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ABSTRACT
Patterns of reasoning indigenous to American Indians
and Alaska Natives are based upon a fluid holistic mindset, born out
of intimate observation of the natural world and predicated on the
understanding that nothing exists in isolation. All action has
consequence and all interaction is significant. Just as American
Indians themselves have been culturally defined through stereotype
and generalization, so American Indian philosophy and cognitive
process have been pigeonholed by mainstream perceptions and
definitions. A coyote tale illustrates the "top-down" nature of
Indian problem-solving, that is, analysis of the problem from the
perspective of larger encompassing systems. Symptomatic solutions do
not address the fundamental nature of a problem. "Why" questions are
avoided since they are not geared toward moving from the general to
the specific and because causal interpretation does not resolve the
problem. Understanding the conflict between holistic Indian and
rational mainstream thought not only provides insight into dilemmas
of the American Indian community, but also contains the root of
solutions to national problems. Frequently, attempted solutions to
environmental or educational problems have been symptomatic; i.e.,
responses to a specific environmental crisis or modification of some
instructional feature. Just as environmental and educational issues
could benefit from a movement from symptomatic analysis to systemic
observation, so could issues of poverty, economy, and crime. (SV)
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SOUTHEAST TRIBAL WORLDVIEW AND CONTEMPORARY AMERICA.
By Dr. Billie Nave Masters, Director.

Advanced Education Research Center

Tustin, California

There is an American Indian story about a coyote. The coyote
is traveling through the desert, and as it, walks it speaks to the

spirits and asks them to help it solve the problems that arise
along the way. When it,

is thirsty,

it prays for rain. When its

feet. are hot and burning, it prays for clouds to make shade. Arid

in this way the eoyote makes it through the desert. But once it
is on the other side, the coyote finds that it is hungry. So the
(.oyoto travels to a place where it has hidden some food. There it

meets a skunk. The coyote and the slunk plan a feast together and
place the food in a roasting pit. But., the coyote does not want

to have to share the food, so the eo::ote challenges the skunk to

a race knowing that it ean easily outrun the smaller animal. Cho

skunk agrees and the race begins. The fox runs very quickly, but
the skunk does not. run at all and hides nearby. The skunk digs up
the food and eats it before the coyote can return.

This story Cor all its seeming simplicity touches upon a

number of highly sophisticated ideas: patterns of reasoning
indigenous to American Indian/Alaska Native tribes based upon a
fluid holistic mindset, horn out of intimate observation of the
natural world, and predicated on the understanding that nothing
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on the planet can e-,ist

in isolation. The vision that, guides the

reasoning mind must be at,are that all action has consequence and
all

internelion is an issue of significance,

both situational and

spi ri t

Jost as American Indians themselves have been culturally
defined through slereotype and generalization, so American Indian
philosophy and eognitive process has been pigeonholed according
to lines of reasoning which correspond to a perception of the

Indian worldiew as defined by mainstream culture; e.g. Indians
are concerned about, the land, and are therefore conservationists.
Indians do not utilize c l ocks , and are therefore indifferent to

time. What

is lost through these generalizations is an

understanding of the conceptual roots of American Indian
cognitive processing, and more importantly, the potential
application of that vision into finding solutions to problems
currently faced by American society.
Returning to the story of the coyote, the point of the
animal's adventure, as observed by the Western/Rational mind,

is

that the coyote outsmarted himself. He counted upon a superior
ability

in one area to carry him through a problem which could be

resolved in more than one way. The flaw is one of overconfidence. Rut to the Indian mindset, the coyote's problem was
not, dependence upon a clear area of superiority, but, upon a

failure to place the problem in the appropriate perspective. All
of the coyote's problems were solved so long as it placed their

ti
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asking why a
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certain problem must be addressed is simply not, cons st en t with
.American Indian

hot istic eogni Li\e processing. Such a quest ion is

not geared toward moving from the general to the spec if ic in

t erns of know.1 edge acqu isi t.
the

ion ,

but requi res

t

hat. t he provider of

answer' "bath up" and ri--!gress to an i n te rpre tat ion of causes

which is not di roe t

ed toward resolution of the si t.ttat.ion at. hand.

A more appropriate question is "how'. an
understanding of

the

patterns of action

event took

place :

an

which has led to the

4

current situation and therefore sugrf,ests N solution consistent
th that

ttern.

Probably ihe most notorious example of American Indian
Top/Down thinking is the relationship of tribal people to the use
of "('loch Time". The traditional interpretation of the relaxed

attitude demonstrated by many American Indians toward precise
time-keeping has always been rooted in the slereotpical

qualities of laziness, or absence of drive. The avoidance of
dependence upon nnmeric Lime i s much more easily understood when
examined as an ;1!-Toct of cognitive processing. With respect

to

how Indians \Hew their participation with the world, the idea of
nempartmenializing a day into a series of minuscule parts is
simply ridieulous. A day is a day. Time is essentially an
instrument

for the measurement of the distance between objeet s

and e\ents. The distance which ean be covered in a minute is
simply to small

to warrant attention.

An appreciation for the confliet between holistic /Indian and

rational/mainstream thought processes goes a long way toward

prmiding an understanding of how, after 500 years of
interaction, tribal people in this country stand at the brink of
genocide at the hands of a federal bureaucracy which has always
worshipped detail at the expense of substance. But, more
obviously, this conflict also contains the root of solutions for
not only dilemmas inherent, to the American Indian community, but

to a myriad of problems for which the mainstream culture has been
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