
UNIVERZITA KARLOVA V PRAZE- FILOZOFICKÁ FAKULTA
ÚSTAV ANGLOFONNÍCH LITERATUR A KULTUR

Neo-Pagan Features in Joseph Boyden's Three Day Road
BAKALÁŘSKÁ PRÁCE

Vedoucí bakalářské práce (supervisor): 
Klára Kolinská, PhD

Praha 2012

Zpracoval (Author):
Vít Bohal

Studijní Obor (Subject):
Anglistika a Amerikanistika - literatura





Prohlašuji, že jsem tuto bakalářskou práci vypracoval samostatně, že jsem řádně citoval všechny 

použité prameny a literaturu a že práce nebyla využita v rámci jiného vysokoškolského studia či k 

získání jiného či stejného titulu. 

V Praze, dne 15.8.2012

(I declare that the following BA thesis is my own work for which I used only the sources and 

literature mentioned, and that this thesis has not been used in the course of other university studies 

or in order to acquire the same or another type of diploma). 

Prague, Aug. 15, 2012)

Vít Bohal

1



I would like to thank my teachers, all of whom made this work possible. Foremost I would like to 

thank my supervisor and consultant, the very patient and helpful Klára Kolinská, PhD. Her support 

and feedback remain very much appreciated. 

2



Abstract

Teze mé nadcházející bakalářské práce se bude zabývat tématem náboženství v románu 
kanadského spisovatele Josepha Boydena Three Day Road (2005). Konkrétně budu hájit hypotézu, 
že ve vzájemném dialogu animismu a křesťanství, který tvoří jeden ze základních pilířů celé 
výpravy, jsou přítomny velmi silné ideály a prvky novo-pohanství.

Hlavní argument bude postaven na kulturním fenoménu tabu, a jeho vztahu k hlavním 
postavám, a i k celému příběhu. Na rozdíl od Freudova pohledu, kteý vidí tabu jako životu 
neprospívající a neurotický psychologický fenomén (použit bude Freudovo Totem a Tabu), jediní 
dva vypravěči vidí tabu jako pozitivní  jev, a jeho nároky se náležitě řídí, zatímco Elijah 
Whiskeyjack tabu programově překračuje, a je za to potrestán. Tento morální aspekt příběhu je 
nejpatrnější ve vztahu dvou hlavních postav, zmíněného Elijahy Whiskeyjacka a Xaviera Birda, a je 
založen právě na jejich rozdílném vztahu ke kulturním tabu. Hlavní tabu je spojeno s kanibalismem, 
jak doslovným, tak metaforickým. Celý příběh hojně využívá odkazy na tradiční Algonkvínské 
monstrum zvané windigo, které je častou součástí metafor, a anylýza této postavy bude pro účely 
této práce velmi produktivní.

Odmítnutí Feudova názory, že tabu je fenomén neproduktivní bude sloužit jako základní 
axiom pro následné odkrytí novopohanských ideálů v této knize. Děj knihy je rozdělěn mezi 
křesťanský západní svět  (zjevně hypokratický a životu neprospívající) a Algonkvínský animistický 
svět založený na tradičních zvycích a tabu, který je vykreslen jako životu prospěšný. Toto je jeden z 
mnoha prvků, které identifikuje typologie  Davida Zbírala poskytnut v eseji  „New Age a 
novopohanství.“ Tato esej  poskytne základní definici pojmu 'novopohanství.' Další body se budou 
týkat například problematiky přírodního prostředí, nebo archetypální role matky; a opět se ukáže, že 
novopohanské hodnoty jsou vyzdvihovány jako morálně nosnější, než hodnoty křesťanské.

Dále se zmíním o samotné struktuře výpravy. Morální názory a úvahy dvou hlavních 
vypravěčů budou vždy rozebírány zvlášť a nebudou zaměňovány se samotnou fabulou příběhu. Můj 
rozbor se nicméně pokusí ukázat, že příběh sám funguje na stejných hodnotových principech jako 
oba vypravěči, a že tyto hodnoty jsou čitelné v odměňování 'správných' činů, a naopak trestání činů 
'nesprávných.' Celý příběh je takto vystaven na binárním základě dialektických opozit, z nichž jsou 
některá v rámci příběhu 'dobrá' (tj. životadárná), a některá 'špatná' (tj. život odmítající). Křesťanská 
tradice je v tomto vztahu konzistentně vykreslená jako hypokratická a iracionální, zatímco 
animistická tradice Algonkvínů je naopak vykreslená jako morálně čistá. Tento vztah bude opět 
navázán na tezi hlavní, která má za úkol úspěšně potvrdit přítomnost novopohanského stylu myšlení 
a ideálů v tomto příběhu.  

(In the thesis for my upcoming bachelor's paper I aim to analyze the topic of religion in 
Joseph Boyden's novel Three Day Road (2005). More specifically, I aim to defend the hypothesis 
that within the spectrum of religious dialogue present within the novel, there is an overwhelming 
undertone of neo-pagan ideals. These ideals are presented as being positive, in the sense that they 
are life-supporting, rather than life-hindering.

The main contention that I will draw will deal with the aspect of taboo, and how it is 
adressed throughout the novel. Contrary to Sigmund Freud's ideas (Freud's book Totem and Taboo 
will serve as the basis for my arguments) of taboo being a life-hindering, neurotic framework of 
belief, the views expressed by the two main narrators of the novel are in favor of taboo, and the 
narration itself draws a tragic end for the character  who consistently defies these taboos. There is a 
moral aspect to the story expressed within the relationship of the two main characters, Xavier Bird 
and Elijah Whiskeyjack, and is based on this very adherence, or lack thereof, to taboos. The main 

3



taboo consistently appears to be that of cannibalism associated with the infamous Algonquin 
mythological figure of the windigo, which is the most frequent metaphor used within the narrtaive 
and is the most productive for purposes of this paper. 

This negation of Freud's view seeing taboo as being something non-productive will serve as 
the basic premise on which the novel's neo-pagan value system will be demonstrated. The setting of 
the novel is split between the Christian (thoroughly hypocritical and life-threatening) world and the 
aboriginal world of old, portrayed as being life-supporting. This will be the first of many neo-pagan 
ideals expressed within the novel. David Zbíral's essay “New Age a novopohanství,“ will supply the 
basic typology with which to establish what neo-paganism is. Other points will deal with the 
treatment of nature, or treatment of the archetypal mother figure, where, yet again,  neo-pagan 
ideals are portrayed as being supperior to those of mainstream Christianity. 

I will be sure to address the basic structure of the novel. The views expressed by the two 
aboriginal narrators and their value judgements on the unfolding events will be kept strictly apart 
from the basic fabula, which, however, will show judgement based on the very same values 
expressed by the characters by means of reward/punishment. It is productive to analyse the novel in 
this way, as it works on the basis of dialectical opposites contending, wherein some are proven to be 
'good' (life-giving), while others 'bad' (life-negating). The tradition of Christianity is consistently 
portrayed as being hypocritical and irrational, while the animistic religion of the Algonquin people 
is portrayed as being morally superior. This relationship only furthers the main thesis which states 
that neo-paganist ideals are omnipresent within the narrative, and, furthermore, portrayed as being 
positive.)
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1.Introduction
 

The novel Three Day Road  was published in 2005 to overwhelmingly positive reviews and 

effectively established Joseph Boyden as a vibrant up-and-coming author. The book received 

numerous awards, among them the 2005 McNally Robinson Aboriginal Book of the Year, the 

winner of the Rogers' Writers Trust Fiction Prize, and was also shortlisted for the Governor 

General's Award for Fiction.1 

The plot begins with Xavier Bird, a young man of Cree descent, coming home to Canada 

from a long and harrowing stay on the battlefields of World War I. His aunt, Niska, meets him at the 

train station and they set out on their trip home, to the Canadian bush. Along the way Xavier is 

plagued by the flashbacks and memories of the battlefield, foremost among these the memories of 

his childhood friend Elijah. Through these flashbacks the reader is able to piece together the story 

of the two men- how they became estranged as the war progressed and eventually one had to kill the 

other in mortal combat. Niska, who is a Cree shaman, attempts to ameliorate this psychological 

trauma, and finally succeeds in healing him. By means of a ritual Xavier meets the spirit of Elijah 

and manages to overcome the guilt and suffering attached to the ferocious life conditions of the 

World War I trenches. 

The author himself is a young Canadian writer of mixed Irish and Ojibwe descent. This split 

heritage can perhaps be traced in the themes of this debut novel, foremost among these being the 

theme of the clash of cultures in a changing modern world and the place of tradition within this 

changing milieu. Religiosity is a major component of these inter-cultural discourses, and this fact is 

equally reflected in Boyden's novel. This paper will aim to offer a possible reading of this clash of 

tradition vs. modernity through this very prism of religiosity. What will transpire from the following 

textual analysis is the narrative's basic adherence to an ideal which may be termed neo-pagan. This 

1 “Bio,” Joseph Boyden official website, 2012, 31.7.2012 <http://www.josephboyden.com/bio.htm>.
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neo-pagan sensibility is the basis of the narrative's structure, in themes, as well as in ethics.

 An inquiry into the diachronic development of the word 'pagan' reveals that it was originally 

used by the Romans for the 'barbarian' peoples who practiced “strange rites” that the Roman people 

did not comprehend.2 Throughout the first two millenia of western history the term often came to 

label those who took part in any type of a new religious movement. As Christianity gradually 

became sanctioned by the nations of Europe and a papal structure was established, the term 'pagan' 

became applicable to any of the 'heretical' schools of thoughts that were simply not  Christian. In 

this way the term worked within a binary thought structure: anyone who was not a Christian was a 

'pagan,' which was a catch-all term for the myriad different religious traditions that flourished 

outside of the main Christian centers.3 As these centers were mostly urban cities,  'paganism' 

gradually became considered a predominantly rural phenomenon, and the Latin word paganus can 

indeed be interpreted as 'villager'.4 Because the different movements flourished predominantly 

outside of the main cultural centers of the Christian world, they thus acquired a sense of being 

subversive to the dominant religion and became targets of brutal slander, often leading to pogroms, 

false trials, and other barbaric practices5 which aimed to  put down these alternative, and thus 

potentially dangerous, philosophies.   

The upsurge of new religious movements that dominates the religious landscape of the latter 

half of the 20th century can be seen as a re-visitation of these old traditions. These are often grouped 

under the umbrella term of 'neo-pagan' traditions. Although neo-paganism is a phenomenon more 

associated with the European religious landscape and its values are usually perceived through 

societies such as Wicca or the Druidic communities6, its ideology is palpable and easily identifiable 

2 David Zbíral, “New Age a Novopohanství,“ David Zbíral, Religionistika, 31.7.2012 <http://www.david-
zbiral.cz/NewAge.htm>. 

3 Joel E. Tishken, “Ethnic vs. Evangelical Religions: Beyond Teaching the World Religion Approach,“ The History 
Teacher May 2000: 304.

4 Zbíral
5 Zbíral
6 Ivo Štampach, “Současné Novopohanství,“ Dingir No.1 2002: 13.
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in Boyden's novel Three Day Road.

The basis of the following analysis of Neo-Pagan features in the novel will predominantly 

be based on David Zbíral's essay “New Age a Novopohanství” (“New Age and Neo-Paganism” 

author's transl.) and on the criteria which he puts forth in this work. The main features  which 

Zbíral identifies as forming Neo-Pagan thought are the following: Neo-Paganism 1)Rejects 

Christianity and its exclusive monotheism; 2) Is tentatively feminist and there is a tendency towards 

the resurrection of the cult of the Goddess, the feminine aspect of God; 3) Favors autochthonous 

and local traditions; 4) Practices love for nature, protection of the environment and tends to see the 

Earth as a living organism.7 These are the four main points that will form the basic axiom for the 

following literary analysis. The overall list of features is longer, but the individual criteria often 

overlap. For that reason this paper will be working with this sublimated  list of criteria. 

2  . The   Rejection   of Christianity  

The book portrays Christianity as being overwhelmingly hypocritical. However, for the 

purpose of being fair, we will analyze the portrayal of Christian values in two settings: one in 

peace-time Canada, and one in the battlefields of France. It will be shown that the label of 

hypocrisy applies to them equally, and that the narration negatively judges the Christian tradition 

and resultingly affirms the first criterion of Zbíral's.

2.1. Christian Morals In Peace

The Christian society is portrayed as the invading society, alien to the natural order of the 

7 Zbíral
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land. This is in part because most of the flashbacks dealing with the Christian communities come 

from the woman narrator Niska, who is herself an Algonquin living in the bush according to the old 

ways of her people. The fabula itself, although its narration is temporally fractured, can be 

presented in the following way, with pivotal occasions listed:

:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::Recounted in Flashback::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::  Narration Proper

Niska-----Death of Father---Christian----Frenchman------------------Adopting X and E.--WAR------Three Day Road---
   schooling

Xavier ---Christian schooling—Life with Niska---WAR------Three Day Road---
 
Elijah ---Christian schooling-----Life with Niska-WAR-----X

The first cultural conflict in the chronology of the novel is thus the execution of Niska's 

father for the killing of an alleged windigo, or cannibal. It is interesting for our purposes to look at 

the cultural dialogue between the western and aboriginal communities.

Niska's father was a windigo killer, which was a position of great responsibility and, in the 

aboriginal context, of great neccessity for the community. As this metaphor of cannibalism is central 

to the entire novel  it is proper to introduce the myth of the windigo of Algonquin mythology. 

The Windigo was a monster that prowled the forests in search of human meat. His hunger 

was insatiable, as every meal would make it bigger and thus create more hunger. Once a person 

ingested human meat, he/she would then be believed to turn into a windigo  themselves and the 

disease would thus spread.8 The role of the windigo  killers in Three Day Road, as well as in real-

life was to prevent just that, and kill the culprit before he/she transforms fully. 

This age-old custom was what prompted Niska's father to do his duty and kill Micah's wife, a 

8 Robert A. Brightman, “The Windigo in the Material World,” Ethnohistory Autumn 1988: 339.
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windigo woman, along with her child. However, western authorities found out and proceeded to 

incarcerate the father and subsequently kill him for murder. This is the first misunderstanding 

between the cultures that the reader is offered. Niska's father was also the leader of the tribe, and in 

the words of Niska 

To take the hookimaw who was to lead us into the bush for the long winter was 

unimaginable. Ignorance. Malice. I cursed them with everything I had as they 

receded with my father into their own world.9

'Their own world' is a  powerful turn of speech within the context of the Canadian 

wilderness. There is indeed so much distance between the cultures, geographical as well as cultural, 

that it is a fitting expression. A closer look at this episode shows just how much distance there is 

between the cultural background of the Natives and the new- comers.

 The western culture condemned and murdered a man for killing a windigo, leaving his 

comunity of women and children helpless for the upcoming winter. The Christians are portrayed as 

being the invading force that establishes its own laws outside of the natural laws of the land and the 

people. They do not follow the central and simple tenant of the Christian faith “Love thy neighbor 

as thyself”(Matthew 22:39),10 which is an indication of the narrative's hostility towards Christianity. 

The misunderstanding of the ways of the Canadian wilderness by the western conquerors is a major 

theme in the peace-time relationship of these two cultures. 

The novel portrays the tribe of Niska's people as being one with the land and living a 

sustainable, morally proper life. No possibility of error in the hookimaw's judgement is offered 

within the narrative. The wife-turned-windigo  and her child truly are windigo, and the hookimaw's 

9 Joseph Boyden, Three Day Road, (Penguin Books, 2006) 44.
10 King James Bible, Bible Gateway 1.8.2012 <http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?

search=Matthew+22&version=KJV>.
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action is portrayed as being justified. 

The next day we listened to her fall into madness. She begged and pleaded in a child's 

voice[...] At nighttime her voice went hoarse so that she sounded like some monster 

growling in a language we did not understand.11 

Similarly, the baby, one not yet conditioned with any cultural baggage and completely 

oblivious to any myths and local folklore “cried constantly” and when another woman of the tribe 

tries to suckle it it “bit hard and the woman screamed in shock” until Niska's father had to “pry the 

child's mouth from her bloody tit.”12 The narrative simply offers no possibility of the windigo 

killer's judgement being wrong; he kills the mother and child for good reason, which is to save his 

tribe from madness. This, however, sheds terrible light on the Canadian forces of law. As a result, 

they are immediately labeled as being irrational and heartless, or, as Niska comments, ignorant of 

the ways of the land. The RCMP sacrifice the welfare of a human community for an abstract law 

that is set to govern masses of westerners, rather than small communities living in the animistic 

world, and by that act they take on the role of the servants of an evil empire juxtaposed against a 

traditional and morally innocent one.

The second appearance of a major Christian character comes with the affair between Niska 

and the Frenchman. The reader is offered a window into a  sexual relationship wherein there is little 

verbal contact. However, it is within this part of the narrative that the struggle between the totemic 

animistic religion of the Algonquin and the, by now perverted, religion of the westerners is made 

explicit.

The tragic ending of their, until then seemingly healthy, relationship comes one night when 

11 Boyden 40
12 Boyden 40
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the Frenchman takes Niska to an empty church. There, he proposes a spiritual union to her.

“This is where a man takes a woman to be his forever” he said to me, [...]

“You want me for you?” I asked as best I could in his tongue. He smiled and nodded. 

”Here is the place?” I asked, looking at him. He smiled and nodded again.13

They then engage in love-making upon the altar. However, after coitus the Frenchman 

divulges his true motive for his proposal.

“I fucked the heathen Indian out of you in this church,” he said, but this time the smile

was not happy. […] “Do you understand? I took your ahcahk, your spirit. Do 

you undersatnd that?“ 14

The Frenchman is yet another westerner who is thoroughly perverted and hypocritical, 

although he has the façade of a pious Christian, saying, for instance, “It is safe here [in the church],” 

he said. 'It is a holy place, a place to talk to the Father.'”15. However, in the passage that immediately 

follows this sentence he does two things that are associated with the christian idea of the devil. The 

first is that he lies; and the New Testament is explicit on that in John 8: 44, where it is said that 

“When he [the devil] lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar, and the father of all lies” 

(italics mine). Thus, by lying to Niska the Frenchman is, to use the popular phrase, doing the devil's 

work. The second act of impiety on his part is the very fact of him fornicating  on the church altar. 

The entire act is a perversion of the rite of marriage, not only because its very existence is based on 

a lie to the “bride,“ but also because the consummation is done by an act of fornication, rather than 

13 Boyden 160
14 Boyden 161
15 Boyden 160
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by a service held by the church's dignitary. It is not a union based on mutual support, but rather on 

the need to feed off of the “spirit” of another person. There is no vow, such as is present in the 

Protestant tradition wherein the bride and groom promise to “love and to cherish, 'till death” do 

them apart; rather, the entire rite is based around the idea of dominance and possession. This mirrors 

the above-mentioned episode with the Western lawmen by portraying Christianity as a force of 

politics; as a force for gaining dominance over another entity. In this way, it is twisted and deviates 

from its original purpose of “the salvation of [our] souls”(Peter 1:9)16 by means of divine love and 

service aimed towards human beings.

The third major appearance of a Christian entity comes with the residential school wherein 

all three major characters of the narrative are interned at one point or another. The decadence 

present in the interpretation of Christian morality as practiced by the Canadian whites is easily 

perceived in passages which are set in this place peopled by hypocritical, suspicious and heartless 

nuns. They destroy the narrators' sense of self-worth, and they fail to construct any sort of value-

system in its place. The residential school is portrayed quite simply as a hell- the returning native 

children are “...different... talking back to their parents, fighting and hitting one another, crying in 

the middle of  the night for reasons they could not explain.”17

The most extensive description of the nun's methods comes from Niska's narrative. There is 

an overwhelming brutality in their methods and the narration offers little sympathy for them, as can 

be seen from the following extract.

The nuns would wake me in the middle of the night and drag me to a brightly lit room 

where I was made to repeat words over and over until I pronounced them correctly. 

16 King James Bible, Bible Gateway 1.8.2012 <http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1 
Peter+1&version=KJV>.

17 Boyden 84
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When I was caught speaking my tongue, they'd force lye soap into my mouth and not

 give me anything else to eat for days. I watched as the younger children were beaten

 with switches and forced to eat food from the floor like dogs [...]18

The methods of education and assimilation are obviously atrocious, and lack any sort of a 

constructive educational method. Forcing the children to “eat food from the floor” is a simple 

method for destroying the children's sense of self-esteem. There is no constructive aspect to it, and 

it leaves the nuns looking devilish and ruthless. Naturally, the narration is that of a person on the 

receiving end of these methods, and that is another reason why the nuns are a wholly one-

dimensional entity, that serve only to torment. They are not portrayed as complex and developing 

characters. Only two nuns are ever mentioned by name (sister Agnes, and sister Magdalene) and 

both are, as literary characters, completely flat. Very little is said about sister Agnes who is “the one 

in charge,” except that she “took an immediate dislike to” Niska and that “she personally cut [her] 

hair”- once again an act of educational destruction rather than construction. Sister Magdalene is 

only mentioned twice: once in the passage where she beats Xavier, and later Elijah, “until [he] fell 

over in a ball, tears falling onto the dirt,” upon which “she continued the switching,”chanting “'I 

will strike the heathen from thee';”19 the second instance is when Niska rescues Xavier on the river 

and sister Magdalene falls in the water. In the former instance she is a religious fanatic, destructive 

and emotionally blind, in the latter she is a caricatured figure, mostly humorous. Neither instance is 

a full-bodied characterization and leaves the nuns as a single homogenous entity. There is no 

redeeming factor that would ameliorate their role of being 'the evil ones.' In a novel that is morally 

fairly ambiguous, or often tries to be, this is a conspicuous feature. 

The nuns are simply beyond redemption, for their methods are vile, and the reader is offered 

no other perspective on their actions save those of the victimized narrators. The representatives of 

18 Boyden 85
19 Boyden 141
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the Christian community are portrayed as being the very epitome of malice and small-mindedness, 

whereas Niska, the neo-pagan mother-figure20, is the one to come to the rescue and save the helpless 

boys from the torture of the residential schools. As Niska comments, she and Xavier left the scene 

of abduction “slow and smiling.” The months that followed were the happiest in my life.”21 She 

continues to teach Xavier the ways of the bush and comments on the fact that he “learned quickly 

and naturally.”22 Xavier is quite obviously leaving an unproductive, evil Christian world for one that 

is filled with emotional stability at the hands of a mature mother-figure, as well as innocence and 

productivity.  

  

The characters of the white communities of peace-time Canada are portrayed as being 

corrupt and domineering towards the Native people. A rejection of the validity of the Christian 

society is palpable and thus affirms Zbíral's first criterion.

2.2. Christianity in War

The Western Christian tradition is portrayed as being corrupt and unproductive equally 

within the setting of war. There are two major social taboos which are transgressed within the 

western environment, albeit  symbolically. These are 1) the taboos placed on the dead, namely 

cannibalism; and 2) incest. These two taboos are also present in the setting of the Canadian native 

communities, but within that setting they are never transgressed, but are honored and serve a 

productive purpose. Within the narrative taboo is often the vehicle through which neo-pagan ideals 

are affirmed, or, by the transgression of taboo, are negated. Taboo is a fundamentally conservative 

social feature, and in this essential conservatism is closely linked with neo-pagan ideals. This is in 

line with Ivo Štampach's idea of neo-paganism, of which he says “Their [the neo-pagans'] agenda is 

20 The significance of the mother-cult in neo-pagan thought will be dealt with more extensively later in the paper.
21 Boyden 202
22 Boyden 202
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a return to nature and to the oldest strata of tradition [author's trans.]”23 Taboo is indeed this lowest 

strata of tradition, “the oldest human unwritten code of laws.”24 The narrative portrays taboo as 

having a positive social function by keeping societies in a state of conservation, which is in line 

with the general ideals of the neo-pagan traditions. 

The concept of taboo closely pertains to the dialectical relationship between the two main 

characters, Xavier Bird and Elijah Whiskeyjack. Whereas Xavier respects the taboos of the 

animistic society from which he comes from, Elijah transgresses the taboos of the native 

communities and rather lives with the moral values of the corrupt Christian society. It is the 

relationship between these two characters that is perhaps most telling in the general binary scheme 

of the narrative where the neo-pagan ideal is portrayed as being positive and healing, whereas the 

Western society is portrayed as being corrupt and decadent. Both men embody and personify the 

two respective dialectically opposed value systems. 

 Xavier is a descendant of Niska's, her nephew. Niska is representative of the taboos of the 

aboriginal society not only because of her age, but also, more importantly, because of her societal 

role as the “windigo killer,” who is essentially the executor of the society's taboo prescriptions. 

Xavier finds this essentialist identity for himself when he says, at the end of the narrative, while 

killing the windigo Elijah, “I have become what you are Niska”25- he has become a windigo killer, 

and thus a representative of the taboo-influenced aboriginal society. Elijah, on the other hand, is an 

orphan who quickly took to the Christian society. This fact is most easily deduced from his affinity 

for the English language, which he controls perfectly, even being able to mimic different accents. 

Xavier never actually learns English properly, and comments: “I am forced by my poor English to 

sit back and watch it all happen, to see how he [Elijah] wins them over, while I become more 

invisible.”26 As such he can never be fully appropriated by the Western culture. Throughout the 

23 Štampach 15
24 Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo, (Taylor and Francis e-library, 2004) 22.
25 Boyden 341
26 Boyden 60
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narrative, it is Elijah who is accepted, or at least incorporated into the milieu of western society, 

whereas Xavier remains on its sidelines. 

The following analysis will, among other things, further this assumption that the two male 

characters are representative of the two value systems. The major theme around which this polarity 

is construed is that of the afore-mentioned windigo phenomenon.   

2.2.1 The Windigo Taboo

Cannibalism is a major theme equally in the setting of the Canadian north, as it is in the 

European setting. In the animistic society of the Canadian north, the phenomenon of the windigo is 

closely linked with the cultural phenomenon of taboo. This is so for a number of reasons. 

Taboo may be defined as “a prohibition or interdiction of anything; exclusion from use or 

practice.”27 There are certainly forces of “prohibition” which are imposed on cannibalism in the 

Canadian native communities, as it is punishable by death, and is thus “excluded from practice.” 

For a more in-depth definition of the taboo phenomenon,  Sigmund Freud's work Totem and Taboo 

will be used. Although Freud works with a specific animistic/totemistic Aboriginal community, the 

social role of taboo is discussed in depth, and his findings can easily be appropriated for the analysis 

of the windigo phenomenon as presented in the narrative. The comparison of animistic/totemistic 

societies discussed in Totem and Taboo and the one portrayed in the native setting of Three Day 

Road is easily possible, as the Cree native society is most certainly portrayed as being 

animistic/totemistic. 

It is explicitly stated that “some of the old ones among us were bear clan,”28 and that there 

were prohibitions on killing bear- the totem animal. Similarly, towards the beginning of the 

narrative, after a certain bear was killed out of simple necessity and with due appeasement rites 

27 “Taboo,” Def. 3, Dictionary.com, 2012, 1.8.2012<http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/taboo>.
28 Boyden 34
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performed for its soul, Niska comments: “the bear was our brother.”29 The society of the native 

Canadians in Boyden's novel is totemistic/animistic, which facilitates the following analysis of 

taboo.

The first indication that the windigo phenomenon can be termed as a taboo phenomenon 

comes with the fact that the windigo is dangerous to the community as a whole. It is dangerous not 

only because it may physically harm the people, but also that it may spread its sickness via close 

contact. As Freud comments “Anyone who has violated a taboo becomes taboo himself because he 

possesses the dangerous quality of tempting others to follow his example.”30 In other words, anyone 

who has transgressed a taboo becomes an object of taboo himself.31 This is exactly what one sees 

happening within the native setting of Boyden's novel. The windigo wife of Micah is bound and 

kept in seclusion, yet even then, simply through her presence “[...] the children in camp stopped 

sleeping, cried in fear […],”32 and soon the adults of the tribe “[...] whispered to one another '[that] 

Micah's women's madness can surely spread in these bad times.'”33 There is thus a direct link 

between the breach of the taboo and the labeling of the transgressor as becoming taboo him/herself. 

Eventually the hookimaw is forced to kill the windigo. The society, not simply individual persons, 

must protect itself from a breach of taboo. There is even a specific institutionalized role of the 

“windigo killer,” which affirms the social function not only of the taboo itself, but also its 

traditional, socially sanctioned punishment. 

The second indication that the windigo phenomenon can be termed a taboo prohibition  lies 

in the fact that the object of the community's fear is not only of a physical danger, but also of a 

spiritual, intangible fear of demons. The mythological windigo is essentially a demon, one “of a 

class of anthropophagous monsters, 'supernatural' from a non-Algonquin perspective, who exhibit 

grotesque physical abnormalities and possess great spiritual and physical power.“34 The narrative 

29 Boyden 36
30 Freud 38
31 Freud 25
32 Boyden 41
33 Boyden 41
34 Brightman 337
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offers a similar view of the windigo being “a strange man-beast”35 who left “tracks that resembled a 

man's but much larger, holes in the snow gouged where claws instead of toes had dug in.”36 Both the 

historical as well as Boyden's literary windigo are essentially a man-eating demon. Freud discusses 

the demonic nature of a tabooed object in the following way,

Taboo is originally nothing other than the objectified fear of the “demonic” power

 which is believed to be hidden in a tabooed object.37

The source of anxiety which necessitates the taboo is in this case ravenous hunger, which 

was a very real danger for the sub-polar native communities of the Canadian north including the 

Cree.38 It is equally a very real danger in the  narrative world where hunger, especially in winter, is 

an ever present issue, and the community  spends much time trying to figure out ways to feed itself. 

There is thus a taboo placed on the object which personifies this threat of famine cannibalism, 

which is a practice abhorred by the community at large due to its capacity to erode the social fabric 

of the community. The “objectified fear” of famine cannibalism is projected onto the cannibal, thus 

making him a taboo object filled with “demonic power” which is then the source of fear for the 

community, who live in a mythically more fluid world wherein the western concepts of the 

supernatural and the natural tend to merge.  

Freud comments on the fact that taboo persons or objects carry mana, a spiritual power. The 

power is twofold: 1) The object reminds the person of “his own prohibited wishes,” in the case of 

the windigo it would be famine cannibalism; and 2) the subsequent inducing to “transgress the 

prohibition in obedience to those wishes.”39 The psychological power which the taboo object holds 

over the community is thus explained through the concept of mana, the “demonic power” which 

35 Boyden 41
36 Boyden 38
37 Freud 28
38 Brightman 343
39 Freud 40
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rests around the taboo object.  

The logic which governs the windigo phenomenon in the novel is the same as in the 

treatment of taboo.. As was precedingly illustrated (viz. Chapter 2.1.), the narrative is firm in the 

way it portrays the windigo as truly existing; it truly is a monster and the windigo killing is a 

necessary tool for survival, rather than a barbaric murderous practice. The taboo is thus essentially 

held to be a productive social phenomenon, one that keeps the community healthy and prevents its 

erosion. It is the Christian community which transgresses the animistic taboos during war, foremost 

among these the windigo taboo.    

Within the environment of the World War I trenches, which is the only European setting  the 

narrative offers, the theme of cannibalism is ever present, namely in the symbolic sense and in the 

semantic charge of the words and expressions which are used to describe the battlefield and the 

soldiers' characters. There are many instances where the figurative expressions use gastric terms, 

such as “feed,” or “hunger.” At one point the war itself is described in the following way: “ It has 

sucked the life from Saint-Eloi and left it like this, [it] has moved in search of more bodies to try 

and fill its impossible hunger.”40 The analogy to the windigo is palpable in this excerpt, as, much 

like the windigo who only gets larger with each body it eats thus necessitating more food, the war 

has an equally “impossible” hunger and craves men's bodies, as well as “sucking” the very 

landscape dry.

 The most telling and central instance of the theme of cannibalism can, however, be found in 

the character of Elijah Whiskeyjack. As was stated above, there is a dialectical relationship which 

transpires between the two major male characters the further the narrative progresses, until finally 

culminating in their deadly confrontation. What is interesting is that the dichotomous relation 

between the characters is based around the central axis of taboo. Whereas Xavier Bird honors his 

society's taboo and in fact eventually becomes an agent of its implementation, Elijah Whiskeyjack 

40 Boyden 67
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transgresses the taboos and eventually becomes, albeit symbolically, the very windigo which is 

introduced at the beginning of the narrative. 

 Perhaps the first indication of the two men's diverging ways comes after their first raid, and 

their first kill. Whereas Xavier Bird says he must “replay it over and over” in his head so that he 

doesn't sleep all night, Elijah, when asked if he “likes killing,” says that “'It's in my blood'.”41 Later 

in the narrative Xavier returns to his first killing in the following excerpt, which deserves to be 

reproduced in full.

The night I killed my first human […] I prayed to Gitchi Manitou for many hours

 on that day and the following day, thanking him that it was I who still breathed and

 not my enemy. Since that time I am able to shoot at other men and understand that 

what I do is for survival, as long as I pray to Gitchi Manitou. He understands. My 

enemy may not understand this when I send him on the three-day road, but maybe he

 will on the day that I finally meet him again.42

Gitchi Manitou (alternatively Kicimanitow) was historically the “great spirit” of the Cree, 

opposed in a dichotomous fashion to the the Macimanitow- the evil spirit from whom the windigo 

springs, and whom, in certain sources, is in fact identified with the windigo.43 The narrative offers a 

very similar view on the word, and identifies Gitchi Manitou with the Christian “God.”44 The above 

excerpt illustrates Xavier's tendency to honor the taboos of the totemistic society. Freud has this to 

say about “the treatment of enemies” in war and the taboos associated with it

“[taboo] observances fall easily into four groups: They demand 1) appeasement of 

41 Boyden 69
42 Boyden 207
43 Brightman 342
44 Boyden 141
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the slain enemy, 2) restrictions upon the slayer, 3) acts of expiation and purfication 

by him, and 4) certain ceremonial observances.“45

Correlatives with points 2) and 3) can easily be picked out in the above exceprt from 

Boyden's novel. Xavier restricts his actions by vowing that he will only kill more men as long as he 

“pray[s] to Gitchi Manitou” as what he does “is for survival.” The restriction on the slayer is thus 

observed by Xavier. Point 3) is honored in Xavier's praying “for many hours.” It is an act of 

atonement and of purification by which he aims to ameliorate the sin which he feels is upon him. 

For these purposes he also occasionally constructs the  matatosowin- the Cree sweatlodge- in which 

he conducts a purification ritual, akin to a vision quest. The pain which he inflicts upon himself 

from a certain point on “turns ecstatic,” and Xavier prays until he leaves his physical body and 

travels in the air, overlooking the trenches below.46 In the act of building the matatosowin there is a 

definite affinity with points 3) and 4) in the above extract. Both the expiation, through pain, and the 

purification is present in the act of undergoing the sweatlodge procedure. The whole act is in fact 

ceremonial, as Xavier must “find an appropriate place” to build, and must, for instance, “circle it in 

a clockwise direction” once he is inside it. Point 1) is not made explicit in the preceding quote from 

the primary text, nevertheless the general sentiment which is expressed at the end of the excerpt, 

wherein Xavier hopes that his enemy will “understand“ when they meet again in the afterlife, is in 

line with the necessity of “appeasement of the slain enemy.”  

Xavier is shown to be a character who honors the taboo in war and who tries to appease the 

divine powers that he feels are working around him. Elijah, on the other hand, is impervious to any 

cultural baggage he may be carrying from his old life in the Canadian bush. In fact, Elijah “laughs” 

at Xavier for his relationship to the societal taboos. As Xavier notes, “No Indian religion for him 

[Elijah]. The only Indian Elijah wants to be is the Indian that knows how to hide and hunt.”47 More 

45 Freud 43
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and more, Elijah goes against the taboos of his society, predominantly symbolically rejecting the 

taboo on cannibalism, and eventually becomes a symbollical windigo. 

The nature of Elijah's cannibalism deserves some attention, as it is never explicit, although 

at the very end of the narrative the reader may infer that Elijah indeed has ingested at least some 

human blood. The cannibalism is predominantly psychical, but absolutely highlighted by the 

narrative's diction, as well as by the conversations of the two main characters in which it is a major 

recurring theme.

The ease with which Elijah kills leads to his gradual dependance on the killing. Elijah 

eventually craves killing for sustenance, much like a body craves food to survive. The following 

extract speaks volumes on this psychical cannibalism of Elijah's

Before he leaves a corpse, Elijah tells me he has taken to opening each man's eyes 

and staring into them, then closing them, with his calloused right hand, letting a strange

spark of warmth accumulate deep in his gut each time that he does it[...] knowing that 

he, Elijah is the last thing that each will see before being placed into the cold mud 

and water here. […] Elijah, he says the spark fills his belly when it gnaws for food.48 

The strange process of gaining sustenance from the death of others is aptly illustrated in this 

example. The semantic charge of the words is distinctly gastric ('gut,' 'belly,' “gnaws for food”) and 

draws a strange relation between killing and becoming physically sated. As Brightman notes in 

regards to cannibalism, “With human flesh as with animal flesh, eating is simultaneously 

communion and domination.”49 This tendency towards a concurrent experience of communion and 

domination can be felt in the preceding extract, as well as in another instance within the narrative, 

when Elijah kills a German soldier who has been lying wounded and suffering for several hours. 

48 Boyden 184
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23



“I helped that soldier find his way to the spirit world” Elijah whispers. […] “I was

good to him,” Elijah continues, staring up into the sky. “He'd suffered long enough

and I didn't want him to leave violently, so I covered his mouth and nose with my own

hand and whispered good things to him till he went.”

“Enough,” I [Xavier] say sharper than I want to and crawl out of the crater [...]50

 

In both of the extracts this very mingling of communion and domination can be felt. While 

in the first, there is more of domination, as Elijah wants to be the “last thing that each will see” 

before being buried, in the second the paradoxical mercy killing of the wounded soldier rather 

speaks of communion. Nevertheless, the act itself is barbarous and the reader, along with the 

character of Xavier, feels uneasy, and sceptical as to the humanist motive of Elijah's act, especially 

while knowing the relish with which he kills the enemy soldiers in other parts of the narrative. The 

simultaneous experience of domination with communion is present in Elijah's actions on the 

battlefield.

Another indication that Elijah has transgressed one of the major taboos of society, both 

totemistic and western, is that he himself, much like Micah's wife in the Canadian setting, becomes 

taboo for the surrounding community. Freud writes that “The meaning of [the word] 'taboo' […] 

diverges in two contrary directions. […] on the one hand 'sacred,' on the other hand ' uncanny,' 

'dangerous'.”51 It is this mixed sentiment of aversion and awe with which the Allied soldiers 

approach Elijah. On the one hand, they are afraid of the shelling which Elijah's superb sniping 

draws from behind the German lines, which makes both Elijah and Xavier “unwanted by [their] 

own.”52 On the other hand Elijah has become a type of celebrity, feared and respected. As Xavier 
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comments, “The others have begun to treat Elijah like he is something more than them.”53

Not all the allied soldiers, however, treat Elijah as a tabooed person. There is a group of men 

which actually spurrs Elijah towards further acts of perversion. These are the Frenchmen that Elijah 

and Xavier meet on Christmas eve. After first enticing Elijah's competitiveness by mentioning the 

victories of the Indian sniper Peggy, they then give him the idea to collect the scalps of his enemies 

as proof of his killings. 

“Avoid what happens to Peggy,” he says. He smiles at Elijah now. “Do what we do.

Collect evidence of your kills. Do what my people taught your people a long time

ago. Take the scalp of your enemy as proof. Take a bit of him to feed you.”

[…] “And what will collecting these trophies really do for me?” he [Elijah]

asks.

“They will buy you honour among us,” Francis says. “And we are honorable

men.”54  

 The most telling and explicit allusion to the windigo phenomenon is the line reading “Take a 

bit of him to feed you,” which essentially establishes the Frenchmen as a community of windigos.  

They support Elijah's descent into madness by coaxing him to actually physically maim his victims 

and take a part of them with him. 

The treachery of these men is very elegantly expressed intertextually, via an allusion to 

Mark Antony's speech in William Shakespeare's Julius Caesar, where the recurring phrase of 

“Brutus is an honorable man” receives, by the end of the speech, a distinctly ironic twist, in fact 

expressing Brutus' falsity.55 In this way the phrase “And we are honorable men” actually expresses 

53 Boyden 91
54 Boyden 188
55 William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar (III.2), The Complete Works of William Shakespeare,1.8.2012 
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the opposite by means of an intertextual allusion to this very well known motif in Shakespeare's 

play. As it is placed at the end of the Frenchman's monologue, it only furthers the notion that 

Antony's speech can be seen as the cotext for this excerpt. The Frenchmen are thus implicitly 

named as being without honour and as such a bad influence on the strained mind of Elijah. As 

Xavier comments “They [the Frenchmen] put the chill in me. I think they are windigos.”56

The Frenchmen thus offer a window into a community of people without traditional 

morality. They are a community where in a time of war the taboo of cannibalism is, albeit 

figuratively, transgressed. It is interesting to note that when faced with this group of people, the two 

characters have distinctly different reactions. Elijah embraces the Frenchmen's skewed morality and 

indeed begins to gather scalps, as is related later in the narrative. Xavier, on the other hand, has an 

immediate distaste for them, saying “I don't like these ones,”57 and eventually decides to wait 

outside of their abode. This polarized reaction is very much in line with the two character's roles of 

personificating the two value systems. Whereas Elijah transgresses the taboos iposed upon him, 

Xavier refrains from it and maintains the value system of his animistic Native community and 

maintains the taboos with which he was raised.

2.2.2. Incest 

The second taboo which Elijah transgresses is that of incest. Although not nearly as explicit 

as the previously discussed taboo of cannibalism, it does have a place in the general binary scheme 

of the narrative, as it further affirms the dialectical ways of the two major male characters. 

Once again, Freud's work Totem and Taboo will be used for the basic definitions.

In almost every place where we find totems we also find a law against persons
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of the same totem having sexual relations with one another [...]58 

An episode that takes place in the war-torn town of Albert affirms that Elijah transgresses 

against this taboo as well.  In Albert, the two Native soldiers see “the most amazing thing,”

 

The Virgin Mary, golden and thirty feet tall, rises up from the ruins of a great 

church. She leans at such an angle that we wonder how she's not tumbled to the 

ground.  She holds a cherubic baby Jesus in her arms, and his chubby weight 

seems to threaten to topple her further.59

This Virgin Mary has become a symbol of protection for the Allied troops, some of whom 

believe that “she's a miracle come to life, that as long as she stands the Allies will not fall, either.”60

In Jungian typology, the Virgin Mary is the central representative of The Mother archetype. 

This is because she in her symbolism encapsulates both the positive and the negative aspects of the 

archetype61 - she is at once the Lord's mother, but also, as is often depicted, his cross.62 This 

combines the positive aspects associated with nurturing and protection, but also the negative, 

associated with control, and inescapable fate. 

The Virgin Mary in the narrative is to the young men on the battlefield indeed both their 

protection, but also their “cross,” as her presence within the context of the European battlefield 

slightly alters her protective quality. She is certainly the soldiers' spiritual protection, but also a 

reminder of duty to one's country, as well as a harbinger of inescapable death. The Virgin Mary 

which overlooks the town of Albert  thus has the symbolic quality of a mother-figure. 

Elijah himself acknowledges this symbolic mystical quality when he is heard to say “There 

58 Freud 4
59 Boyden 165
60 Boyden 165
61 Robert E. Todd, “The Magna Mater Archetype in The Scarlett Letter,” The New England Quarterly (Sep., 1972) 424. 
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must be something magical to her.”63 In spite of this he chooses to symbolically transgress the taboo 

on incest. One night, he “climbs the steps of the basilica, rifle in hand,” drunk on wine and high on 

morphine, climbs the bell tower and decides that “it is the wrong time for melancholy, it will ruin 

his [Elijah's] mood.”

Above him the giant virgin leans straight out […] her baby Jesus in her hands as if in 

offering to the war below. He climbs up to the roof and scrambles onto the foot of

the statue. He scuttles up further so that he straddles her. […] She seems to be anchored

to nothing, and Elijah's weight as he rides her back like she is a great horse threatens

to knock her down, smash her into a thousand pieces on the ground below. […] She

shakes with the effort of holding him as he slides out further onto her. Elijah is 

surprised to find he's become hard with the effort of this. He has his first erection in

months, it seems. […] He stretches his arms up to the rim [of her crown] and 

grimaces, pulls himself the last foot to her head and begins to convulse in waves,

the virgin below him vibrating along with him.64    

The first conspicuous feature is the use of personification for the statue of the Virgin. 

Although at first she is labeled as “the statue,” it is immediately replaced by personal pronouns, 

which only further the metaphorical sense which points to incestuous fornication. An abundance of 

sexually charged words and phrases follows (“straddles,” “rides her back”). Finally, there is an 

explicit reference to Elijah's sexual arousal, which is followed by an indirect allusion to orgasm. 

Although his orgasm is never made explicit, the implicitness is very much present for two reasons. 

The first is that Elijah begins to “convulse in waves” with the “virgin below him vibrating along 

with him.” The association with sexual climax is lexical here. The second indication is that Elijah is 
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attempting to get to the very top of the statue and to touch the Virgin's crown. Upon completing this, 

he begins to “convulse.” The act of climbing towards a high pinnacle and reaching the top is linked 

to orgasm indirectly, by association. 

Both these features affirm that Elijah has indeed symbolically indulged in fornication with 

the statue of the Virgin Mary, who has been identified as an archetypal mother figure. The taboo of 

incest has thus been breached by this act.

Elijah's previous life in the Canadian bush with Niska and Xavier exhibits no signs of 

incestuous or decadent behavior on his part, although a troubled family history is depicted

When Elijah was a child, his mother died of a coughing sickness. He was young 

and would not accept that she was dead. Elijah continued to talk to her […]. The 

nuns who watched over him at the residential school grew angry at his behavior 

and began to punish him whenever he and his mother talked.65

The structure thus identifies the mother figures of Elijah to be the nuns who replaced his 

dead mother and who brought him up until Elijah ran off and started living with Niska and Xavier. 

It is interesting to note that Elijah's mother figures are essentially flawed from the outset of the 

narrative; not only because his true mother did not care for him, but also because she was replaced 

by the ferocious nuns. Xavier, on the other hand, is quickly rescued from the residential school by 

Niska, with whom he develops a very strong and properly sublimated relationship.

Throughout the narrative, Xavier does not transgress the incest taboo with which he was 

raised. On the contrary, Niska offers a positive mother figure to Xavier, as she teaches him to hunt, 

and tries for his education in the old ways of the Indians. What Xavier feels towards her is 

overwhelming gratitude and an almost religious reverence, as can be seen from the very first 

episode in which Elijah and Xavier hunt during their childhood days. Xavier kills a marten, upon 
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which he skins it carefully, “to keep the body intact. I [Xavier] want Auntie to see that I do not 

waste.”66 Xavier wants to be commended on his actions by Niska, which is a sign of the 

overwhelming respect he has for her. More on this will be said in chapter 3.2.

The preceding analysis of the role of taboo within the narrative serves the purpose of 

determining just on what axis the dialectics of the text are opposed. As can be seen, taboo is a 

central concept that distinguishes the neo-pagan  moral code from that of the dominant Western 

society. The two characters of Xavier and Elijah are thus affirmed to be personifications of these 

two value systems and so, by the end of the narrative, their roles are also in a dialectical relation to 

one another. Because at the end of the narrative Xavier is given life, while Elijah ultimately dies, 

the neo-pagan value system is once again portrayed as being positive and life-giving.

 

3. Feminism and The Mother Goddess 

3.1. Masculinity vs. Femininity

The second major feature of neo-pagan philosophies is a tendency toward feminism as well 

as a general turning away from purely masculine and often patriarchal modes of thought. David 

Zbíral writes that neo-pagan thought 

Is tentatively feminist [and] identifies the one-sidedness of linear and analytical 

masculine thought which lacks the cyclical and synthetic modes of thought 

identified with the feminine.67 
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It was already stated that there is a very deep rejection of Christianity at the core of the 

narrative.  Christianity indeed generally exhibits these  “linear […] masculine thought” patterns that 

Zbíral mentions. These tremendously patriarchal tendencies are deeply embedded in some of its 

most basic principles. C.G. Jung in his famous work Answer to Job postulates that the divorce 

between the feminine and the masculine principles of the unitary Jewish God took place with the 

divorce of the, up to that point “coexisting,” masculine Yahweh from the feminine Sophia, who was 

then for a time forgotten in the religious discourses of the times.68 Without this feminine ideal of 

“completeness” ( as opposed to the masculine “perfection,”) the God of the Old Testament became 

the God of a thoroughly patriarchal Israelite society in which “women were only of secondary 

importance. [and] The inferiority of women was a settled fact.”69 This general trend persisted also in 

the New Testament and on, where the supreme Lord is still labeled as “The Father,” although many 

thinkers agree that the recent rejuvenation of the cult of The Virgin Mary has ameliorated this 

patriarchal  one-sidedness.70 71 Christianity also functions on, what Zbíral terms, a “linear” basis, as 

it is in its very core an eschatological philosophy which believes in a set starting point (the coming 

of the Messiah Jesus Christ) towards a prophesied moment in the future (the Second Coming), as 

can be deduced from numerous passages alluding to “the day of judgment.” Foremost among these 

is the final Book of Revelation, but also, for example, Matthew 12:36 (“[...] every idle word that 

men speak they shall give an account thereof on the day of judgment”72), or in Peter 3:7. 

There is, however, an alternative to this Christian “linear and analytical masculine thought,” 

and these are the “cyclical and synthetic” modes of consciousness. The narrative of Boyden's novel 

indeed makes much use of this tension between the “masculine” and “feminine” principles, and, in 

line with the general thesis, attaches a positive, life-giving connotation to the neo-pagan paradigm.

68 C.G. Jung, Answer to Job, (USA: Princeton University Press, 9173) 33.
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The time progression of the narration is in line with this synthetic, and non-linear view on 

time. The very mode of narration destroys the sense of a linear progression, as the fabula is related 

in episodes and flashbacks. Any sense of a linear time progression is thus subverted, because the 

reader is constantly transported from one place to another, and from one time period into another. 

What the reader is offered is not a story in the proper sense, as the sujzet makes use of short and 

often incomplete episodes, most of which are the memories and flashbacks of Xavier or Niska. The 

linear time space within which the story is actually taking place is the return journey to the 

Canadian outback- the three day road.

This theme of the return journey, the homecoming, is symptomatic of the narrative's 

adherence to a cyclical progression. The very fabula of the novel is cyclical in its nature, because 

the two young men set out on a  journey from the Canadian outback,  to which one of them 

eventually returns at the very end of the novel. The entire novel is thus projected onto a backdrop of 

homecoming, which is in its very essence a return to a place where one has already been. Both the 

fabula and the suzjet are effectively cyclical in their nature, and as such they symbolically and 

formally reflect the neo-pagan tendency to view the world as a “cyclical and synthetic” entity.

The final passages of the novel only affirm this relative view on time by describing a 

prophecy that Niska has while on a vision quest. She pours more water onto the rocks of the 

matatosowin sweatlodge and

Almost immediately the heat brings visions. […] They are two boys, naked, their

brown backs to me as they throw little stones in the water. [...] But this isn't the past. 

It is what's still to come.73

The flow of time is made relative by Niska's ability to see a different point in space and time 
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from the one in which she actually finds herself. Although a first person narrator, the narrative 

offers no alternative but to believe her monologue and accept the fact that she did see into the 

future. This contends the “linear and analytical” view of time, here understood as consisting of 

segments (intervals) of time that interlock like a chain.  Rather, Niska's vision establishes a more 

synthetic take on time, one that allows a mutual interconnectedness between any two temporal 

points. A linear and analytical take on time would not allow this, because the individual segments of 

time would never be in proper contact, except with those immediately preceding or following. The 

narrative thus exhibits a holistic and synthetic take on temporality, because Niska is allowed to 

contact and connect her mind into a future reality. 

The character of Niska and her role of representing the positive neo-pagan ideals will further 

be discussed in chapter 3.2.

The two characters of Xavier and Elijah once again have opposing ethics when it comes to 

femininity and feminism. Within the European World War I setting there are virtually no female 

characters; when they do however appear, they become a synecdoche of femininity as a whole, and 

will be treated as such in the following analysis. 

As was discussed above, Elijah symbolically transgresses the incest taboo when he climbs 

onto the statue of the Virgin Mary. In the same narrative passage one finds the line 

[…] Elijah's weight as he rides her back like she is a great horse threatens to knock 

her down, smash her into a thousand pieces on the ground below.74

There is not only an incestuous motif in the passage, but also one of destruction and 

dominance. As Elijah slides up the Virgin's back, he is at the same time threatening her very 

existence. It was affirmed that the Virgin Mary in the town of Albert is representative of The Mother 
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archetype, and as such she is also representative of femininity. Elijah is prepared to do what the 

Germans could not- to destroy a beacon of hope for the Allied defenders of Albert and environs. It 

is said that the enemy, the Wehrmacht, “has played a game for months, sending artillery in her 

direction, but thus far has not been able to send her to the ground.”75 What the Germans try to do is 

to shatter the hopes of the Allied defenders by destroying their source of spiritual protection, which 

is the positive aspect of the archetype of The Mother. Elijah, however, is prepared to do the same- to 

let the Virgin and her “baby Jesus” topple and shatter. 

An immediate parallel presents itself in the episode where Elijah and Xavier shoot a mother 

and child. 

As I [Xavier] head toward it, I catch a movement to my left coming toward me.

I turn and fire my rifle just as I see that it is a young woman. […] She slumps

against the wall. I peer quickly around me to see who else might be in here. A

small child huddles in the corner […] She begins to cry when I approach the mother.

“I am sorry, I am sorry,” I repeat over and over to the child, to the mother.

I turn toward the child to try and calm her.[...] she begins to swing her fists with 

terror at my legs.

A rifle shot explodes and the child goes still, a red hole punched in her chest

by the bullet. […]

“I didn't know that it was a child,” he [Elijah] says. […]

“You couldn't tell that she was a child?” I yell at him.

“I am trained not to hesitate in situations of danger,” he answers coldly. He

glances to the woman as if to make a point.76 

75 Boyden 165
76 Boyden 283

34



The reaction of Xavier is that of remorse and of appeasement. He exhibits an emotional 

connection with the scene in front of him, and is later heard to say that “The faces of the woman 

and child haunt me.”77 Elijah, on the other hand, exhibits an emotional coldness. Upon the shooting, 

“he stands there with a blank look on his face, absorbing the scene.”78 His motive in shooting the 

child is questionable, and Xavier brings attention to this when he asks him whether or not he could 

see that it was a girl-child. Elijah's answer is cold and unemotional, indicating that perhaps his shot 

was not as much a matter of reflex as it was of premeditation. 

Within the context of the World War I European setting, Elijah personifies the callousness of 

male domination, whereas Xavier exhibits a more emotional, synthetic mind-set. After the killing of 

the woman, Xavier acknowledges the horror of war and the absurdity of their situation, whereas 

Elijah falls back on a very mechanical phrase that alludes to the training and conditioning bestowed 

by the male-dominated war machine that is working its agenda all around them. 

There is a profound difference between the two men's  views on femininity. Xavier, who 

personifies the neo-pagan value system, does not lose sight of a “cyclical and synthetic” world-

view, because he can see outside of the ethical boundaries set out by the ferocious war. In this 

situation, as well as in others (his adherence to taboo) he manages to see the world in a more 

“complete“ capacity, and, to use C.G. Jung's dialectics, does not succumb to the mechanical and 

narrow-minded allure of masculine “perfection.” The “perfection” in war is that of hardness and 

ferocity, both of which Elijah embraces whole-heartedly. Whereas Xavier acknowledges the place 

of femininity, Elijah does not, because he has, by the end of the narrative, become a product of the 

male-dominated  values of the Christian world.

Whether it is in light of the episode with The Virgin Mary, or the episode with the shooting 

of the girl-child, Elijah is reinvented as a thoroughly anti-feminist character with latent desires for 

77 Boyden 284
78 Boyden 283

35



the destruction of the feminine. This rift between the two soldiers' approach towards the feminine 

can easily be seen in their relationship with Lisette, the estaminet keeper's daughter.

Lisette is a girl who gives sexual favors for money to the Allied soldiers who stay at her 

village. Xavier, however, does not know this and falls in love with her. Elijah notices and proceeds 

to play out a callous game with Xavier

Elijah notices her too, and I feel a sharp sting when he sees me notice her and then 

boldly approaches her. They talk for a while, but I can't make out what they say

over the noise of this place. She smiles at him and I begin to feel sad.79

Elijah then returns to the table where Xavier is sitting and proceeds to say: “See that one 

there?[...] She's the daughter of the owner. Nice girl, but not worth the wasted effort when I can just 

pay one of the others for what I want.”80 Elijah thus explicitly tells Xavier that she is not a 

prostitute.

Xavier falls in love truly and honestly. Before their meeting the following night Xavier 

bathes himself in “freezing water” to try to rid himself of the mud and lice of the battlefield. When 

he does finally see her, he says “Lisette. I've repeated her name over and over today. It comes easy 

off my tongue.” One can see that Xavier has a real interest in the girl herself, not just in his own 

sexual pleasure. He has a fixation on her personal name, which he voices also when they are parting 

for the first time. “'Your name!' I ask as she walks away. She stops and looks at me. “I don't know 

your name.” She giggles. “Lisette,” she says [...]”81 For Xavier, she is not just some woman, she is a 

very specific woman whom he has fallen in love with. 

Eventually Xavier runs away from his section for a night to see her, but he is distraught 
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when he finds her with another man- an officer. Upon his hasty return to camp he meets Elijah who 

questions him on his activities in the preceding night. 

“I see,” he [Elijah] answers. “You went to find that girl, didn't you. I could have

saved you the trouble and told you she was a whore, but you would not have 

listened.”

I look over at Elijah, remember how he first approached her, talked to her.

The truth begins to creep into my head. Something I've never felt before rushes

over me. I want to beat Elijah until he is bloody.82 

Elijah thus plays a trick on Xavier that is meant to shatter his romantic and noble notions 

about the girl. Not only does Elijah not tell Xavier that she is a prostitute, but he actually sets a trap 

for him to find this out. Although the narrative only implies this, it seems that Elijah paid the girl to 

spend a night with Xavier, while knowing well that Xavier would eventually find this out. The 

motive of 'unmasking' the feminine for what it 'really is' is present in this act of Elijah's. It is a 

wanton attempt at debasing Xavier's noble notions of love by means of debasing the object of his 

love- the woman. 

Elijah thus actively tries to spread his malevolence towards femininity onto another person.

The dichotomous concepts of femininity and masculinity are central for the book's structure. 

It has been shown that once again the two characters of Xavier and Elijah function as 

personifications of the two dialectical concepts. Xavier is, once again, a character that upholds the 

neo-pagan ideals, in this case those of a “tentative feminism,” while Elijah exhibits subvertive 

behavior towards the neo-pagan values.
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3.2 The Mother Goddess

In his essay “New Age and Neo-Paganism” David Zbíral writes that within the boundaries 

of the afore-discussed “tentative feminism” there is a tendency in neo-pagan philosophies towards 

“a rebirth of the cult of the Goddess.”83 A similar view is voiced by Ivan Štampach who says that 

neo-pagan philospohy attempts to revisit “archaic consciousness, shamanism” as well as the “cult of 

the Mother deity with its roots sometime in the neolithic period.”84

The character who functions as the “Mother deity” in the narrative is Niska. She is not only 

the main female character of the novel, but also exhibits all the above features of neo-pagan 

thought.

Niska is firstly a shaman and a traditional windigo killer.

My mother carried on with my education, teaching what roots and leaves could

 heal and which could kill.[...] What my mother could not teach me was something 

that I already had. The vision to see little parts of the near and far future, have

moments to come wash over me, left me drained and shaken so that I could

not stand.85

Niska acquires the knowledge of an old traditional Cree lore from her mother. There is thus 

a female tradition that is handed down from mother to daughter which deals with the natural world 

around them. which serves to establish Niska as a carrier of “archaic” female knowledge. 

The same goes for her social role of windigo killer. As she herself says “I am the second to 
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last in a long line of windigo killers.” 86 insinuating that there were many before her who transmitted 

the knowledge from one to the other, teacher to student. Although the windigo killer in her family 

was her father, her rite of passage, the moment when she learned the trade, was of a distinctly 

feminine nature. When her father is forced to kill the windigo Micah's wife and her child (viz 

chapter 1.1.) Niska watches and receives her first menstrual cycle

Her [Micah's wife] feet quivered, then went still. At the moment when the quiet

came like a shadow into the room, I felt warmth between my legs. […]

“I allowed you to watch, Little One,” he [Niska's father] said when he finally

spoke, “because one day I will be gone and you might have to do the same.”

  […] When we went outside I placed my hand between my legs and then brought

it to my face, stared at the little smear of blood on my fingers, hoping to see some 

sign of what awaited me.87

This excerpt establishes that Niska's role as windigo  killer, although transmitted to her by 

her father, is of a distinctly feminine nature. The moment when she essentially becomes one, the 

moment of instruction/transmission of the teachings from her father to Niska, is the moment when 

she physically becomes a woman. The two identities both bloom in the exact same moment, and 

thus are inseparable.Niska's role, albeit learned from her father, is of a feminine, rather than 

masculine nature. Niska herself is explicit in her commentary about this fusion of identities.

I had been witness to brutal deeds that no child should see, I'd been struck mute

by shock, my womanhood had come to me like a tainted thing, a sick animal, at 

the moment it should not have.88 
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What then transpires is that Niska is indeed a carrier of an “archaic consciousness,” both her 

father's as well as her mother's. She is the last in a long line of carriers of archaic knowledge. 

Niska is also a mother figure, both to Xavier and Elijah. For Xavier she is an aunt and the 

closest female relation, and for Elijah she functions as a type of surrogate mother. At one point 

Xavier recollects “I in turn introduced him [Elijah] to you, Niska. The moment Elijah first spoke to 

you was the moment that he stopped talking to his dead mother.”89 Niska offered the two boys an 

emotionally safe environment: “The days out in the bush with you [Niska] and me are memories 

that glow inside him [Elijah] still.”90 Excepting the nuns, Niska was the sole female in the boys' life 

until their journey to Europe. Niska's role in the formative years of their life was that of a mother 

and teacher.

Niska also exhibits the features of a female deity. Her transcendental states wherein she can 

see the past and future are a testament to an inborn capacity for supernatural, unexplainable, and 

thus 'godly' feats. Her visions are however only a small part of her overall role within the narrative. 

Niska is ultimately a healer who, during the three day road, heals Xavier's psychological malady. 

Niska at one point says about Xavier's mental state “[...] if the illness stays inside him, it will 

kill him.”91 Throughout their journey home Niska tells Xavier stories for therapeutic reasons. She 

tries to heal him with tales of her family history. This retelling of family history is a way of 

reaffirming Xavier's identity. Barbara Fiese believes that “mother's tell stories of personal 

experience”for reasons of affiliation92, rather than motivation or simple documentation of past 

events. This is exactly what Niska performs. Her stories serve an affiliative purpose, as they bring 

Xavier back into the social realm of his family and of his home environment (Their affiliative 
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themes also further establish the hypothesis that Niska is indeed a mother-figure to Xavier). In this 

way they have a therapeutic effect on his fragile psyche. Niska herself says “This evening I will 

make him a broth and force it down him if I must. For now, I will feed him another story.”93 The 

equation of bodily nourishment and the psychological nourishment of a story is made explicit by the 

use of the verb “feed” in a metaphorical sense. What Niska expresses is Xavier's dependency on 

psychological nourishment, as well as on the purely physical.

The final scene wherein Niska by means of the matatosowin ritual expels the sickness from 

Xavier's body and mind is most telling as to her healing faculties. 

The third round [of the steam bath] I am consumed by Nephew's pain. […] Nephew 

is chased by something horrible, even in here. And it threatens to take me too. […] 

The pain that Nephew has carried inside himself for so long is leaving his body and

swirling around in this place. […] I am worried for him, that his body is not strong

enough, but if the illness stays inside him it will kill him. 

With the squeal of a stone splitting in half from the heat, the presence is gone.94 

By means of Niska's healing powers Xavier is redeemed from the “sickness” that plagues 

him. This scene is the culmination of a long three-day healing session on the part of Niska. 

Throughout the trip she watches Xavier intently and administers her psychological therapy in the 

form of stories. 

Her healing faculties alone, however, are not enough to label Niska as a female deity. While 

on the battlefields of France, Xavier makes her a figure of personal worship. This can be inferred 

from two instances. The first is his decision to keep and protect the medicine bundle which Niska 

made for the two boys before they left for Europe. The bundles were made by Niska of herbs and 

93 Boyden 196
94 Boyden 349

41



plants and the boys were instructed not to open them, lest their protective magic disappears. Elijah 

opened his soon afterwards, but Xavier maintained the promise:

It [the medicine bundle] still has the faint scent of the fire when I put it to my

nose. Sometimes I'm tempted to open it, but have decided not to any more, for 

fear of losing something important, something of you Niska.95

The medicine bundle is treated as a protective and  religious artifact. It is not so much the 

artifact itself that bestows the protection, it is its relation to Niska, the mother-deity, that makes it an 

object of worship for Xavier. He does not want to open it for fear of losing “something of […] 

Niska.” The agent  of protection thus isn't the physical object, but rather the figure behind it. The 

bundle is purely an index that reminds Xavier of the power of its creator, Niska.

Xavier exhibits a similar devotion in a time of crisis, in the heat of battle when bullets are 

whizzing all around. In this instance Xavier uses Niska's name as a type of incantation that is meant 

to protect him.  

I try not to think, but a memory of me playing on the muddy shore of the Great Salt

Bay comes to me, a presence near me, my watchful aunt protecting me. You, Niska. 

[…] I think I have been shot, but the pain is almost absent, just an annoying bite. I 

begin to mouth your name over and over, like a protection against the bullets. Niska, 

I whisper as I run up the hill and approach a stretch of barbed wire. Niska. Niska. 

Niska. Niska. Niska.96

Xavier in this episode sees Niska as an omnipresent protective entity. The memory of his 
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childhood seeps into his present in a very real way, and the figure of Niska is the link between these 

two time periods. She is regarded by Xavier as having tremendous power. So much power, that he 

uses the memory of her as a “protection against bullets.” Niska is thus regarded as a deity, one that 

can be called upon in any situation by means of a prayer. The repetition of her name is indeed a 

prayer, as it is meant to avert danger and is made to an entity which is not physically present. Niska 

in this episode acquires the role of a deity, a goddess.

The above analysis of Niska's role as Mother-Goddess establishes that the narrative makes 

extensive use of a tentatively feminist sensibilty. Niska is an absolutely central figure in the overall 

scheme of the narrative, with about a third of the narrative space devoted to episodes in which she is 

present or which she herself narrates. As such, her presence in the narrative is not marginal, but of 

prime importance.

Her dual role of mother figure and of a benevolent deity in the overall scheme of the 

narrative fulfills Zbíral's and Štampach's criterion of “a rebirth of the cult of the Goddess,” as well 

as of the “Mother deity.”

4. Autochthonous Tradition

In  his  essay  Zbíral   postulates  that  neo-pagan  thought  “favors  autochthonous  and  local 

traditions.” This is true of the themes and settings of Boyden's Three Day Road.

The  word  autochthonous  is  defined  as  “aboriginal,  indigenous  (  opposed  to 

heterochthonous).“97 In other words, autochthonous means “coming from a local, home source” as 

opposed to the heterochthonous, defined as “not indigenous, foreign.”98 

The relationship of the two value systems, those of the totemic Native community and the 

97 “Autochthonous,” Def. 1, Dictionary.com, 2012, 1.8.2012 <http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/autochthonous>.
98 “Heterochthonous,” Def. 1, Dictionary.com, 2012, 1.8.2012 <http://dictionary.reference.com 
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dominant Western society, is imbued with just this binary relationship, already touched upon in 

chapter  2.,  in  regards  to  religiosity.  Whereas  the  Western  culture  is  “foreign”  to  the  Canadian 

environment, the Native community and its values and traditions are native to the Candian land. 

The Native social system is indeed autochthonous. The following excerpt from Niska's narrative 

illustrates this point explicitly

 At the time of my birth the wemistikoshiw [white men] were still dependent on us.

Like little children they came for handouts. [...]When the blackflies of spring 

threatened to drive them mad we taught them to use the green bows of the black 

spruce on their fires. We showed them where in the rivers the fish hid when summer 

grew warm and how to trap the plentiful beaver without driving them away forever. 

The Cree are a generous people. Like forest ticks the wemistikoshiw grabbed 

onto us, growing fatter by the season, until the day came when suddenly it was

 we who answered to them.99

This narrative episode firmly fixes the distinction between the aboriginal Cree communities 

and the foreign Western society. The westerners were, according to Niska, not used to the new 

environment and the Cree had to instruct them in all the ways of the land. 

The judgment  which Niska bestows upon the foreigners is  also explicit.  She calls  them 

“forest ticks,” alluding to their capacity for sucking the resources from the land without paying heed 

to the Native communities already present. In this sense it is obvious that the narration does indeed 

“favor” the autochthonous Native tradition, rather than the colonial heterochthonous tradition. 

Once again the narrative shows its fundamental adherence to neo-pagan values. The white 

man's culture is portrayed as being fundamentally flawed, not only through the suzjet, which is in 
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this case utilised by means of a first-person narration and thus potentially unreliable, but also in the 

fabula, wherein the white man gains dominance over the Native communities and proceeds to instill 

his own law and values over them (viz. Chapter 2.). The autochthonous Native tradition is thus 

again juxtaposed against the Christian culture and again awarded a moral superiority. 

5. Environmentalism

A tendency towards environmentalism is the final criterion that will be discussed in relation 

to  neo-pagan  philosophy  in  Boyden's  novel.  Zbíral  comments  followingly:  Neo-paganism 

“Promulgates and practices love for nature, rejects its exploitation, [favors] the protection of the 

environment, seeing the Earth as a living organism.”100 Štampach expresses a similar view when he 

writes that neo-pagans exhibit a “widely accepted ecological mentality.”101 

The  narrative  of  Three  Day  Road indeed  does  exhibit  all  these  featues.  Furthermore, 

environmentalism  serves  as  another  place  of  contention  between  the  Native  and  the  Western 

cultures.

The very first pages of the narrative establish this distinction on the grounds of pollution. 

Whereas  in  the  Native  environment  nature  is  kept  pristine  and  unpolluted,  the  western  city 

(presumably Toronto) is polluted and not friendly towards the natural environment. It is in Niska's 

narrative where one can read the following excerpt about the sprawling city where she comes to 

find the homecoming Xavier

I have watched them pour what smells like lantern oil onto the road, but still the 
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dust floats up so that it coats the inside of my nose and bothers my eyes. […]

 The place where I go is covered in soot so that I feel the need to bathe each day 

that I return from there without him [Xavier].102 I look out at the spruce across 

the tracks. Blackened by soot, they bend in defeat.103

The emphasis in the preceding lines is on the words “dust” and “soot.” Both are the physical 

result of the western tendency to pollute the environment. The most telling sentence is that of the 

spruce “Blackened by soot” who “bend in defeat.” The binary relationship between the natural 

environment and the pollution of the western city is thus made explicit. What was once pure and 

natural is now “blackened” and defeated. The judgment in Niska's words can easily be felt and once 

again serves to establish the supremacy of the neo-pagan values.

A similar  ecological  paradigm on the part  of  Niska transpires  in  the  already mentioned 

excerpt wherein Niska says “We showed them [...] how to trap the plentiful beaver without driving 

them away forever. The Cree are a generous people. Like forest ticks […].”104 The important clause 

is that which deals with the beavers. The beavers were hunted “without driving them away forever” 

which exhibits an adherence to sustainable hunting. The Native community obviously practiced this 

sustainable way of food production. History shows us that indeed the western culture's obsession 

with fine beaver fur almost made the animal extinct in a number of places and made for its rapid 

decline  in  numbers.105 The  narrative  presumably  works  with  a  model  reader  who  knows  this 

historical context, as the emphasis on beavers is telling, to say the least. The western society is thus 

portrayed as being unable to maintain a sustainable way of life, whereas the neo-pagan aboriginal 

society is portrayed as being in harmony with the environment and thus sustainable.  

Zbíral's criterion of “seeing the Earth as a living organism” also holds true for the novel's 
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narrative. It was already discussed that the Native community is animistic in its religious outlook, 

and  as  such  believes  that  “natural  objects,  natural  phenomena,  and  the  universe  itself  possess 

souls.”106 The tribe's adherence to animism was corroborated previously in chapter 1.2. One can 

thus hypothesize that the Earth itself may be viewed as a living organism by the Native characters, 

and this  is  indeed so.  At  one point  Xavier  experiences a  vision trip  wherein he  flies  over  the 

trenches.

I'm looking down at the lines of the trenches scratched into the earth. I try to read their

pattern, to understand it. Lines cut into the earth's skin. Scars. I can't read their language 

[...]107

The personification of the earth is  obvious.  The earth is  said to possess “skin,” and by 

analogy the trenches are termed “scars.” The war's destructive effect on the land is expressed by 

words which have a close connection to the wounding and injury of a biological entity. In this way 

the Earth is viewed as being a “living organism.”

The above analysis shows that there is indeed an environmental consciousness expressed in 

the narration of the novel. This is closely linked to its naturalist ethics which are a large part of the 

over-arching neo-pagan value system. 

6. Conclusion

This paper establishes that the narrative works within the boundaries of a neo-pagan value 

system. This system, identified by means of David Zbíral's typology, works as an ethical framework 

106“Animism,” Def. 4, Dictionary.com, 2012, 1.8.2012 <http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/animism>.
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against which the second system of values, that of the dominant western culture, is compared. The 

narrative consistently holds the neo-pagan ethics in higher esteem than the Christian ethics, which is 

in part executed by means of the first person narration carried by two Native characters. This 

naturally  imbues the narrative with a specific, indigenous world-view. The fabula, however, also 

works on this basis, as the final victory is given to Xavier, the personificating character of the neo-

pagan value system, and not to Elijah, the personification of the decadent Christian world.

This paper established that within the narrative the social phenomenon of taboo is important 

in this dialectical scheme, and often serves funcitons as the axis upon which the contention of the 

two value systems is grafted. Taboo is a tradtionally conservative phenomenon, and as such serves 

the neo-pagan philosophy. The transgression of taboo is symptomatic of a progressive view on 

society and the environment. Once again, these two takes on taboo as personified by means of the 

two male Native characters, Xavier and Elijah.

The character of Niska was shown to be a central figure within the narrative, and a character 

who fully fulfills the criterion of the resurrection of the “cult of the Goddess.” She in this way 

serves as a counterpoint to the male-dominated western culture and its terrible war by offering a 

holistic way of healing both the body and soul of Xavier. This paper has shown that Niska is indeed 

a “Mother deity,” which is once again in line with the neo-pagan features, as well as with the 

overwhelmingly positive connotation attached to them in the narrative.

The last two features of  “autochthonous tradition,” and that of a tendency towards an 

ecological and environmental consciousness were both shown to be present on a  number of textual 

excerpts where the basic principles of both are explicitly stated. Once again, the novel conforms to a 

neo-pagan paradigm. 

This paper affirms that the neo-pagan values are not only present in Boyden's Three Day 

Road, but are given moral superiority over the western paradigm. 
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