and myth. Through Crabb's encounters, the novel
critiques the romanticized version of the American West. Key points include:
» Satirical portrayals of historical figures, particularly Custer, challenge traditional narratives.

e The juxtaposition of personal stories against grand historical events reveals the human cost of
such narratives.

e The novel invites readers to question the reliability of history and the stories that shape
national identity.

Absurdity of War

The absurdity of war is another critical theme in "Little Big Man." Berger uses humor and irony to
portray the futility and chaos associated with conflict. This theme is illustrated through:
e Crabb’s experiences in various battles that highlight the randomness of survival and death.

e Interactions with soldiers who display both bravery and cowardice, reflecting the
contradictions inherent in war.

e The portrayal of the impact of war on both individual lives and communities, emphasizing the
lasting scars left behind.



Character Analysis

The characters in "Little Big Man" are vividly drawn and serve to enhance the novel's themes.

Jack Crabb

Jack Crabb is a complex protagonist whose journey encapsulates the novel’s exploration of identity
and culture. Key aspects of his character include:

e His adaptability and resourcefulness in navigating different cultural worlds.

» His humorous yet poignant observations, which provide insight into the absurdities of life.

e His ultimate quest for belonging and understanding in a fractured world.

Supporting Characters

The supporting characters in the novel, including the Cheyenne tribe members and historical
figures, add depth and richness to the narrative. Notable characters include:

e Sitting Bull: A wise and formidable leader who represents the strength and resilience of
Indigenous peoples.

e General Custer: A caricature of the American military ethos, embodying arrogance and
ignorance.

¢ Other Cheyenne Warriors: They symbolize the community and kinship that shape Crabb's
understanding of loyalty and identity.

Literary Style and Techniques

Thomas Berger’s writing style in "Little Big Man" is characterized by its wit, humor, and narrative
complexity. His techniques include:

¢ First-Person Narrative: The use of first-person perspective allows readers to intimately
experience Jack's thoughts and feelings.

 Satirical Tone: Berger employs satire to critique historical narratives and societal norms,



making profound observations accessible and engaging.

¢ Blending of Genres: The novel mixes elements of comedy, tragedy, and historical fiction,
creating a multifaceted reading experience.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

"Little Big Man" has left a lasting impact on both literature and popular culture. Its innovative
approach to storytelling and its critical examination of American history have influenced countless
writers and filmmakers. The novel has also sparked discussions about representation, cultural
appropriation, and the complexities of identity in America.

Adaptations

The novel's popularity led to a successful film adaptation in 1970, directed by Arthur Penn. This
adaptation brought Berger's story to a wider audience, further solidifying its place in American
cultural discourse. The film retained much of the novel's humor and critical perspective while
introducing new elements that resonate with contemporary viewers.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Thomas Berger's "Little Big Man" stands as a powerful exploration of identity, history,
and the human experience. Through the eyes of Jack Crabb, readers are invited to navigate the
complexities of cultural heritage, the absurdities of war, and the nuances of personal identity. The
novel's enduring themes and rich characterizations continue to resonate with audiences, making it a
vital part of the American literary canon. Whether read as a historical critique or a personal journey,
"Little Big Man" remains a thought-provoking and impactful work that encourages reflection on the
nature of humanity and the stories we tell.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Little Big Man' by Thomas Berger?

'Little Big Man' explores themes of identity, cultural conflict, and the complexities of American
history through the eyes of a white man raised by Native Americans.

Who is the protagonist of 'Little Big Man'?

The protagonist of 'Little Big Man' is Jack Crabb, who claims to be 111 years old and recounts his
life story, including his experiences with both Native Americans and white settlers.



How does 'Little Big Man' portray Native American culture?

'Little Big Man' presents a nuanced portrayal of Native American culture, showcasing their customs,
beliefs, and the impact of colonization through Jack Crabb's interactions with various tribes.

What narrative style is used in 'Little Big Man'?

The novel employs a first-person narrative style, allowing readers to experience Jack Crabb's
adventures and perspectives directly, adding to the authenticity of his story.

What historical events are depicted in 'Little Big Man'?

'Little Big Man' incorporates significant historical events such as the Battle of Little Bighorn and the
westward expansion of the United States, blending fact with fiction.

How does Thomas Berger use humor in 'Little Big Man'?

Berger uses humor to provide satirical commentary on American society, cultural
misunderstandings, and the absurdities of war, often through Jack's witty observations and
experiences.

What impact did 'Little Big Man' have on literature and film?

'Little Big Man' has been influential in both literature and film, inspiring discussions about
representation and the revisionist portrayal of the American West, particularly in the 1970 film
adaptation.

What is the significance of Jack Crabb's dual identity in 'Little
Big Man'?

Jack Crabb's dual identity as both a white man and a member of a Native American tribe highlights
the complexities of cultural identity and the struggle for belonging in a divided society.
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