native american literature
characteristics

native american literature characteristics embody a rich tapestry of cultural
heritage, spiritual depth, and oral tradition that distinguish it from other
literary canons. This body of literature reflects the diverse experiences,
histories, and philosophies of Native American peoples, often emphasizing
themes of nature, community, and identity. Unlike Western literature, Native
American storytelling frequently incorporates myth, legend, and symbolism,
revealing a worldview deeply connected to the land and ancestral wisdom.
Central to these characteristics is the oral tradition, which preserves
stories through generations, underscoring the importance of memory and
communal sharing. The language used often includes repetitive and cyclical
patterns, reinforcing concepts of harmony and balance. This article explores
the defining features of Native American literature, its narrative forms,
thematic concerns, and stylistic elements. The following sections provide a
detailed examination of these native american literature characteristics,
offering insights into the cultural and literary significance of this unique
tradition.

e Oral Tradition and Storytelling

e Connection to Nature and the Environment
e Spirituality and Mythology

e Community and Identity

e Use of Symbolism and Allegory

e Language and Narrative Structure

Oral Tradition and Storytelling

One of the most fundamental native american literature characteristics is its
origin in oral tradition. For centuries, Native American cultures have relied
on spoken word to pass down histories, morals, and cultural knowledge.
Storytelling serves as a communal activity that reinforces social bonds and
transmits values from one generation to the next. Unlike written literature,
these oral narratives are dynamic, adapting to the context and the audience
while maintaining core themes and lessons.

Role of the Storyteller

The storyteller holds a revered position within Native American societies,
functioning not only as a narrator but also as a teacher and cultural
custodian. Their performance includes vocal modulation, gestures, and
sometimes music or dance, which enrich the narrative experience and ensure
the story’s impact is preserved. This oral method allows for a personalized
recounting that can emphasize particular morals or cultural priorities.



Types of Oral Narratives

Native American storytelling encompasses a variety of narrative types,
including creation myths, trickster tales, hero legends, and historical
accounts. Each type serves a distinct purpose, from explaining the origins of
the world to teaching practical lessons or entertaining the community. The
flexibility of oral tradition allows these stories to evolve while
maintaining a consistent cultural framework.

Connection to Nature and the Environment

Native American literature is deeply intertwined with the natural world,
reflecting a worldview that sees humans as integral parts of a larger
ecological system. This connection manifests through detailed descriptions of
landscapes, animals, and natural phenomena, often attributing spiritual
significance to elements of nature.

Nature as a Living Entity

In many Native American stories, nature is not merely a backdrop but a living
entity with agency and spirit. Mountains, rivers, animals, and plants are
often personified or revered as sacred beings. This perspective fosters a
sense of respect and responsibility toward the environment that permeates the
literature.

Environmental Themes

Common themes include harmony with nature, the consequences of environmental
disruption, and the cyclical rhythms of life and seasons. These themes
reinforce traditional ecological knowledge and promote sustainable
interactions with the earth.

Spirituality and Mythology

Spirituality forms the core of native american literature characteristics,
with many narratives rooted in mythological frameworks that explain the
universe’s origins, human purpose, and moral order. These stories often
involve deities, spirits, and supernatural forces that embody cultural
beliefs and wvalues.

Creation Myths

Creation stories are central to Native American literature, providing
explanations for the existence of the world and humanity. These myths vary
widely among tribes but commonly emphasize themes of balance,
interdependence, and sacredness.



Role of Mythological Figures

Mythological figures such as the Great Spirit, tricksters like Coyote or
Raven, and other supernatural beings serve as symbolic representations of
human traits and natural forces. Their actions and stories impart lessons
about behavior, ethics, and the cosmos.

Community and Identity

Native American literature frequently explores themes related to community
cohesion, identity, and cultural continuity. Stories articulate shared
histories and values that reinforce a collective sense of belonging among
members of the tribe or nation.

Oral Histories and Cultural Memory

Oral histories preserve communal experiences, genealogies, and significant
events, functioning as a living archive that sustains cultural identity.
These narratives are essential for maintaining a connection to ancestors and
reinforcing tribal sovereignty.

Representation of Social Roles

Literature often highlights social roles and responsibilities within the
community, including those of leaders, healers, and youth. These portrayals
emphasize the interdependence of individuals and the importance of fulfilling
one’s duties for the well-being of the group.

Use of Symbolism and Allegory

Symbolism is a prominent native american literature characteristic, with many
stories employing allegory to convey complex spiritual and moral lessons.
Symbols drawn from the natural world, animals, and traditional objects carry
layered meanings that resonate beyond the literal narrative.

Animal Symbolism

Animals often represent particular traits or cosmic principles. For example,
the eagle may symbolize vision and strength, while the turtle can represent

longevity and stability. These symbols enrich the storytelling by connecting
characters and events to broader cultural values.

Allegorical Storytelling

Many narratives function on multiple levels, using allegory to address
social, ethical, or spiritual concerns indirectly. This allows stories to be
both entertaining and didactic, fostering reflection and learning within the
community.



Language and Narrative Structure

The language and narrative structure of Native American literature exhibit
distinct features that reflect oral roots and cultural priorities. These
characteristics contribute to the uniqueness and depth of the literature’s
expression.

Cyclical and Repetitive Patterns

Repetition and cyclical structures are common, mirroring natural cycles and
reinforcing key themes and messages. These patterns aid memorization and
emphasize the importance of balance and harmony.

Use of Symbolic Language and Imagery

The literature often employs vivid imagery and symbolic language that evoke
sensory experiences and spiritual dimensions. This style enhances the
emotional and intellectual engagement of the audience.

Common Narrative Techniques

Technigques such as parallelism, incremental repetition, and call-and-response
are frequently used to create rhythm and emphasize moral points. These
methods reflect the oral performance tradition and facilitate communal
participation.

Repetitive phrasing to reinforce themes
e Use of metaphors drawn from nature
e Story cycles that revisit characters and motifs

e Integration of songs and chants within narratives

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key characteristics of Native American
literature?

Native American literature often features oral tradition, connection to
nature, spirituality, use of symbolism, and themes of community and identity.

How does oral tradition influence Native American
literature?

Oral tradition shapes Native American literature by emphasizing storytelling,
repetition, and communal sharing, preserving cultural values and histories



through spoken word rather than written text.

What role does nature play in Native American
literature?

Nature is central in Native American literature, symbolizing life,
spirituality, and interconnectedness between humans and the environment.

How is spirituality reflected in Native American
literary works?

Spirituality in Native American literature is often expressed through myths,
legends, and rituals that convey a deep relationship with the spiritual world
and ancestral beings.

Why is symbolism important in Native American
literature?

Symbolism is important because it conveys complex cultural meanings, values,
and teachings in a way that connects readers or listeners to the deeper
layers of tradition and belief.

What themes are commonly explored in Native American
literature?

Common themes include identity, community, respect for nature, survival,
transformation, and the tension between tradition and modernity.

How do Native American myths and legends contribute
to literature?

Myths and legends serve as foundational stories that explain origins, teach
moral lessons, and reinforce cultural identity within Native American
literature.

In what ways does Native American literature differ
from Western literary traditions?
Native American literature differs by prioritizing oral storytelling,

cyclical time concepts, integration of spirituality, and communal
perspectives rather than individualism typical in Western literature.

How has Native American literature evolved over time?

Native American literature has evolved from oral traditions to include
written forms that blend traditional storytelling with contemporary issues,
reflecting ongoing cultural resilience and adaptation.



Additional Resources

1. House Made of Dawn

N. Scott Momaday’s novel is a seminal work in Native American literature that
explores themes of identity, tradition, and cultural conflict. It follows the
story of Abel, a young Native American man struggling to find his place
between the modern world and his tribal heritage. The book is noted for its
poetic language and incorporation of Native storytelling techniques.

2. Ceremony

Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel centers on Tayo, a World War II veteran of Laguna
Pueblo descent, as he embarks on a journey of healing. The narrative weaves
traditional Native myths with contemporary issues, illustrating the
importance of ceremonies and cultural rituals in restoring balance. The book
highlights the interconnectedness of people, nature, and spirituality.

3. The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven

Sherman Alexie’s collection of interconnected short stories presents
contemporary Native American life with humor and poignancy. The stories
depict struggles with identity, poverty, and alcoholism on the Spokane Indian
Reservation. Alexie’s work is known for its sharp wit and candid exploration
of Native American experiences in modern America.

4. Tracks

By Louise Erdrich, this novel delves into the lives of the Ojibwe people
through the intertwined stories of several characters. It addresses themes
such as cultural survival, spirituality, and the impact of colonialism.
Erdrich’s lyrical prose captures the complexity of Native American identity
and the tensions between tradition and change.

5. Winter in the Blood

James Welch’s novel tells the story of an unnamed Native American protagonist
navigating loss, alienation, and cultural disconnection on the Montana
reservation. The narrative is marked by its stark, evocative imagery and
exploration of personal and collective trauma. Welch’s work is considered a
cornerstone of the Native American Renaissance.

6. Love Medicine

Another celebrated novel by Louise Erdrich, this book explores the multi-
generational lives of Chippewa families in North Dakota. It examines themes
of love, loss, and resilience, blending myth and reality through multiple
perspectives. The novel’s structure and storytelling style reflect Native
oral traditions.

7. Green Grass, Running Water

Thomas King’s novel combines satire, folklore, and postmodern narrative to
challenge stereotypes about Native Americans. It intertwines the stories of
contemporary characters with traditional Indigenous legends, creating a
playful yet profound commentary on history and identity. King'’s humor and
critique make it a distinctive work in Native literature.

8. Shadow Catcher

By Will Roscoe, this book is a biography that explores the life of Edward S.
Curtis, a photographer known for his images of Native Americans. It examines
the complexities of representation, cultural preservation, and the ethics of
documenting Indigenous peoples. The work provides insight into how Native
American identities have been shaped and portrayed.

9. Flight



Sherman Alexie’s novel follows a troubled Native American teenager who time-
travels through different historical moments to understand his heritage and
personal struggles. The book addresses themes of violence, redemption, and
cultural legacy. Alexie’s narrative style merges traditional storytelling
with contemporary issues faced by Native youth.
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