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understanding and respect, and it is with this in mind that we outline some
similarities and differences that should be considered by archaeologists when using
oral traditions in research. First, we discuss the nature of knowledge in oral tradition
and archaeology, followed by the structures of Native American oral tradition and
the archaeological record that are in some ways similar and in others different. We
then address the issue of relevance that archaeology may or may not have to Native
American oral tradition and the relevance of oral tradition to archaeology. Time and
space, which provide a fundamental framework in archaeology, often have different
meanings in oral traditions, and this can be difficult to reconcile in a scientific
framework. We discuss research methodologies and the uses of oral tradition in
archaeological research. We conclude with a statement conceming the neced for
respect and sensitivity in the research of oral traditions.

Nature of Knowledge in Oral Tradition
and Archaeology

As archaeologists begin to incorporate Native American oral traditions into arch-
aeological research once again, it is important to recognize that oral traditions and
archaeology represent two separate but overlapping ways of knowing the past. There
is no doubt that a real history is embedded in Native American oral traditions, and
that this is the same history archaeologists study. Oral traditions contain cultural
information about the past, carefully preserved and handed down from generation
to generation within a tribe. The archaeological record contains material remains of
past human behavior that provide physical evidence for many of the same evenls
and processes referred to in oral traditions. Oral traditions and archaeology both
have inherent but different limitations, which is why combining them in research
can create knowledge that goes beyond what is possible using either source by
itself. In this respect, oral traditions have a potential to assist archaeologists in the
interpretation of the archaeological record, and archaeology can be useful in the
corroboration of oral tradition, such as in court cases regarding land claims or water
rights. However, the utility of archaeology to enhance Native American oral tradi-
tion in traditional cultural contexts is limited and often irrelevant.

Oral traditions are narrative statements about the world as known by the group
that maintains and transmits that knowledge from person to person. For scientists,
including archaeologists, theory does the same thing; it is a statement about how the
world works. In many ways, oral tradition is akin to scientific theory. Both oral
traditions and theory are subject to change when circumstances warrant. Oral tradi-
tion incorporates new experiences by layering new information into existing oral
narratives. In this way, the new collective experience becomes incorporated into
knowledge about how the world works. In science, a theory is modified as a result
of the learned experience from research.
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who lived in the past. For Native American tribes with strong oral traditions, the
primary sense of history comes from narratives, stories, and accounts as told by
tribal elders. In this context, archacology constitutes a potential secondary source
of supplemental information about tribal heritage, albeit one that may be limited in
its relevance.

Archaeology can also be used by tribes to achieve their own political and legal
goals in relation to the larger United States society. Archaeological data can be used
to help document land claims and water rights and to manage tribal cultural
resources on state and federal lands. A small but increasing number of Native
Americans are coming to believe that archaeology can be used constructively to
validate tribal history.

In recent years, archaeologists have been called on to expand their professional
activities with respect to historic preservation. They have been asked to collect
information about traditional cultural properties and sacred places as well as historic
archacological sites of interest to particular tribes. Native American oral traditions
contain essential information about cultural values and beliefs pertaining to tradi-
tional cultural places, natural features, specific sites, and landscapes that are
important cultural resources for Native Americans (e.g., Kelley and Francis 1994,
Roberts, Begay, and Kelley 1995). In order to meet the legal mandates for historic
preservation, contemporary archaeologists must either work with oral traditions or
coordinate their work with other researchers who are working with this source of
information. This creates an ethical and methodological imperative for archacolo-
gists to work closely with Native Americans so that the information necded to
manage tribal cultural resources properly can be collected and reported in an
appropriate manner.

Need for Respect and Sensitive Issues in the
Research of Oral Traditions

Indiscriminate references to oral traditions as “myths and legends" are demcaning
to Native Americans. Such references perpetuate a false dichotomy that implies
that oral traditions are less valid than scientifically based knowledge. Oral
traditions and scientific knowledge both have validity in their own cultural context.
Scientific knowledge does not constitute a privileged view of the past that in and
of itself makes it better than oral traditions. It is simply another way of knowing
the past.

Archaeologists need to have respect for sources of knowledge about the past that
are unique to Native Americans. Even in situations where oral tradilions are not
used in archaeological research, archaeologists should be more sensitive to both the
inherent limitations of scientific knowledge and the ways that oral traditions can
transcend scientific knowledge with respect to cultural heritage.
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