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I. Goal of essay → to trace a countrestory to Western claims to the origins of hypertext and 
multimedia by remembering how American Indian communities have employed wampum 
belts as hypertextual technologies 

A. Wampum belts → have extended human memories of inherited knowledges 
through interconnected, linear designs and associative storage and retrieval 
methods 

B. What is wampum?  
1. Small, short, tubular bead, made from the quahog clam shell 
2. **Serves as a sign technology → records history of tribes 
3. INTERESTING → the wampum of the Iroquois Confederacy influences 

the democratic thought that led to the Constitution of US 
C. Wampum representations required reciprocity on part of the recipient  

1. **Connects to reading about how writing/language requires reciprocity 
D. Wampum is a living rhetoric that communicated a mutual relationship between 

two or more parties 
1. **Embodies memory 

II. History of Western Hypertext 
A. Dr. Vannevar Bush is “grandfather” of the concept of hypertextuality through his 

concept of Memex 
1. Memex → instrument designed to extend human memory by allowing us 

to associatively store and retrieve memories through nonlinear trails (aka 
webbed network) of interconnected scientific knowledge and data 

B. Need of tech development to allow for compression of information 
C. **Essay demonstrates how wampum is an example of a pre-Memex/pre-Internet 

American Indian technology that became a reality and works like a hypertext  
1. Extends beyond capabilities beyond the current capacity of “World Wide” 

Web (which is a Memex) 
III. Hypertextual Features of Wampum and Western Hypertexts 

A. Digital Rhetoric 
1. Both Western and wampum hypertexts employ digital rhetoric to 

communicate their nonlinear information 
a) All writing is digital → refers to fingers, eyes, and ears (way we 

write and record world) 
B. Visual Rhetoric (font, layout, design) 

1. Wampum communicates visually through contrast between dark purple 
and white beads  

C. Associative Indexing, Storing, Retrieving, and Presenting Info 



1. Nodes → points of information 
2. Links → pathways that connect them 
3. In order to retrieve the encoded information, and individual must be a part 

of the community with the cultural context for accurate retrieval of that 
information 

a) **Wampum is a hypertext that is a cross-cultural knowledge rather 
than global and mass communication 

D. Nonlinear, Webbed Networks of Knowledge 
1. Wampum offers a layered writing and reading experience (can 

communicate more than one story) 
E. Supplemental Memory 

1. Wampum “reader” or presenter can trace the nodes of information and 
link to their associated inherited knowledge of stories 

2. The beads serve as nodes to topics and the sinew, tree bark twine, or 
other stringing devices serve as links to associated information 

F. Interactive Design 
1. What is hypertext? 

a) The original term for interactive content 
b) Qualities → the creation of a structure of elements and their 

presentation in interaction with the reader 
(1) **Interactiveness achieved from content and media types 

and between the “designers” and “presenters” of wampum 
IV. Extending the Capability of Western Hypertexts 

A. Wampum belts signify a surviving intellectual tradition that communicates living 
stories of a living culture 

1. Not true with Western hypertexts → changes can be made in a moment 
2. **Wampum remembers civic responsibility 

B. Wampum reminds us that the balance between technology and humans is 
necessary  

1. Western hypertext does not require a conscious effort to remember the 
message encoded in the technology 

V. Implications of Wampum as Hypertext 
A. Demonstrates how American Indians have a long-standing intellectual tradition of 

multimediated, digital rhetoric theories and practices 
1. **New view of being “technologically advanced” 
2. American Indians have intellectual sovereignty 


