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In To Save The Man, John Sayles has given us a harrowing story 
that not only deserves to be read but also reckoned with.” 

—Richard Russo, author of Empire Falls
“

(Sayles’s) latest wrenching, masterful novel (is) a virtuosic 
performance by a gifted storyteller.” 

—Booklist, starred review“

INTRODUCTION
In the vein of Never Let Me Go and Killers of the Flower Moon, one of America’s greatest 
storytellers sheds light on an American tragedy: the Wounded Knee Massacre, and the ‘cultural 
genocide’ experienced by the Native American children at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School 
. . .

In September of 1890, the academic year begins at the Carlisle School, a military-style boarding 
school for Indians in Pennsylvania, founded and run by Captain Richard Henry Pratt. Pratt 
considers himself a champion of Native Americans. His motto, “To save the man, we must kill the 
Indian,” is severely enforced in both classroom and dormitory: Speak only English, forget your 
own language and customs, learn to be white.

As the young students navigate surviving the school, they begin to hear rumors of a “ghost 
dance” amongst the tribes of the west—a ceremonial dance aimed at restoring the Native People 
to power, and running the invaders off their land. As the hope and promise of the ghost dance 
sweeps across the Great Plains, cynical newspapers seize upon the story to whip up panic among 
local whites. The US government responds by deploying troops onto lands that had been granted 
to the Indians. It is an act that seems certain to end in slaughter.

As news of these developments reaches Carlisle, each student, no matter what their tribe, must 
make a choice: to follow the white man’s path, or be true to their own way of life . . .

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Unity and survival are prominent themes throughout the novel. What roles do these play in the 

relationships between the students? How might this help or hinder their struggle for survival? 

2. How do the students at Carlisle navigate their cultural identities while being forced to abandon their 
languages and traditions? What does this reveal about the complexities of assimilation? 

 3. How do the students react to the rumors of the ghost dance? What does the dance represent 
 in the broader context of the students’ experience at Carlisle? What does it reflect about the power of 
cultural movements in the face of oppression?

John Sayles is one of the most important public historians of our 
generation.”” 

—William Cronon, President of the 
American Historical Association

“
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 4. What does survival mean for the students at Carlisle? How does this differ 
from the survival strategies of their families and tribes outside the school? 
In what ways is it similar?

 5. Language takes on a number of roles throughout the novel, such as a means 
for control. What are some of the other roles language plays? How might it both 
limit and liberate the Indigenous characters in the novel?

 6. The reverend’s Bible lessons and the image of “El Diablo” seem to create tension
 for the students. How does the novel explore the imposition of Christianity on Indigenous 
children, and how does it interact with their spiritual beliefs and practices? What role does 
religion play in the characters’ struggles for identity and autonomy?

 7. The novel frequently engages with the Western dichotomy of “savagery” vs. “civilization.” 
How does this shape the way the students perceive themselves and their place in society?
How does the novel critique this notion of progress, and in what ways might it challenge 
readers to reconsider these terms today?

8. There are poetry verses scattered throughout the text in the beginning and end of the novel.
Why do you think these verses were included? What effect does this have on the story? 

9. The novel allows us insight into the thoughts and feelings of multiple characters, 
including both authority figures and students. What effect does this have on the story?

10. The school’s motto, “To save the man, we must kill the Indian,” speaks directly to the notion 
of “civilization” imposed upon the characters. In what ways do the authorities at Carlisle 
School complicate the idea of “civilization” as a singular, universal concept?

11. Though the novel takes place in the late 19th century, many of the themes explored in the novel still 
resonate today. How does the novel comment on the long-term effects of colonization on Native 
communities? In what ways do the struggles of the characters in the story mirror contemporary 
Indigenous issues?

12. Early in the novel, Sayles writes, “Nobody wants a mad coyote in their camp” (pg. 50).  How is this image 
reflected in the emotions and beliefs of Indigenous members of Carlisle School? In what ways does this 
statement reflect the dynamics of community acceptance and rejection? What does the label “mad 
coyote” suggest about the tension between personal freedom and societal norms?


