Interpretive Troubleshooting: Native Lifeways

Myths and Exaggerations Passed Off as ‘Facts’

Pop-Cultural Favorites: A Few Examples

In Perfect Harmony
Many believe that Native Americans lived in ‘perfect harmony’ with their natural environment; never polluting,
exploiting, or manipulating it for their own benefits. In fact, many Northeastern Native Americans were well
known for (to name a few):
-their controlled burning of undergrowth;
-the mining of thousands of pounds of copper from the copper deposits of Lake Superior;
-the dumping of clam, mussel, and oyster shells along rivers and sea shores in dumps so large they

became the shorelines;
-the selective breeding and cross-breeding of or corn to make unique types of corn designed to grow

in more Northern climates.
The Native hand was heavily imprinted on these lands. Their ecological impact if often overlooked today, pos-
sibly because it threatens our current popular perceptions of Native American Peoples of the past. It is true that
the Northeastern Indian Peoples did seem to have much more restraint in exploiting their environment than Eu-
ropeans of the time, but this did not mean they didn’t change their environment. Europeans were far from dis-
covering a ‘pristine’ land.

Surviving the ‘Surviving Pigeonhole’

Popular thought is that historic Native American life was a constant struggle for survival; that barely making it
day-to-day was usual and defined Woodland Indian cultures. Usual struggles experienced by Native Peoples
before the American Revolution was not unique to Native cultures alone, and was experienced by most Europe-
ans (Europe in many areas was on the brink of serious collapse - her lands could not support her starving,
overpopulated masses; so Europeans establishing themselves on newly open tracts of Native lands defined
the term ‘struggling to survive.’) Struggles brought on by crop failure, war, and disease were usual setbacks for
all societies, and were not traits that characterized the whole culture, especially Native American cultures.
Native American Peoples dedicated massive amounts of time to artistic pursuits (quillwork, moose hair embroi-
dery, weaving, carving, etc.) and games (lacrosse, doubleball, shinny, racing, hoop and pole, dice games, etc.).
Many students of Native American history will accept the knowledge of both the extreme model of a struggling
culture, and of a culture that dedicated large amounts of time to sports and decorative arts. This should at least
appear contradictory through mainstream American eyes (although let it be stated that in truth these activities
are interdependent in Native worldviews, like the natural and supernatural). We know now that ‘tribal’ peoples
tended to have more free time than we as modern Americans do today. One would think those supposedly
barely surviving would use their extra time in important food gathering activities, not playing a ball games.

ABNAKI MEN WEARING BIRCH BARK RAIN GEAR IN

U CANOE WADE OF THE SAME MATERIAL, 1600, | / / I POTAWATOMI WOMEN PLAYING A DICE GAME, 1830.

HEY - THIS IS
ALL WRONG!
WHO DREW LS WHAT ARE
LIKE THIS! YOU TALKING HAVEN'T YOU
HEARD? WE'RE TOO
BUSY ‘SURVIVING'
AIIO PLAY GAMES

WHITE FOLKS
MIGHT HEAR
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Interpretive Troubleshooting: Native Lifeways
Myths and Exaggerations Passed Off as ‘Facts’ (continued)

Claste Tlothin g
So many falsehoods are presented as facts to .

those learning about Native American cultures.
One of the most famous examples would have to
be “The Native Americans used every part of the
animal. They wasted nothing.” This is far from
the truth. This statement is born of translating cul-
tural values, such as the belief in trying to use
what one can, or not killing animals for sport, all to
bring respect to an animal’s spirit or another deity.
The statement also gains strength from the fact
that their clothing and tools were many times
made of materials from animals. This does not
actually mean the Native People used every part
of every animal. We know they did throw away
enough to leave evidence. After all, why do ar-
cheologists find large amounts of animal bones
carelessly thrown away into trash pits?

AT SOME POINT THEY'RE
GOING TO FIGURE IT OUT.
I MEAN, SERIOUSLY,...
EVERY PART OF EVERY
ANIMAL. WHERE DO THEY
GET THIS STUFF FROM?.

WHO CARES.
WHAT ARE
THEY GOING
TO DO...
DIG UP THE
EVIDENCE!
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Think about those popular misconceptions that you may hear from your museum visi-
tors on a daily basis. You may have already noticed yourself stating (quite often) “Ah,
actually, bark covered homes were utilized here, not tepees.” or “While birch bark is a
popular material up North, we are South of the birch bark line. Birch bark canoes were
not made here. The Native People here utilized dugout canoes.” and everybody’s fa-
vorite “I'm sorry - there were no horses before European contact. Horses were intro-
duced to the Americas by Europeans.”

Notes:




