Time Travelers: Teaching American History in the Northwest


Week One – Regional Approach to History

Tribal Perspectives Introduction

The following interviews debate the primacy of the written word over the oral traditions of Native Americans in the history of the American West.  As the following experts attest, the oral tradition is typically viewed as belonging in the category of “myth” or “legend,” while the written word is more readily accepted as “fact.”  At issue here is the idea of competing versions of western history:  the “dominant” [Euro-American] narrative of western history, which is typically linear and based on written documentation, versus the more holistic [Native American] version of events, which is rooted in the oral tradition.  Recent discoveries in archaeology serve to validate, and give credence to, stories that are a part of tribal oral tradition.

A few questions to keep in mind as you listen to these speakers: 

Are the oral tradition and written history necessarily at odds with each other? Why do we (as historians) tend to value the written word over the spoken?

Listening to Cecilia Bearchum’s testimony, consider in what ways the arrived-at consensus of native oral histories is similar to, or different from, the discussions that take place between historians over “what really happened.”

As teachers, how can we present Native American world views in such a way that recognizes the oral tradition as valuable, “accurate,” and worthy of at least as much notice as written documents?

Is there potential for written histories to portray the history of the West in such a way that Native Americans would recognize them as authentic versions of what happened?

Prompted by recent fears that academic history is only read by other academics, several notable historians have announced the need for a return to narrative history. Are there ways in which oral histories of Native Americans may help the field of history reconnect with its own origins in the realm of storytelling?

