
10A Common Assessment 

Name_________________________ 
 

Powwow at the End of the World 
Poem by Sherman Alexie 

 
AS YOU READ: Think about how Sherman Alexie, a poet of Native American descent, portrays 
traditional Native American culture and what messages (themes) he may be conveying in the 
poem. 
 
Read this poem out loud and listen to what this poem sounds like. Can you hear the rhythm and 
dancing? Does this support a theme of the poem? 
 

 
I am told by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall 
after an Indian woman puts her shoulder to the Grand Coulee Dam 
and topples it. I am told by many of you that I must forgive 
and so I shall after the floodwaters burst each successive dam 
downriver from the Grand Coulee. I am told by many of you 
that I must forgive and so I shall after the floodwaters find 
their way to the mouth of the Columbia River as it enters the Pacific 
and causes all of it to rise. I am told by many of you that I must forgive 
and so I shall after the first drop of floodwater is swallowed by that salmon 
waiting in the Pacific. I am told by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall 
after that salmon swims upstream, through the mouth of the Columbia 
and then past the flooded cities, broken dams and abandoned reactors 
of Hanford. I am told by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall 
after that salmon swims through the mouth of the Spokane River 
as it meets the Columbia, then upstream, until it arrives 
in the shallows of a secret bay on the reservation where I wait alone. 
I am told by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall after 
that salmon leaps into the night air above the water, throws 
a lightning bolt at the brush near my feet, and starts the fire 
which will lead all of the lost Indians home. I am told 
by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall 
after we Indians have gathered around the fire with that salmon 
who has three stories it must tell before sunrise: one story will teach us 
how to pray; another story will make us laugh for hours; 
the third story will give us reason to dance. I am told by many 
of you that I must forgive and so I shall when I am dancing 
with my tribe during the powwow at the end of the world. 
 
Alexie, Sherman. “The Powwow at the End of the World.” The Summer of Black Widows . 1996. 

 

 

 
 
 
 



 
 
Powwow: a gathering of members of a tribe in Native American communities. It involves feasting, singing, and dancing for 
the purpose of honoring the traditions of ancestors. The word is from the Narragansett word Powwow, meaning "spiritual 
leader" (https://www.sutori.com/.../powwow-at-the-end-of-the-world--ATjfVQ95h5wKDhhiJ4). 

 

“The Powwow at the End of the World” is actually a ceremony to preserve and restore the Native American land and way 
of life. The repetition of the beginning of the lines and the strong rhythm suggest the drumbeat and dance of the 
apocalyptic powwow, or communal dance of Indians at the end of the world when all will be put right again. The speaker is 
an Indian answering the demand for forgiveness by the audience, who imply the Indians should forget four centuries of 
the atrocities committed by European settlers. He speaks in authoritative chant-like native rhetoric as though he can 
actually do what he says, like a medicine man. The poem in a few lines undoes the effects of modern civilization, 
destroying dams and allowing the waters to flow and the salmon to return. 
 

Indian tribal ceremonies use formal structures of incantation, song, dance, prayer, visual symbol, and gesture to restore 
wholeness to the land and community. Ceremonies were meant to produce specific results, such as rain or healing, and 
language was a primary tool. Alexie is using language to resurrect the dead Indians and their culture at a powwow at the 
end of the world. If one understands the ancient use of language, the poem yields a holistic reading of something he 
wants to happen now, not later. 
 

The poem says the speaker will only forgive when all the destruction of the land and Indians has been removed, but he 
does not wait for the government or for the end of the world. He topples the Grand Coulee Dam and nuclear reactors 
himself with his words. The Grand Coulee dam and the nuclear reactors at Hanford for most Americans represented 
technological progress. For the land and the Indians, they meant far-reaching ecological and spiritual damage. The dam 
provided electricity and irrigation but blocked the Columbia River with cement, flooding hunting grounds, killing wildlife, 
and destroying the salmon runs that were the basis of the Spokane economy and religion. The nuclear reactors produced 
the plutonium for the nuclear defense program of World War II and the Cold War but poisoned the river with nuclear 
waste. 
 

When the speaker destroys the dam and unleashes the waters, they remove all evidence of the imposed European 
civilization, as a salmon from the Pacific finally swims upstream “past the flooded cities, broken dams and abandoned 
reactors of Hanford” to Alexie’s own Spokane Reservation where he meets it in a solitary and sacred ceremony.  
 

The speaker implies he is the last of his tribe, but one Indian speaking in a sacred manner, and one divine salmon, is all it 
takes to bring back the Spokane culture. The powwow refers to the Ghost or Prophet Dance forbidden by the government 
in the nineteenth century because it gathered the dead in a religious ceremony of resurrection. The poem both celebrates 
the survival of Indian culture, and at the same time, creates that survival in language 
(https://consciouslitcrit.wordpress.com/.../the-powwow-at-the-end-of-the-world-by-she). 
 
 
Alexie introduces the salmon and its importance in line four, stating that he will forgive “after the first drop of floodwater is 
swallowed by that salmon waiting in the Pacific.” (Alexie) Not only was salmon important and sacred to the Spokane 
Indian but it was blocked from its own river by a man made dam. According to an overview of “The Powwow at the End of 
the World”, the Spokane tribe believed salmon to be immortal. They also believed that the salmon took human form in the 
ocean, but transformed themselves into fish to be eaten (Overview: 'The Powwow at the End of the World'."). In Native 
American stories, the salmon often represented the creator, the one who teaches humans to “live” (Overview: 'The 
Powwow at the End of the World'."). It was also believed that if they didn’t treat the salmon with respect, the fish wouldn’t 
come (Overview: 'The Powwow at the End of the World'.") (https://aleenac1500portfolio.weebly.com/powwow-at-the-end-
of-the-world.html). 
 
 

This poem is connected to a real incident (the building of the Grand Coulee Dam), but it can be related to any situation in 
which traditions, customs and a way of life are disturbed by progress. The issues that Alexi raises in his poem are very 
relevant today. The Sioux nation is protesting a 1,172-mile-long (1,886 km) underground oil pipeline project. The pipeline 
will carry oil underground from North Dakota to Illinois. The main concern is the environmental impact that this will have. 
The Cheyenne River Sioux believe that the pipeline will disrupt the tribe's way of life, their water, people, and land 
(https://www.sutori.com/.../powwow-at-the-end-of-the-world--ATjfVQ95h5wKDhhiJ4). 
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10A Common Assessment 
 
Theme Analysis Essay: “Powwow at the End of the World”-Sherman Alexie 
 
The theme of a poem is a message about life or about human nature that the poet wishes to communicate to readers. 
Usually, the theme is not stated directly. Readers must infer the theme, or draw a conclusion based on details in the 
text. 
 
Follow these steps to determine theme in a poem: 
 

 Write a sentence or two that states the most important ideas and details about tradition and community that 
the poet presents. 

 Think and decide what message about life or about people the poem conveys. A poem may have more than one 
theme, but all themes must be supported by textual evidence. 

 Write a sentence that states the theme. Check to make sure there are enough details in the poem to support 
your theme. The evidence must be both strong and thorough. 
 

Brainstorm Themes Here: 
 

 



 
10A Common Assessment 
 
 
Writing Directions: Write a three paragraph essay that includes an introduction (attention getter, background, 
Primary Claim), a body paragraph (Secondary claim with three pieces of supporting evidence and reasoning for each), 
and a conclusion (wrap up/ restatement of major ideas and connection to a universal idea/synthesis). 
 
 
PROMPT: What theme does this poem convey? Be certain to cite key details that help develop the theme over the 

course of the poem. 

 

Introduction: 
 Title and author of poem (title in quotes) 

 Brief summary of the subject matter of the poem 

 Primary claim-asserts the theme as a complete thought that is universal  
 

Body paragraph: 
 Begins with a secondary claim that supports the primary claim 

o More specific to the subject matter in the poem. 

 Uses 3 pieces of sandwiched evidence (context/quote/reasoning X 3) 
o Use MLA parenthetical citations using line numbers, i.e. (Alexie 4) 
o Transitions well from one to the next 

 Ends with a synthesis sentence that reasserts opening claim 
 

Conclusion: 
 Synthesizes whole essay and restates the primary claim about theme with new language. 

o Gives the poet credit for the message (Alexie “conveys”, “illustrates”, “imparts”, 
“relays”, “suggests”, “discloses”, etc.) 
 
 
 

Revising and Editing Checklist 
1. No personal pronouns (no: I, you, me, we) 
2. Do not use the word “things” 
4. Introduce the literary work (the poem) 
5. Make sure to introduce each quote (textual evidence) 

 

 

 

 

 

 


