
NATIVE AMERICAN 
LITERATURE
Understanding cultural values and 

beliefs through oral tradition



CULTURE
n A system of beliefs and values that groups 

of people create to organize their 
experience of the world

n These beliefs and values can be roughly 
organized by

1) the nature of the physical world,
2) social order and appropriate behavior
3) human nature and the problem of 

good and evil.
n Cultural forms of expression, whether oral

or written, embody the basic beliefs and 
values of the people who create them.



MYTHS
n “Myth” does not mean “false.”
n A myth is a traditional story or belief that 

seeks to explain culturally important 
truths about cosmos, nature or human 
customs.

n Myths represent or dramatize shared 
visions of the world for the people who 
hold them.

n Myths articulate fundamental truths
about the shape of the universe and the 
nature of humanity.



MYTHS, continued…

n Myths are often passed down orally.
n They often center on the gods, creations, 

the meaning of life and death, or natural 
phenomena.

n Most cultures believe that the Earth is not
dominated by human beings and that 
there is an endless cycle of birth and 
rebirth.

n The purpose of myths is to entertain, 
educate, communicate cultural values and 
make things happen (a rainstorm, an 
uprising, etc…)



ORAL TRADITIONS
n Oral traditions are the spoken words used to pass on 

information from generation to generation. They are 
an important part of Native American culture because 
traditional beliefs believe that thought and speech
should be tied to each other.

n Thoughts have creative power and the spoken word, as 
the physical expression of thought, is sacred.

n Good thoughts and words express 
and produce positive energy, while 
bad thoughts and bad words express 
and produce negative energy.
(Seems quite silly, but think about 
the tension you feel in a room where 
two people who hate each other, or 
those people whose simple presence 
can light up a room.)



FROM SPOKEN TO WRITTEN
n Native Americans in earlier times passed down tribal

knowledge in spoken forms such as speeches, songs, 
stories, ceremonies, chants and rituals.

n Today, the oral tradition remains 
integral to Native American life and 
literature; however, written works 
offer the advantage of reaching a 
larger audience as well as preserving 
cultures that may not always exist.



From SPOKEN to WRITTEN

n The first Native American works written in 
European languages were transcribed speeches
and treaties among tribes and European 
colonists.  These works date to the 1600s.

n Much Native American literature wasn’t 
published until the 1700s, but its popularity and 
prevalence grew through the 1960s.

n Today, Native American oral literature 
encompasses many literary forms, of which 
songs and stories are the most popular.



COMMON THEMES
Although the details of stories found in different 

cultures (in this case tribes) may differ, myths   
often share similar characteristics,  

including:

• The creation of the world

•People’s origins and migrations

•The existence of mythical heroes, as well                                                  
as TRICKSTERS, which are figures who teach lessons               
through making mistakes or “tricking” people.

•Certain religious beliefs or elements of nature/cosmos



PICTOGRAPHS
n PICTOGRAPHS are symbols or pictures 

that represent words or ideas.
n Before Native Americans came into 

contact with Europeans, it is believed 
that no written language existed; 
therefore, many tribes supplemented the 
spoken word with pictographs to record 
important events 


