Is Native American Philosophy An Oxymoron?

Lee Stauffer

There is one great divide in comparative philosophy. While the vast majority
of philosophers are willing to consider the ideas of non-western civilizations such
as India, China, and Japan worthy of study, there continues to be a considerable
amount of resistance to study of the ideas of those cultures variously called tradi-
tional, native, or if one is hopelessly politically incorrect, primitive.' While most
of what I have to say concerns all cultures of this type, my interest is primarily the
ideas of Native North Americans.

A number of reasons have been put forth for rejecting the thought of tradi-
tional cultures. First, it is argued, the ideas of native cultures are not really differ-
ent from those of the West, since the Western worldview is “common-sensical”
and obviously, no one could really believe the ideas that native cultures are re-
ported to believe. This argument is rather obviously either false or circular. Ifitis
saying that the reports of both anthropologists and native peoples are wrong, then
some sort of evidence must be put forth to support this claim. I know of no case in
which such data have been forthcoming. If, on the other hand, the argument is that
native peoples just think that they have beliefs which differ from those of the West
because the native idea doesn’t make sense, ail the arguer is doing is begging the
question and proving his or her own failure to understand the ideas put forth. It is
clearly the responsibility of the person denying that there can be more than one
common sense view of the world to prove this assertion.

A second argument is that the ideas of primitive peoples are, well, primitive.
What the West believes is religion, metaphysics, and science, while what the na-
tive person believes is superstition. At the lowest level this seems to be nothing
more than an ad hominem argument, and hardly worth discussing. However, a
residual fecling of unease remains when the philosopher is confronted with a doc-
trine which requires that rocks be animate,? that witcheraft works,’ and that game
animnals have rights.*

However, I feel that I can show that Native American philosophy is not mak-
ing the “absurd’ assertions that one gets by putting Native American ideas into the
- terminology of the West. If one says that “rocks are animate,” one has already
accepted that the categories “animate” and “inanimate” exist and exhaust the pos-
sible categories of the real world. However, it is possible to develop a different
system of categorization for the real world, one in which entities are divided on
some other basis, such as that of “having an influence” or ““not having an influence.”
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1 would like to consider a trivial example, one which I nevertheless encountér
every day, the Coke machine in my building. What category does it belong to? If
we are to categorize it in terms of animate or inanimate, it is clearly inanimate,
since it is a machine. If I talk about the Coke machine as animate, then it is cer-
tainly appropriate to term 1y thinking primitive. Only a child or someone who has
never encountered a Coke machine, or indeed any machine, would claim that such
a machine has a personality. However, I can ask the question differently; thatis, 1
can ask, “Does the Coke machine ever treat me unfairly?” Within the Western
system of thought and Indo-EBuropean langnages this question assumes that the
Coke machine is animate, since only animate things can be said to be fair or unfair.

However, if I examine my reaction to the Coke machine, 1 must admit that

respond to it as if itis unfair. About one time out of three, it won't give me a Coke
and I get mad at it. As it happens, [ have discovered the origin of this treatment in
the scanning system it uses to evatuate doltar bills. Thus, one model which I have
to describe the Coke machine looks deterministically atits mechanism. This deter-
ministic model agrees with the categorization of “inanimate,” since MACroscopic,
inanimate objects definitely exhibit deterministic causation, while animate objects
may be indeterministic.

However, 1 still get mad. 1 believe that the category system which I am using
in this case is that of influencing and indifferent entities. Just as one can categorize
seals as mammals if one is interested in taxonomy and sea creaturcs if one is inter-
ested in habitats, so the Coke machine can be categorized an inanimate if one is an
engineer, but it can also be meaningfully categorized as a thing which influences
me, one time out of three badly. This seems 0 be what is happening when an
Ojibwa man tells the anthropologist that usometimes rocks do things.” This cat-
egory is not well worked out and is based only on my personal observation of the
use of normally animate terms like “fair,” “mad,” etc. in the speech of myself and
other people influenced by Five Tribes Culture in Oklahoma. Before accusing me
of irrationality, I would ask you to consider whether, indeed, you don’t often use a
simitar point of view in evaluating, say, whether or not the xerox machine will
work. Doesn’t it always malfunction when you are in a hurry?

This is the briefest sketch of how Native American philosophy may avold
charges of irrationality or primitiveness. As [ am sure can be seen, a great deal of
work needs to be done.

This brings me to the next objection which has been made to the possibility of
philosophy by native peoples, since this objection would make the possibility of
such work as I have sketched impossible. It has been argued that philosophy pro-
ceeds by considering texts and as, by definition, traditional cultures are either not
literate, or have only recently become literate, they lack the sorts of texts needed to

make philosophic discourse possible.?
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struck by the lack of a technical language and, clearly, developing such a language
was one of the major tasks of Western philosophy's first one hundred and fifty
years.

Native American philosophy is in precisely the same situation. Thoughtful
Native Americans observe the basic principles that underlie the myths, language
and common-sense of their respective cultures. Just as the myths of the Greeks had
only fairly recently been committed to writing,'* Native American myths have
been written down only within the last four hundred years. Just as the Greeks had
been fully literate only for a few hundred years at the time of Thales, Native
Americans in North America have been introduced to writing only within the last
one to four hundred years.!® Last, just as a common set of ideas existed among
Greek thinkers which had not yet been explicated and whose implications had not
yet been explored, so Native American cultures have ideas ready to be dealt with
in a philosophic manner.

This brings me to three additional questions which have been asked about
Native American philosophy. Since the answer to any one of these questions would
requite yet another paper as long as this one, I will be able to give only the briefest
comment.

First, it has been asked whether there is any place in the study of Native Ameri-
can philosophy for non-Native Americans. Continuing my analogy to Presocratic
philosophy, I would point out that once a few basic ideas were put forth, anyone
who was in contact with Greek culture could join the debate. Certainly by Hellenic
times, many of the people contributing to Greek philosophy were not Greek, Ob-
viously, Euro-Americans will have to have contact with Native cultures, but at
least in the Southwest, it would be difficult not to have such contact,

Second, can there be such a subject as Native American philosophy, rather
than Native American philosophies, given the large number of Native American
groups? Again, drawing on my analogy, Greek culture was hardly homogenous
during the Presocratic period. However, there was what we might call a “pan-
Greek” culture developing which would eventually develop into the later Hellenic
culture. Likewise, as Native Americans are in contact with each other, a “pan-
Indianism™ has developed, as shown by the Native American Church and the “pow-
wow” phenomena. However, I suspect that Native American philosophy will need
to identify itself, at least regionally, for some period of time in the future.

Third, what will be the effects of the primarily rural nature of Native Ameri-
can cultures, given that Western philosophy has always been an urban phenom-
enon? This is a question which only time can answer. However, I would suggest
that the “information superhighway” will make where one lives increasingly less
important. Again I see a considerable similarity to the Presocratic Period, in which
the implications of general literacy were just beginning to be explored.
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In conclusion, then, I would like to suggest that Native American philosophy
is not only not an oxymoron, but is a valuable field of study }’Vh_iCh shoulc_l be
developed. Western philosophy has benefited enormously by the insights prqv1dc’d
by non-Westem civilizations. The little work that has been don.,, such as Callicott’s
on ecology,'” suggest that as much may be gained by examining the ideas of Na-
tive America.
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