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T - Rather than srmpiy recreatlng a real or imagined
,event or experience for entertainment purposes, .the wisdom stories of

Q.the American Indlans.ﬁgfi sophisticatéd “teaching* devices that. kept '
alive the history anad ditions of the *txibe at the.same time that

_ they instructed the young tribe members if the areas' of history,

- 'geography, nature study, and ethics. C uries c¢ld, these stories
vere passed by word of mouth from generation to generation and -their . .
telling was entrusted to persons who were highly respected witain the
tribe. Each .story was constructed so as to stimulate inductive and
éeductive thinking by providing alternate viewpoints and by .
challenging the listener to formulate individual conclusions. Some of
the concepts and principles that are.found cons1stently in Indian

.wisdom literature. Jnclude the following: an Indian 1sTa human belng '
capable of good and ‘bad behavior, who lives according to the _

-traditions of the fathers; the wor& "different" does no:t involve a
value judgment; decision maklnq is a human function and the only

.. Wrong dec1s1ons are- ch01ces hever made' everything is alive and nas a

'spirit, even "rocks amrd trees; and power is the capacity to overcome
human weakness without physical dominance, rather than the abllxty to
rule others. (MAI) ’ PN
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Indian Wisdom Stories

o N Introduct1en N '
. * After 1iszen1ng to several Ind1an stor1es about Céyoﬁe’a d other ‘

anima] people Denny Deros1a, a Seatt]e Wash1ngton school boyf wrote o };

o his oWn story .-The uned1ted vers1on fol]ows o 'Jll l- .‘Tﬁ
: R ' : e

“Once far, far back when there were no" peop]e the aﬂjmais werk

.. _ peaceful ones and one of the most. he]pfu] ones -Was the Sreat beote

The’ great Coyote had been he]pful many times.

J

/
"We]] one f1ne day the Coyote was tak1ng a wa]k and he Saw h1s ‘
brother the fox. He liked h1s brother and . his brother d hlm,.
"As he went on wa1k1ng he saw a bubb]1ng brook _He bent down to

L]

get a drink when in. the water he saw h1m§e1f He thOught,i'I wonder

‘:‘.

how the Eag]e 1s7 He sto1e my name I wou]d 11ke an: excuse to k111

o

.Eag]e very mnch.'_ Bu he Coyote cou]dn t find an excuse so- he went on"’

. . ———

until he came to the’tagle s nest. He went up to the.Eagle s nest but

. : - ~J .
. _;didn t f1nd Eag]e He knew it was past-]unch-time .uniybe he's fn kfﬁ,

' -
hi

troub]e’l The Coyote ca11ed upon h1s mag1c powers and ‘he got a ba]l
It ‘showed }he onf ready to eat Eag]e He thought hé/should he]p Eag1e
so he Jeft runn1ng his fastest to kill Wolf." ~
ENCN N
“Coyote ran ten miJes, twenty, th1rty, forty, f1fty and he finally ‘tv
5got thgre and rested Then he got* ready but he had never fought a wolf.
He wondered 1f he could. So he went in the cave. The wo]f had him down

(He ca]]ed upon h1s mag1d powers and the wo]f turned to.dust and b1ew away.
. f,\
"The eag]e-sa1d, '‘Why did you do that?. I stpf//your name.' ."Well,'

L, . : 9 »
“said Coyote, 'l was 4old when the Great Spirit told me to help anybody
o .

) o o -"(;&\“~ SR N L
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.~ for ne reason N T
' I ' .l.’i'.’

]:f*“that‘I:had"to That S why even now I'd 1ike: Jto k112:iou'butl;cah’tg"*'~‘.?~~-ﬁ~

. and k111ed him," " Q, hf__ |
Denny's story may\not ekact1y-para11e1 Coyote storﬂeSvtold by £

-

. master CBJV11i;MB?\NSZLEirce storyte11ers, but Denny s story hgs a \

N

"ﬂv;a def1n1te exposure to. s1m11ar stor1Es and the te h1ngs 1nherent'1n o

*‘:them For 1nstancek Denny ta]ked about a: t1me when there were no
'\"peop1e," or human be1n§s,.1nhab1t1hg the earth, a t1me when an1ma1s i;§3
f‘co ex1sted peacefu11y, as brothers 'Coyote was portrayed 1n/Dennyus l.

N story as’a he1pfu1 an1ma1, an an1ma1 with spec1a1 powers, and not“

- b]oodth1rsty, v1c1ous, and dumb creat@re. Of course Coyote was somewhat

q

: Jealous of Eag]e S name, but the story c]early conveys th dea that

Coyote wou]d not kill another anima] for such gn "excuse. The story :

,.' 'ends, l{wever with Eag]q s death, wh1ch is not due to Coyote S vengean

but 1s due to the fact that Eag]e has been k1111ng f1ihx hpparent]y wi

,/_.

' obt proper causg. There are several other themes £arr1ed put in Denny s ;

story,too, wh1ch reflect his 1earn1ng about Amer1can Ind1an ph11osophy 5

’

toward an1ma1 Mfluence and behavior in the cycle of 11fe Denny's

story obv1ous1y shows little 1nf1uence from Jane and B111 or Dr. Seuss,

but it def1n1te1y ipdicated his exposure to Coyote and other Indian w1s-’f-°~

-dom stories. Ct 'Cﬁ .‘ -
- : ’ ' ) : . .

Def1n1:Son and ‘Purpose

"W1sdom story" is a bette reference term than "1egend " "tale,"

: '\ , ° —— A s
- "narrat1ve," or the S1mp1e "story," becausé\w1sdom stor1es go beyond
T ) ,,_.-:s-" . , N . Lo
‘ ‘ A .’ . . - é . ' . / .

S b
o e !\

. certain amount of. accurac; H1s account of Coyote S experience refkects///// .

/—\»
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the s1ngu1ar 1ntent to re-create real’ or 1mag1ned events and exper1ences.f', VA

That is not. to say that Ind1an w1sdom stories are never f1ctiona1 or. e

5 express1ons, vo1ces, and o stures a]most told the ta]e W1thout.words as -

state until he leaves themﬂ . ST ey

that some stories arg not reta1ned purely for the1r Enterta1nment va]ue

As E11a C1ark po1nted out in her book Ind1an Legends from the Northern

'

. Rock1es. “Many of the storyte11ers were superb actors... o The1r fac1a1'
‘ — ‘o

they enterta1ned eager 11steners w1th amus1ng stor1es. tales of adventure'
and war, horror stor1es, and‘myths and 1eginds of ‘the wondrous d;ys of
,long ago. "], MShy Ind1an w1sdom stor1es are fu11 of w1t and- h11ar1ty, too;
0h1yesa (S1oux) spoke to the\po1nt "There is SCarce[y 1“ything ) exas-i L
perat1ng to me as the 1dea that the natives of th1s country have no sense?
of humor and .no facu]ty for Eﬂrth .’.,. I have often Spent anpent1re ;”,'Q L
even1ng in. 1augh1ng d1th tyfm unt11 I cou]d 1augh qo more "There gre J"/
even1ngs when the recogn1zed w1t or story-teﬁ]er of the V111age g1ves EL

free ehterta1nment wh1ch keeps the rest of the commun1ty i, a convulsive '
n2 ‘ - . \:. s ‘-'.‘ A R S

. .

wisd m stor1es have exce]]ent e::erta1nment va1ue espec1a11y

for the young, but they are h1gh1y 1nstru ve,.‘too C]ark stressed th1s e

by say1ng, "Storyte111ng, however was not for entertaﬂnment on]y In; z'v' ,;mg

‘the: ch11dhood of my pr1nc1pa] Nez Perce 1nformant 0t1s Ha]fmoon, spec1a1

ey []

w1nter 1odgés were- made part1y underground which were heated w1th hot

rocks~ There the most h1ghly respected storyte11ers one for the boy

and,one for the girls, taught the ch1]dren in story form, prepar1n them
for the1r lives as adu]ts close to nature. o3 Accord;qg to- Ste1ner,
Mrs Clara Moore, who 11ves on the Colv1]1e Reservat1on 1n wash1ngton, J'

reca11ed that “1n her youth stor1es ,were unwrittén'textv 1h_h1story,_l

. . et . - .
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gqur phy, nature study and‘ethics '“4 So, Ind1an w1sdom‘l¢ories can o
) / \./'/ T.

'and shouid be appreciated on another 1e%;1, a level which symbolizes

’mwhat 1s true, right, 1ast1ng, of good judgment, or w1se Natural]y the

e e
ff,predominant content of the stor1es is based upoJ."w1sdom" from ‘the

R
American Indian tradition and va]ue systé’: a broad term encompa551ng

many tribal differences Nonethe]ess, all tribes have indfﬁddual oral
S

r-hlstquGS Wh1€h are closefy re]ated xo the1r wisdom stories. and the -
VoS

stories are partia] records of their un1que religions, 1anguages. cuss
toms, be]igfs,,and traditions In Ciark S. words, "“Fables and other -

narratives gave moral and eth1ca1 1nstruct10n to youth as théir e]ders
-~

);hsought to deve]op 1n\¢hem the 1dea1s of the tr1be One of the sacred

~duties of the e]ders of the trybes was to hand down the traditions to

the younger generations Thus the w1nter storyte]ling preserved the

'continuity of the tr1be by keeping a]ive 1ts history and its 51gn1f1cant

s

traditionsc Th? best storyte]]ers were highly respected by the1r ﬁeop]e, .

Y they were not on]y entertainers, but also teachers. historians, and’

s 5.
guard1ans of the sacred\ﬁeremonies " R

= ,t - - Told from Memory . S S |
ey{//nff%\rbcent]y there have ba‘ivfew printed copies for reference and
‘ ew, a fact wh1ch makgs w1sdom stor1es a]l the more 1mpressive This
has appa en?]y been an - 1ns1gn1f1cant prob]em to the Native American,
‘since the wisdom stor1es were. and stnli ‘are ski]]fu]ly told from memory
In 1891 an Og]aia SiOux judge, Four Guns, contrasted the—white man's
’Jinsatiable des1re for pr1nted documents w1th the Indians capacity for
‘memory: "The Ind1an needs no wr1t1ngs words that are true sink deep

5 -~

1nto his heart where they remain; he never forgets them. On'thevother




jhéhdifﬁffthe whfte"mantloses'his-papers; he is hejpless,’«I/oncefheard:”:“m
one-of their preachers say%that'no white man was‘admitted to heaven
unless there were writings about h1m in a great book "6, Ste1ner 5 ’,;?

9 remarks ‘were consistent with Four Guh s: '"Modern man--book—weary,_
h -1
*

11terate mu1t111ngua1—-has been baff]ed and fasc1nated by the: ab111ty
of ‘the Indian. to rec1te from’ his tribal memory o But the 1111terate ' vf
'Ind1an knew the: unwr1tten h1story of th1ngs that had happened hundreds :
'of yéars before as he knew h1s da;T& 11fe ‘The mind of the Indian was
a time machine ‘His memo ry was h1s rea]1ty "7' Since spoken words have
-a1ways been spec1a1 commun1cat1ve devices to Ind1ans words have long
v been/treated w1th respect and carefu]ly deve]op\d skill, a fact 0]
'clearly demonstrated by,tr1ba1 storytel]ers Jones was certalnly 1m-
'pressed and he wrote, "My f1rst 1mpress1o; on my trek into red man's
- story 1and was the 1mmens1ty of the number of mean1ngfuﬂ'fblk tales wh1ch -
: the;r storyte]]ers had at the1r command These seémed end1ess 1ndeed
' The second 1mpress1on was the skill w1eh which these fab]es, shalllxe ‘}’
| ca]] them, m1ght be told. This last tra1t of course, ca]led for long
:hexper1ence and tra1n1ngk:a4feature often overlqoked by those who only
scan the surface of things."8 ' o
Other D1st1ngu1sh1ng Character1st1cs
There are other ways, too, in which Indian w1sdom stor1es d1ffer B
from traditional non Ind1an Amer1c5n 1egends, tales, or stor1es Jo :
| sbegin with, w1sdom stor1es are much older than non- Indsan gmerwcan h1s-' .
‘ tory, and, spec1f1ca11y, much older than such events as Co]ggbus 1nvas1on
\\or Tom Dooley' s_hang1ng.> Thelmost prominent characterist1c of the stories

- is the fact'that‘they were passed on word-of-mouth rather than in printed

- t . . \N oL P
o - . . . ' J .
. ,




form, as’ pointed out ear11er, and some of the stdr{es are TiteraIIy - )
centuries old. In ‘fact, many wisdom stories have passed the proverb1a1
Judgmenﬁ of G;:Iity. the test of ;ime‘ The Iongev1ty factor was attested N
to by Chief E]ias Johnson (Tuscarora) "On long w1nter evenings the | |
Indian hunters gathered around their f1rEkide, to Iisten to- the histor- |
- ical traditions which had been handed dopn through the1r faEhers and
- fathers fathers. w1th scarcer any var1ation for centuries. kind11ng .
the enthusiasm of the warrior and inspiring the Iittle child some day
to rea]ize s1m11ar dreams, and\hand h1s name down to posterity as the

A gk

author of similar exp101ts \
N <

Wisdom stories have pIayed an active role 1n the.cqntiﬂuing h1story
Jof American Indian cuIture and they continue to endure: the bombardments

.

of. social, poiiticai, reIigious, and’ econom1c forces both from w1th1n
and w1tbout Indian cu]ture and soc1ety It is this Iong term abiIity :
~to stimuiate fhought/}chaiienge en11ghten, aqﬂ prov1de aIternative(view—

¢ points that make wisddm stoqies so val bIe today Few curricu]ar mat~

X B 4
eriaIs'are ab]e to accompIish SO mu w1thout the negat1ve side effects

.

' of moraiizing Judging, or prov1d1n too many s1mp]e answers.

-

I v Practical Advantages ,

v o "~.
A frequent criticism of resource materiais used in c]assrooms and

'\ Iibraries throughout the nation is that these-materiais tend to 1ndoctr1n-
ate as well as 1nstruct,wsomet1mes 1mpos1ng standards of conduct eth1cs,:
or some kind of. mora11ty upon the1r targets The State of West V1rg1n1a,
for examp]e,‘has recentIy undergone an upheava] %ecause of this contro--

. versial issue. Non Indian’ stories typically have "happy endings," con-.

\;Lﬁ%ions which handily resoIve aH deveIoped 1ssues witi few a]ternatives '\"'

[
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“Many ch11d’Ln §'stor1esitifd also to do much;of'the thlnkin

'reader or 11stener by capsulizing the important concepts an

.. have done The "k1ddie 11t" sect1on of any 11brary 1s amp]

_ and great uncles told me, in days gone by, stor1es that wou1d jﬁi ";
t//in me tbe>des1re to beco bnaxe&’and,good and strong, to becomev<¢<

cre
w19

a/éood speaker, a good leader. In other words Indian wisdom. stor1es

~
[are, not dogmat1c, over-simplified, prescr1pt1ve hgachings Jhey are
[\ L

~ highly 1nd1v1dua]1st1c learning exper1ence5rfrom nh1ch wisdom can be'i

-

sought and selF‘d1scovery can be enhanced‘ A 'a;' e o /
. : : Concepts and Pr1nc1p1es ‘Taught . o o /

’ -/
~ Native American thoughts, att1tudes, and beliefs are c]earTy

d1st1ngu1shed by their w1sdom stor1es, as pd1nted out before.’ They‘also

are,espec1a11y beneficial in teach1ng a1ternat1ve v1ewpo1nts and coneepts .n-'
_about all aspeotsNET'11fe to ¢hitldren, w1th1n and outs1de Indian culture’Jl*;‘
‘A very small Tlist of spec1f1c concepts, pr1nC1p1es, att1tudes, and bel]eﬁs :‘

o consistently found -in W1sdom stories fol]ows, -Here_a‘e somel1deas that
€ ' ’



: 'ways. '_";‘

fflong b]ack ha1r |

from many ' different perspect1ves, other than r1ght/wron ,w;fhw;ff

_rposit1ve/negat1ve etc For examp]e. 1n one of- the Coyote stories.'f 'ugfﬁf
ooy SER

"The’ Beg1nn1ng,"-Coyote at f1rst be11eves that h1s name 1s 1nferlor“"

[ d1fferent but certa1n1y not 1nf jqr: to other names E;f;
C

yote The fm1tator, d1scovers that hi namé is. qu1te deScr" tJve g

T

‘. k3 = k g ’ .~,‘. h; o
"v'gv.3.; Ind1an thought nd educat1on also places emphas1s upon. N
o C N e
decis1on—mak1ng in daily 11V1ng Everyone is’ taught to face de- o

cisions and to 1earn to make 1nte11lgent cho1ce% among the a]ter-' “
nat1ves But the att1tude toward dec751on—mak1ng respons1b11rty is
hid
SO ewhat un1que, 1n that Ind1ans are taught that good and bad .
- : . ' " ) R CaT
. Y . . . . . Do "




.' Gmd]ey "Though he recognlzes ln the stor‘y of the w1sconsin R1ver L

the erosive powers of water an 1n the story of the formation of

-

: ?l/om'da the elementa]“forces,' nature yet the-re is, a d1fference :
| from the wh1te ma{n s recogmtwn ot these thmgs The water 1s not
JUst water, but wa’cer mth 1)ife. The elements are not Ju'st e1ements‘ ;
/D “but”e e1ements mth er - And the stomes are not mere 1ndu19enc.es of "

fancy, but events that actua]]f transpwed w13 The Ind1an, then,

.." '. . e g ‘< : ‘_ ) ”~ . P | E ) i') T

voe .
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sfrom'otherfpeop1e

tl

i1 ores, ta]ents, and sk111s to the1r fu}Tesb. Not to be ut1T1zed

Ea\{esﬂst harm or d1scomfort fbnsém;g..

a good swimmer 1ike the sa]mon or possess the endurance of ston?pafeyfj' ;

examp]esp

. Ak : St
On the other hand power is occas1ona1Py ca]led upon*to zab"."v;

others, to. make "bad'med1c1ne"‘(1 e. st1ck games) for others, or : :ﬁj

! . :’;--.
to sat1sfy Jea]ous or v1nd1cx1ve 1ong1ngs. Fam11y songs may have

th1s k1nd of power. Pr1mar11y, though the Ind1an concept of power

does not ref]ect man ' S ab111ty to contro] on AZm1nate others.,fThe,f{'vf
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A | - o
- power of the pipe’is revealed in fhany wisdom storjes and is a good

exainple. The.power of the pipe to achieve peace among_warr?nﬁifwébes
in Minnesota'iS»a case'an point. "Weapons were cast asi%e and the
:nations that had been at war smoked” together in fr1endsth When Ehe
'p1pe appeared, enem1es came and went in peace When the pipe appeared,‘~"
thought of i11-will or-of anger were banished. -No other opJectle‘#: 9
he1d in such greaf reverence."14 %he Eagfe is another examy
power He is the premier winged hunter. He has developed his puicitiai

~

1 T td its fullest The Eagle; as the stories show, is a powerfu] bird -

! because he has overcome his own weaknesses not because he has physical
dominance over other W1562d.an1ma1s. S1m11ar1y, the Indian seeks the
power of one whd has achieved his fullest possiblelpotentia].

Conclus1Qn _ » (

Il

' ”Grouped around Ehe hearth fires of ehe1r dwe111ngs, wrote
Carl, Dentze], “the yourg and old loved to hear the tales relating to
/§°the ent1re concept of their being. Too few of these tales and orat1ons
have been remepbered or recorded for the benefit of modern society.
Ameritan_]ife would have been richer; indeed, had our heritage from
the American Indian been appreciated and preserved."15 How .un-
"' fortunate it is that Indian wisdom stories are so commonly referred
"to in the past tense and that theu are so'frequent1y labeled as mere
 "tales.” These-entertafnments and lessons are still very much

-

alive and apropos today. They are unsurpassed among other resources‘
. and mater1a?s for their capac1ty to stimulate thought, discovery,

and 1nd1v1dua1-1nterpretat1on. And they are»part1cu1ar1y usefu] and

adaptable for cross-cultural experiences. Wisdom stories take you to

the cross-roads, but they do not insist that one path is better than.
5 | A
13 .
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another.” One pathway may lend itself to traditional westérn thought, ‘

another pathway to Indian tradition. What an exciting, prospect to

* at least.have a~chpice or to be exposed ,to something brand new! For

~

- most of us, such is possibie through,LndiSn wisdom'stories, and, in

Frederick Turnekfs-opinibn the rewards are worth seekfnb: -"The'woras"‘
. . . 1 . S '

of the Indian, then, are a potential source %f;qulturél health for-us. ' -

» -
Théy'are a way into another and necessary view of our world, ar.d we
T . o _ A .
need to take ,them .seriously,‘not merely -as 'fo]k]ore.'"]s'
) \
r— v )
,
N , :
: | ,
’fw t

14 / -
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