The function of oral storytelling in the transmission of knowledge in Amerindian societies
Oral storytelling has occupied a central place in human culture. Although often considered as an activity centred around children, oral storytelling in one form or another is at least as much a part of adult life and performs many functions from entertainment to a negotiation of identity, with the listener taking an active role in each unique storytelling event (Georges 1969). This essay is concerned with how it functions in the transmission of knowledge in Amerindian societies and will use two cases studies: the first concerning historical tales of the Western Apache and the second the migration stories of the Hopi. Firstly, however, it is appropriate to define terms.

Knowledge can be a difficult term to define and to some extent it is bounded by cultural specificity. Vansina (1985, 91-92, 129) identifies the notion of one type of knowledge, historical truth, as culture specific and suggests that of all human societies, only professional historians produce texts exclusively intended to inform people about the past. Wilson (1998, 4) has observed that many Amerindian stories have been labelled simply as ‘myths’ that do not distinguish clearly between story and history whereas Even and Pavich (1987, 13) emphasise that many distinctions are made.

There is thus much debate about how Amerindian oral narratives can be understood in relation to western academic paradigms such as history or archaeology (Whitely 2002). Knowledge is perhaps best considered as quite a loose category and in this essay the knowledge to be transmitted will, as far as is possible, be specified for each example, although it should be remembered that knowledge may include not just ‘facts’ but also reinforce social bonds and norms. It is also necessary to consider that Amerindian societies themselves are not homogeneous, despite the term, neither are they static entities but diverse peoples possessing different languages and traditions who have traditionally occupied a wide variety of physical landscapes. These differences are reflected in the variety of forms of oral storytelling (Even and Pavich 1987). Now the first case study will explore the function of oral storytelling in the transmission of knowledge among the Western Apache.

Speech among the Western Apache falls into three categories: ordinary talk, prayer and narrative or story (Basso 1996, 48-49). Narrative is further divided into four major categories with approximate time divisions: myths, which are located ‘in the beginning’, historical tales, set ‘long ago’, sagas, set in ‘modern times’ and gossip, which is contemporary. One historical tale concerns a fight between the Pima and the Apache (Basso 1996, 52-53). The tale begins and ends with a geographical reference: ‘It happened at T’iis Cho Naasikaadé (Big Cottonwood Trees Stand Here And There)’. Firstly, the weapons of the Pima are described and their pre-dawn attack on the sleeping Apaches at Cibecue. Then, an old Apache woman woken by the cries of the Apaches and, believing it to be her son-in-law picking on her daughter, cautions her son-in-law. The Pima hear her and kill her while a young woman alone managed to run away and hide.

This tale narrates past events and places them in the Apache landscape by beginning and ending with a place-name. Thus present day Apache receives knowledge about their own past. However, whilst this may be one function of this kind of oral storytelling, the historical narrative also serve another purpose in reinforcing acceptable social behaviour within Apache society.

Another Apache historical narrative (‘It happened at Ndee Dah Naaziné (Men Stand Above Here And There)’) relates how an Apache killed a white man’s cow outside the reservation (Basso 1996, 54). The local Apache policeman attempted twice to bring in the culprit. However, because of someone using witchcraft on him, each time he took the man to Fort Apache he forgot why he had come and eventually he released the man. The subject matter relates to a period of hardship and malnutrition at some time between 1872 and 1895, when the Apache were strictly confined to the reservation. This story was told by a grandmother to a young woman after attending a ceremony (Basso 1996, 56).

She had attended the ceremony wearing pink plastic hair curlers whereas women are expected by convention to wear their hair loose as a mark of respect both for the ceremony and its organisers. Upon being told the story, the young woman left the group and when asked why, the grandmother explained that she had ‘shot her with an arrow’ (Basso 1996, 56). The young woman later stated that she threw the curlers away because she knew her grandmother had been talking about her.
In this way, what may appear to be episodes from Western Apache history can be seen also as reflections on contemporary issues. The historical narratives outlined above were related in response to behaviour that was deemed inappropriate. In this context, the death of the old woman in the first story is clearly understandable. For the first year of marriage in Apache society, the newlyweds live with the bride’s parents (Basso 1996, 52-53).

During this time, a mother-in-law may ask her son-in-law to perform tasks as well as instruct and criticise him. However, when this time expires and the couple set up their own home this right ceases. Any further interference, if not at the request of the daughter, is seen as an embarrassment since it implies the husband’s immaturity. Thus, the purportedly historical narrative ‘It happened at T’iis Cho Naasikaadé’ can be understood as a warning to avoid behaviour analogous to that of the mother-in-law and to uphold the accepted social norms of Apache culture. In the second story, the Apache who behaves too much like a white becomes laughable, forgetting his words and reason. The young woman who was the object of this story was reminded by it not to forget important aspects of Western Apache culture. Various kinds of knowledge may thus be transmitted through oral storytelling and the physical anchoring of such knowledge in the landscape serves as a constant reminder, a living knowledge.

It was noted that above Western Apache oral narratives began and ended with references to places in the landscape.This concern with place is also true of other groups. The San Pedro Valley, Arizona was home to four groups: the Tohono O’odham, the Hopi, Zuni and the Western Apache (Colwell-Chanthaponh et al. 2003, 1). These groups all used storytelling to transmit knowledge about the landscape and about the place of their own groups within it, reinforcing the group identity and making statements about their relations with other groups. For example, the migration stories of the Hopi describe how the ancestors wandered as separate tribes before arriving at the Hopi Mesas, the centre of the earth, leaving as their footprints (a Hopi metaphor) the sites that are now ruined (Whitely 2002, 408-409; Colwell-Chanthaponh et al. 2003, 4).

They also describe the destruction of a village because of wrong behaviour, why old people have dewlaps and that the Pima were the descendants of pregnant Hopi women left behind on the journey. In connecting named villages with events in a narrative, storytelling functions to relate the origins of the Hopi in the present world as well. Events in the stories are connected with points in the landscape which are holy and living shrines that affect present day Hopi emotionally, as well as reinforcing knowledge. Although these narratives take place in a time long ago and begin in a place that may not have existed, some Hopi have explained that the destroyed village of origin Palatkwapi ‘is not just a place, a village but an era, a time period in which things occurred; it climaxed with the end of a village and lifeways’ (Leigh J. Kuwanwisiwma quoted in Colwell-Chanthaponh et al. 2003, 5). What may seem like incidental details serve to explain the present day situation or customs, for example, turkey feathers are used by old people in religious ceremonies because to escape the flood that destroyed Palatkwapi they were dressed in turkey feathers and flew, hence also the turkey-like dewlaps of old people. There is also a warning against wrong behaviour and an understanding of the relationship of the Hopi and Pima.

In conclusion, in Amerindian societies storytelling has a central role in preserving and passing down knowledge from one generation to the next (Ahenakew 1995, vii). They do not merely preserve and transmit knowledge but the very institution is in itself knowledge. It may take various forms and be carried out in a variety of contexts, for example in response to the behaviour of a member of the group or at a storytelling festival (Cruikshank 1997). The historical stories outlined above, which are only one type of story, contain knowledge on a variety of levels, from the explicit contents of the story, eg a migration narrative, but storytelling will also serve as a moral guide, an explanation of the landscape, and will form in the mind of the listener a living cultural landscape embodied by the present past. Indeed, the young Apache woman with the pink curlers described how she was stalked everyday by the ‘place’ of the story her grandmother told her (Basso 1996, 57).
