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Thinking about petro-modernity requires thinking in terms of risk. The history of oil
since the mid-19'" century has been firmly linked to the many faces of risk: to the chances
and losses of investment in oil as well as to the opportunities, dangers, and threats that
have characterized the industries and products of oil capitalism ever since its emergence.
Whether we approach petro-modernity from a global or from a local perspective, we will
at once observe its risk-relatedness. The historical expansion of the oil extraction,
distribution, and refining industries, for instance, but also the contribution of oil
economies to global warming as well as current global peak oil scenarios point toward an
understanding of our globalized present as world risk society (Beck, 2009). QOil-driven
modernization processes have been central to generating risk technologies of
unprecedented complexity, and they have caused environmental threats whose effects can
no longer be fully calculated or managed. Global risks inherent in large-scale chemical
production, bio-engineering, or climate change exemplify a new type of uncontrollable
risk and have thus radicalized the uncertainties societies worldwide are confronted with
today. At the same time, the concreteness of living with oil — whether, for instance, in
terms of spatial closeness to extraction sites or in terms of the extensive reliance on
‘objects derived from petroleum that mediate our relationship, as humans, to other
humans, to other life, and to things’ (LeMenager, 2014, 4) — has often spelled
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environmental threat and disaster that especially, though not exclusively, the poor,
regardless of where they live, have experienced as ‘a set of inhabited risks, some
imminent, others obscurely long term’ (Nixon, 2011, 4).

Risk also plays a central role in Frederik Buell’s attempt to provide a first sketch of
the cultural and literary history of oil in the United States. Buell argues that this history
has been characterized by two intricately intertwined motifs that indicate the conflicting
attitudes toward oil and its effects, ‘exuberance’ and ‘catastrophe.” ‘Exuberance and
catastrophe,” he argues, ‘materialized as historically specific forms of capitalist triumph
and oppression, of environmental domination and destruction, and of human liberation
and psychic and bodily oppression’ (280). Today, he claims, exuberance and catastrophe
coexist in a particularly tight “fusion’ (291), a fusion under the sign of risk:

On the exuberant side, the dynamic growth of new industries (computers, genetics,
robotics, and nanotechnology) has been accompanied by a new, exuberant rhetoric that
rejects the very notion of stability and equilibrium and that celebrates risk and even
imminent catastrophe as part of this new dynamism ... On the catastrophic side, a myriad of
environmental, technological, economic, and geopolitical crisis scenarios have now
become key reference points for US culture’s construction of normality. Oil is central or
significant in many of these crisis scenarios, even as worries about it have become a keyp
art of today’s norms. More and more people today feel they dwell in what Ulrich Beck
calls ‘risk society.” (291-92)

Buell is one of an increasing number of scholars who have begun to study the history of
oil or petro-culture, and in doing so focus on the role of narrative and literature. He
contributes to the epistemological project called for by Imre Szeman (2013) to better
understand how we ‘know about oil,” to the need to assess the cultural narratives
‘animated” (*How’ 148) by oil and energy, especially in a peak oil context that asks for
energy system transitions. Szeman argues that it is necessary ‘to draw attention to the
multiple ways in which oil is framed as both problem and possibility, implying in turn
multiple forms of being in relation to it” (*How’ 146). This ambivalence of oil points to
the ambivalence of risk — as chance and threat, as a source of profit and of loss. As a
result, one type of narrative that frames how we know about oil is the risk narrative.*

As the emerging field of scholarship that engages with literary risk fiction has shown,
depending on the risk they engage with, literary risk narratives vary in terms of the
narrative modes, the genre conventions, or metaphorical strategies they employ.2 What
all risk narratives share, though, is the engagement with a cultural moment marked by
uncertainty and instability caused by the effects — intended or unintended — of human
decision-making. Risk narratives are future-oriented, they anticipate an uncertain out-
come and at the same time characterize the present as a moment of transformation.
Environmental risk narratives, engaging with risks ranging from pollution to global
climate change, often focus on risk as threat and anticipate negative outcomes. Climate
risk narratives, for instance, more often than not anticipate (global) catastrophe (Mayer
2016). Finally, and more generally, risk narratives explore the formative cultural power
of risk, revealing how risks structure experience, how they shape our senses of self and
our subjectivities, how they motivate our actions, and how they contribute to social,
political, and cultural processes of transformation.

This essay discusses Linda Hogan’s (1990) Mean Spirit as risk narrative, a novel
published in 1990, at a time when the public in the United States and elsewhere had
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become increasingly sensitized to a multiplicity of risks, especially to environmental risks
that spelled threats rather than profits, but also to the risk of dwindling petroleum
resources. The novel contributed to the emerging discourse of environmental justice that
has drawn attention to the inequitable distribution of environmental risks
disproportionately affecting poor communities and communities of color and creating
spaces of inhabitation permeated, to repeat Nixon’s formulation, by a whole set of
inhabited risks.> More specifically, Mean Spirit contributes to the literary history of oil in
the U.S. by exploring from a risk perspective an infamous period of Native American
history in the 1920s, a decade characterized by an economic boom that relied heavily on
oil, which was found in various parts of the country. The novel addresses the catastrophic
events that developed from the discovery of oil in ‘Indian Territory’ in Northern
Oklahoma since the late 19™" century. After the American Civil War, the Osage nation
had been forcibly relocated to this area where, unexpectedly, in the 1890s large amounts
of crude oil were discovered on land given to the tribe. By the early 1920s, as a
consequence of the Dawes Act of 1887, which authorized the abolition of communal land
ownership and its replacement by individual, private ownership,* the land had been
allotted to single Osage Indians, and many of these land owners had become both very
wealthy and the object of criminal and violent attempts to rob them of this wealth (Burns,
2004, 417-444). Mean Spirit addresses the risks the Osage are faced with due to the
discovery of oil, both individually and collectively: the risks of murder, dispossession,
and displacement.

In terms of genre, Mean Spirit can be categorized as a historical novel, which,
according to Catherine Rainwater, demonstrates the ‘culturally and historically
revisionary capacities of Native American literature’ (108). Drawing on a specific Native
American epistemology that, for instance, grants agency to non-human nature and
suggests a ‘collective existence’ (Rainwater 93) of humans, animals, and the land, the
novel provides alternative historiography, performing a ‘symbolic act[] of recovery,
remembrance and reinvention of a history of loss and grief’ (Krasteva 47).% With its focus
on the consequences that oil has on the Osage community and its land-based culture, the
novel provides what Nixon has called ‘socioenvironmental memory’ (23), a fictionalized
history of destruction, dispossession, and displacement of both human and non-human
nature, caused by the discovery of oil. Oil history in Mean Spirit emerges as deeply
intertwined with political, economic, and social history, involving, moreover, drastic
environmental and cultural transformation. Due to its plot strand that focuses on finding
out who is behind the fraud and murders, Mean Spirit can, in addition, be categorized as a
mystery novel. Hogan ‘strategically evokes an atmosphere of fear, suspicion, and
uncertainty’ (Anderson, 2000, 56) in which suspense becomes the novel’s central plot-
driving element. Suspense, however, simultaneously points toward the novel’s genre
categorization as risk narrative. In the risk narrative, suspense translates into anticipation
of an uncertain future, both on a personal and on a collective level. Confrontation with
oil-driven catastrophe — first and foremost the murders of Osage characters that occur
throughout the novel —, but especially the anticipation of further catastrophes structure a
narrative that puts emphasis on risk as threat and as a destabilizing, transformative
socioeconomic and cultural force. The Osage people and their land are put at risk in terms
of their bodily and spiritual well-being and in terms of being able to maintain their life-
sustaining culture.
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Mean Spirit opens in the year 1922, the year in which several of the historical
murders occurred and investigation by the U.S. Bureau of Investigations into these
murders slowly began. The novel focuses on the perspective of a group of fictional Osage
characters, on the threat to their lives, on the economic, political, social, and cultural
losses they are increasingly confronted with, and on the pervasive sense of uncertainty
that shapes their thoughts and actions. Central to their plight is the political and legal
situation they find themselves in. The legal framework created by federal policies allows
the local authorities to increasingly disfranchise them: to assign legal guardians for
supposedly ‘legally incompetent’ land owners, for instance, or to deny them the royalty
payments from their oil leases. The local authorities, among them the town sheriff, are
corrupt, they conspire with land speculators and participate in a whole range of criminal
activities in order to enrich themselves at the cost of the Osage. The protagonists of the
novel, the Graycloud family and their neighbors and friends, live on the outskirts of the
town of Watona, which has become an economic boom town since the discovery of oil,
attracting a variety of wealth-seekers from the outside that have begun to drastically
transform the town and the land surrounding it. Another group of Osage, the so-called
Hill Indians, live in the hills farther away from the town. They are “a peaceful group who
had gone away from the changing world some sixty years earlier, in the 1860s’ (MS 5),
trying to continue to live according to their traditions and adapting only highly
selectively, if at all, to the changes in town that come with oil-based modernization.
Through representation of the attitudes and actions of a variety of Native and non-Native
characters, the novel probes into the meanings of oil by juxtaposing very different
assessments of its ongoing discovery. While, for example, the owners of the oil
companies ‘thought the Indians were a locked door to the house of progress’ (MS 56)
providing an obstacle to the goal of money making, Osage people like Belle Graycloud
regard such progress as utterly destructive: ‘All along the smell of the blue-black oil that
seeped out of the earth had smelled like death to her’ (MS 29). While many of the Osage
characters do enjoy their wealth in terms of being able to buy cars, houses, or household
appliances, and while they often make creative use of them — a case in point would be
Jim Josh who turns cars into greenhouses that produce tomatoes even in winter (MS 200)
— they still increasingly experience their oil-wealth as a curse since it makes them
vulnerable to fraud, dispossession, displacement, and murder. The struggle over the
town’s name is symbolic for these conflicting assessments. Again and again the Osage
repaint the town sign that bears the name imposed by the authorities, Talbert, with the
original name, Watona, meaning ‘the gathering place’ (MS 53). It is in this contested
space, marked by instability and threat, that various risks unfold and shape the
experiences of single characters, families, and communities.

The risk for Osage people to be killed by whites who wish to get hold of their oil-
fortunes and oil-rich land permeates the novel. From the opening pages onwards, with the
murder of Grace Blanket, whose ‘oil lease sold for over a million dollars’ (MS 183), the
novel prepares the reader for a seemingly never-ending number of murders and instances
of individual dispossession. Grace Blanket’s murder anticipates the many other murders
that follow in the course of the novel up until its last pages: here, Moses Graycloud’s
sister Ruth is killed by her white husband, and an explosion destroys the Graycloud home
so that this family, too, is driven from their land, like the many other Osage families that
had left before them. Early on in the novel, Michael Horse,
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water diviner and keeper of the Osage’s sacred fire, recalls that “in half a year there had
been seventeen murders in just their small booming corner of Oklahoma’ and that
‘another man, an Indian railroad worker, was found beaten to death near the oil workers’
makeshift housing settlement right after oil had been found on his land’ (MS 39). Later
on, he recalls that the ‘ring of murders rang all the way to Europe. Three Osages had been
found dead in England.” “No place was safe,” he concludes, ‘they were afraid” (MS 242).

The sense of imminent risk for one’s own life or for the life of family members and
friends pervades the experience of the Osage characters. It develops, however, not only as
a reaction to the accumulating killings, but also as a reaction to information and warnings
that the land they inhabit extends to them. Mean Spirit shows that from the Osage
perspective, the land and non-human nature exert strong agency. The sequence of
weather conditions that marks the day Grace Blanket is killed — a sequence that ranges
from oppressive heat in the morning through a ‘turn wind” (MS 18) that brings a fierce
sandstorm to a ‘sharp rain’ (MS 19) — does not only create an atmosphere of foreboding
and threat, but also alerts characters like Belle and Horse that ‘unexpected’ (MS 18)
events are occurring. So does the humidity during the Fourth-of-July celebrations in the
summer of the following year, when Nola Blanket, Grace’s daughter and heiress, feels a
growing fear that her young white husband might plan to kill her to inherit her fortune
and when the Indian veteran Keto is kidnapped by two men that closely resemble the
murderers of Grace. Grace’s mother Lila, ‘a river prophet’ (MS 5), hears the river tell her
that the *white world was going to infringe on the peaceful Hill people’ (MS 5-6), and all
through the novel, characters are mentioned that are, like Belle, ‘danger dreamer[s]” (MS
40). Michael Horse articulates what causes these dreams when he links them to the land:
‘Bad dreams were as common as gas fires at the drill sites ... Many people had brought
their dreams to Horse, and he reminded them all that earth was being drilled and
dynamited open. Disturbances of earth, he told them, made for disturbances of life and
sleep ...” (MS 39). Toward the end of the novel, even Stace Red Hawk, the Lakota Sioux
who as an Indian officer at the U.S. Bureau of Investigation becomes instrumental in
investigating the murders and frauds committed against the Osage, is caught up by the
threat: ‘[E]Jven he felt the fear, felt himself casting cautious glances around the street
when he was walking” (MS 301). At that point, his return to the land-based culture of his
own people has advanced considerably. He has realized that *he’d made an error of
judgment by taking a job with the government. It took his real life from him.” He
reconnects to his former way of life when walking through the hills where the Hill
Indians live. It is there where he “felt the spirit of the land” (MS 248) that provides him
with guidance.

It is, first and foremost, the ownership of oil-rich land that creates the risks of
dispossession and displacement for the Osage. And to get hold of such land, murder,
often passed off as suicide by the authorities, is only one strategy pursued by the oil-
greedy killers. Another strategy is forcing the Osage population into debt in order to
make them sell parts of their land piece by piece. John Hale, rancher and oil investor,
ostensibly ‘a friend to the Indians’ (MS 22), who is in fact the criminal master-mind
behind the murders and the central figure in the network of fraudsters and murderers in
town, has brought to perfection several schemes. He uses all means available to make
sure that the financial risk he and his business partners are taking will pay off. He
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introduces cattle and new kinds of grasses to Indian Territory that ultimately damage the
ground and make it turn barren. Deprived of their fertile land, the Osage ranchers and
farmers lose their central source of income and run more and more into debt. He also sells
life-insurances to Osages, ostensibly to shield them from debt, but in fact speculating on
their (violent) deaths. Dr. Black, the town physician who suspects Hale’s motifs but
ultimately leaves the town in resignation, at one point finds Hale named ‘as beneficiary’
in insurance policies of the ‘last two Indians who died” (MS 66). Hale, finally, is always
at hand with money for land when an Osage can’t pay off his debts: ‘Every quarter, when
Indians were paid their oil royalties, most found themselves still in debt ... That meant
they’d sell off a few more acres of land and Hale was always ready with a quick offer and
fast cash’ (MS 54). Even in situations when his business struggles against other investors
a solution is easily found: there is always a legal guardian for one of the oil-rich Indians
that invests some of the money he is supposed to manage for his ward. Such a situation
occurs most conspicuously when Mr. Forrester, legal guardian and father-in-law to Nola
Blanket, at one point reveals to his son Will that he has used Nola’s money to back up
Hale’s investments in oil leases to make sure that these do not go to competitors. He tells
him that Hale’s company has financial difficulties: “We’re in trouble here, Will. I’ve got
to risk it” (MS 191). Behind Hale’s schemes is the knowledge about where further oil
reservoirs can be found: ‘A geologist had mapped out the underground for Hale and a few
other men. The maps pictured the locations of oil pools. If he could just keep going a
little while longer, Hale was certain he could make his fortune in oil’ (MS 54). Hale’s
criminal conduct illustrates that the novel’s fierce critique of the capitalist economic and
legal order that permits dispossession and displacement rests on juxtaposing different
meanings of risk: to be able to take risk and to be put at risk. The white fraudsters and
murderers make use of a form of economic risk taking — financial investment in cattle,
insurance policies, and land — while the Osage people are denied any effective resistance
and are therefore put at risk. In this juxtaposition of meanings, moreover, the conflicting
attitudes toward oil, the coexistence of exuberance and catastrophe as responses to oil,
become visible. Mean Spirit engages with a historically specific form ‘of capitalist
triumph and oppression, of environmental domination and destruction, and of human
liberation and psychic and bodily oppression’ (Buell, 2012, 280).

Among the families that lose most of their land since they get in debt are the
Grayclouds. Moses, an excellent farmer and rancher, is denied the royalties from leasing
some of his land for cattle grazing, as a result of which he has to sell most of his horses
and other farming equipment. He is thus increasingly prevented from securing the
family’s livelihood. The maintenance of their house suffers more and more from this
situation, and at some point the Grayclouds can no longer afford to pay their electricity
bills. Towards the end of the novel, a large part of the land owned by Belle is taken away
from her, as well. The new Indian agent from Washington, D.C., leases it as grazing
pasture to Hale for extremely little payment. When she asks him what gave him the right
to do this, his answer is “You didn’t improve it” (MS 213). The agent repeats the
quintessential argument used throughout U.S. history to dispossess Native Americans,
thereby disregarding and destroying the different types of economy practiced by them. In
Belle’s case, her seemingly undeveloped land contributes to sustain the family and the
community by producing
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honey; her bees need the land in exactly the way it is kept by her. Once Hale’s cattle start
to graze on the land, the bees feel threatened, and become ‘bad-tempered and vulnerable
to disease’ (MS 313). Behind Hale’s interest in her land lies his knowledge that oil has
seeped out from the bottom of the creek that runs through it. While the Graycloud family
has tried to hide this discovery for fear for their lives, Hale wants to add the land to his
holdings to ultimately drill for the oil.

The oil boom in Watona turns the Grayclouds as well as the Osage community as a
whole into an ‘environmentally dispossessed’ (Nixon, 2011, 5) people that are cheated
out of their land or maneuvered into a situation in which this land is no longer able to
sustain their livelihoods. Environmental dispossession, however, goes beyond bodily or
material risks. The oil economy that has taken possession of their land also spells a huge
risk for their culture, which is land-based and characterized by strong ethical relationships
with the more-than-human world. The existence of two distinct Osage communities
immediately reveals the fragmentation the tribe has already undergone: the Hill Indians
on the one hand have been able to stick more closely to their ancient beliefs and
practices; the Watona community on the other hand has been struggling with and in part
adapting to the dominant, materialist culture. The discovery of oil has increased the
pressure this dominant culture exerts, and it has increased the risk they run of losing the
knowledge that has sustained a strong sense of self, community, and being-in-the-world.

The risk of cultural dispossession grows with the devastating transformation of the
land caused by oil drilling and by the oil culture the extraction sites generate. Employing
the gothic mode, the novel provides several descriptions of damaged or completely
destroyed land. Close to Tar Town, a shantytown in which oil workers and an
impoverished white and Indian population live, the banks of the Blue River are
increasingly covered by ‘rusted oil drums stuck in stagnant pools’ turning them into
‘swampy, polluted places where insects thrived’ (MS 274). Tar Town itself is described
as ‘an extension of the black and destroyed land, a scramble of structures’ that *“stretched
out a long distance behind the mesquite hills’ (MS 274-75), ‘a miserable underworld’ in
which ‘wounded people’ (MS 275) live. In another part of Watona, close to Grace
Blanket’s house, a vast crater opens, ‘fifty feet deep and five hundred feet across,” which
was created by a ‘gas well blowout’: “This gouge in the earth, just a year earlier, had
swallowed five workmen and ten mules. The water was gone from that land forever, the
trees dead, and the grass, once long and rich, was burned black’ (MS 53). When Lionel
Tall, a healer from South Dakota, comes to help the Indian people of Watona, he
performs a ceremony intended “for healing everyone, even the injured earth that had been
wounded and bruised by the oil boom’ (MS 213). The necessity of such a healing
ceremony for the land shows that the Osage community has suffered what Nixon calls the
replacement of a vernacular landscape by an official landscape. A vernacular landscape,
he argues, ‘is shaped by the affective, historically textured maps that communities have
devised over generations, maps replete with names and routes, maps alive to significant
ecological and surface geological features.” In contrast to this, ‘imposed official
landscapes typically discount spiritualized vernacular landscapes, severing webs of
accumulated cultural meaning and treating the landscape as if it were uninhabited by the
living, the unborn, and the animate deceased’ (17). In Mean Spirit, the discovery of oil
and its consequences destroys ‘the traditional Native American conception of land as the
inalienable ground of the communal, defined exclusively in terms of extended kinship
relations’ (10).
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Belle Graycloud and Michael Horse are the two characters that live most closely
according to ancient knowledge and thus try to keep the cultural meanings of their
vernacular landscape. They are the characters that share this knowledge most influentially
with the Watona community. Belle and Horse acknowledge the close relationships
between people and their non-human natural environments, and they regard the land,
animals, and plants as kin. When Belle sees a truck filled with 317 eagle carcasses, shot
by white hunters for the purpose of selling them to taxidermy shops in the East, she is
deeply shocked and tries to rescue them. She stares at the ‘dead, sacred eagles,” that
‘looked like a tribe of small, gone people, murdered and taken away in the back of a
truck” (MS 110). She fights the hunters until they are able to grab her and take her to jail.
When Moses hears about the occurrence, he decides to write a letter to President Harding
asking him to make a law against the hunting of the birds. He writes to him: *The eagles
are our brothers. Their loss hurts us ... We do not have a desire to see our fellow creatures
gone from the world” (MS 117). Together with several neighbors, Belle also tries to
defend the bats in Sorrow Cave from hunters that try to shoot them and make money
from their corpses, mistakenly thinking that the animals spread rabies. Standing in front
of the cave, pointing her own pistol at the hunters, she senses the fear of the animals and
thinks of ‘the double world of bats with their whistling songs and their lives in the cool
and deep darkness, the bats who were husbands to trees, the beautiful creatures who were
hated by those who lived in what they called the light” (MS 279). Bats to Michael Horse
are a ‘nation of night people’ (MS 169) and Joe Billy, the preacher and medicine man,
tells his white wife that they are ‘a race of people that stand in two worlds like we do’
(MS 257). Belle’s reference to the double world of bats and Joe Billie’s reference to the
two worlds recognize that the animals live in a multilayered reality that also the Osage
know, the world of the living and the world of spirits, a reality that expands the
reductionist, one-dimensional materialist world view of the dominant society.

Despite their sound tribal knowledge, however, even Michael Horse and Belle
Graycloud experience moments of cultural disorientation. Horse repeatedly wonders
whether he still can make effective use of his powers as diviner, powers that are
embedded in ancient Osage knowledge. He realizes that he has made mistakes about
predicting the weather, and he is deeply disturbed when he in one case doesn’t divine
water, but oil. Disorientation assails Belle after she has survived an assassination attempt
by the sheriff. She is taken to the Hill Indian settlement not only for protection from the
local authorities who search for her since they think she made her bees kill the sheriff, but
also to regain her strength. It takes her weeks to recover and to remember ‘how there was
hope in the land, hope and tomorrow living in the veins and stones of earth’ (MS 344).
While Belle and Horse escape the risk of cultural dispossession, other Osage characters
do not have their strength, spiritual resources, and communal support and thus succumb
to it. Among the Indians who enjoy gambling at the Forth-of-July celebration and “‘never
minded losing,” there are some ‘staggering young men’ who have given up any tribal
knowledge they may once have owned. They ‘bet their unfortunate medicine boxes and
bundles, willing to lose even the sacred to dollars’ (MS 291). Ben Graycloud, Belle’s
grandson, desperate for the loss of his love Nola Blanket and badly damaged by his time
at the boarding school for Indians in Custer, Oklahoma, ‘where he had gone crazy and
removed his clothing and run away naked’ (MS 253),



176  Sylvia Mayer

becomes a drunk, moves to Tar Town, and there even kills an eagle to make the money
he needs for alcohol and gambling. He is temporarily saved by Belle who subjects him to
a drastic withdrawal treatment in her potato cellar, but remains vulnerable to the forces
coming from Tar Town. Cultural disorientation or full-scale cultural dispossession thus
spells the risk of turning the Osage community into ‘refugees in place,” into people who
still inhabit the spaces they share with their non-human kin but who have been
‘involuntarily moved out of their knowledge’ (Nixon, 2011, 19).

Ultimately, though, the Grayclouds become refugees in the more common sense.
They are literally displaced when, on the same morning that Moses’ twin sister Ruth is
killed, their house goes up in flames after someone “‘had set a charge’ (MS 373) to it. The
fires that are caused by the explosion and that start moving outwards are one last example
for the spatiality of risk that marks the representation of space in the novel as a whole.
Both single settings in Mean Spirit such as various Osage houses, the town’s jail, or Tar
Town, and the overall setting, the town of Watona and its surroundings, including the
place where the Hill Indians live, can be read as riskscapes, as geographical spaces
shaped simultaneously by various risks and inhabited by both the Native American and
white American population of Watona. Risks ‘collectively shape life and place’ (36), as
geographers Miller-Mahn and Everts (2013) have pointed out, they shape the landscapes
we inhabit. The fictional riskscape of Watona is multilayered, it is defined by different
types of risk, depending on the characters’ strikingly different perceptions of and ethical
stances towards the land. On the one hand there is the perception of those who wish to
own and invest in oil-rich land. To Hale and his business partners the land is a resource
that can be exploited, it is of instrumental, monetary value. To them the riskscape is
defined by the anticipation of both chance and loss, by the promise of huge profits and by
the fear that their criminal activities may be uncovered. On the other hand there is the
perception of the Osage in which the human and the non-human, the material and the
spiritual are inextricably linked, so that the land has intrinsic value. To the Osage the
riskscape is defined by the anticipation of catastrophe, by the fear of murder,
dispossession, and displacement. Mean Spirit thus reveals conflicting constructions of
space that draw attention to the dramatically diverse ways of inhabiting risk.

Reading Hogan’s Mean Spirit as a risk narrative provides a specific way of knowing
about oil, about its economic, social, and cultural meanings. The novel’s focus on how
oil-related risks shape its characters’ lives shows that oil cultures must be regarded as risk
cultures in which various risks unfold their shaping power — risks that are voluntarily
taken and risks that must involuntarily be endured. Through its focus on risk, Mean Spirit
draws attention to the fact that uncertainty and instability have marked the cultural history
of oil in the United States. The ‘extraction culture’ (Buell, 2012, 280) of the 1920s as it is
imagined and explored in the novel, moreover, emphasizes catastrophe over exuberance.
It thus points toward what Ross Barrett and Daniel Worden (2014) have called the
‘countercurrents of doubt, uncertainty, ambivalence, and critique’ (xxv) that permeate the
history of oil culture in the same way as notions of progress. The novel, finally, as risk
narrative provides very specific insight into what it means to inhabit petro-modernity.
Like two of the first oil novels published in the United States, Upton Sinclair’s Oil
(1920), which focuses on the oil boom in Southern California at the beginning of the 20t
century, and John Joseph Mathews’ Sundown (1934), a bildungsroman that also explores
the meanings of the
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‘oil curse’ the Osage people experienced in the 1920s, Hogan’s 1990 Mean Spirit also
confronts ‘the transformation any discovery of oil produces in the modern period’
(Hitchcock, 2010, 90). In contrast to Sinclair’s novel, however, which in various parts
celebrates economic risk taking, i.e. the chances and possible profits of investment in oil,
Hogan’s novel shifts the focus toward the risks of dispossession and displacement of an
ethnic minority group, thereby exposing the destructive power of such risk taking. The
novel refrains from ‘affirming tentative survival and the possibility of personal and
cultural recentering at story’s end” (Anderson, 2000, 57). Like Mathews’ novel, Mean
Spirit focuses on the ‘cultural fragmentation on the Osage reservation’ (Musiol, 2012,
360) that is the result of inhabiting risk in the sense of anticipating a catastrophic future
outcome.

Notes

1. In another essay, Szeman (2007) focuses on current discourses that engage with the possibility
of the demise of the global oil economy. In this essay he identifies three types of narrative that
anticipate ‘disaster’: ‘strategic realism, techno-utopianism, and eco-apocalypse’ (‘System
Failure’ 808). Here, too, | argue the template of the risk narrative can be usefully employed to
shed further light on a cultural moment marked by uncertainty and the anticipation of possible
futures.

2. Over the last years, the study of risk fiction has become a growing field. For the study of
environmental risk fiction see Heise 2008, Mayer and von Mossner 2014, and Wallace 2016;
for the study of economic and security risk fiction see, for instance, the contributions in Voelz
2015; for the study of medical risk fiction see Jurecic (2012), and for a thematically more
comprehensive study of risk (and) fiction see the contributions in Schmitz-Emans 2013.

3. For an environmental justice criticism approach that focuses on Hogan’s entire oeuvre, see
Huang, Peter 2016 (on Mean Spirit esp. 47-68).

4. As Eric Cheyfitz (2006) has pointed out, the Dawes Act ‘was meant to compel Indians to
become individuals (competitive and acquisitive people pitted against one another in a market
economy) through the socialization process of property ownership’ (16); ultimately, he argues,
‘the result of allotment was the loss of approximately 90 million acres of Indian communal
land and the consequent deepening impoverishment of Indian communities’ (42).

5. On the revisionary historiography Mean Spirit develops and on the specific cultural aesthetics
this revision relies on, see Anderson 2000; Rainwater 1999,; Smith 2000.
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