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    Birds of prey circle a heap of human and buffalo skulls left as a shrine or offering on the prairie by the Mandan Indians.
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    This book is dedicated to my sister Sally, who sees the divine in everyone much more clearly than I.
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  INTRODUCTION




  For hundreds of years the dominant image of the Native American has been that of a stoic warrior, often wearing a full-length eagle feather headdress, riding a horse in pursuit of the buffalo, or perhaps surrounding some unfortunate wagon train filled with innocent west-bound American settlers. Unfortunately there has been little written or made available to the general public to dispel this erroneous generalization. This misrepresentation has resulted in an image of Native people that has been translated into books, movies, and television programs that have done little to look deeply into the Native worldview, cosmology, and daily life. Not until the 1990 movie Dances With Wolves were native people portrayed as having a human persona. For the first time, native people could express humor, sorrow, love, hate, peace, and warfare. For the first time native people could express them selves in words other than “ugh” or “Yes Kemo Sabe.” This series has been written to provide a more accurate and encompassing journey into the world of the Native Americans.




  When studying the native world of the Americas, it is extremely important to understand that there are few “universals” that apply across tribal boundaries. With over 500 Nations and 300 language groups the worlds of the Native Americans were diverse. The traditions of one group may or may not have been shared by neighboring groups. Sports, games, dance, subsistence patterns, clothing, and religion differed—greatly in some instances. And although nearly all native groups observed festivals and ceremonies necessary to insure the renewal of their worlds, these too varied greatly.




  Of equal importance to the breaking down of old myopic and stereotypic images is that the authors in this series credit Native Americans with a sense of agency. Contrary to the views held by the Europeans who came to North and South America and established the United States, Canada, Mexico, and other nations, some Native American tribes had sophisticated political and governing structures—that of the member nations of the Iroquois League, for example. Europeans at first denied that native people had religions but rather “worshiped the devil,” and demanded that Native Americans abandon their religions for the Christian worldview. The readers of this series will learn that native people had well-established religions, led by both men and women, long before the European invasion began in the 16th and 17th centuries.




  Gender roles also come under scrutiny in this series. European settlers in the northeastern area of the present-day United States found it appalling that Native women were “treated as drudges” and forced to do the men’s work in the agricultural fields. They failed to understand, as the reader will see, that among this group the women owned the fields and scheduled the harvests. Europeans also failed to understand that Iroquois men were diplomats and controlled over one million square miles of fur trapping area. While Iroquois men sat at the governing counsel, Iroquois clan matrons caucused with tribal members and told the men how to vote.




  These are small examples of the material contained in this important series. The reader is encouraged to use the extended bibliographies provided with each book to expand his or her area of specific interest.




  Dr. Troy Johnson


  Professor of History and American Indian Studies


  California State University
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      Native American religions differ throughout the Americas. In Central and South America, the natives built elaborate temples, such as the one pictured here, for worship. The Indians of the American southwest created buildings called kivas, which were used for religious purposes. Other tribes of North America had sacred areas that they visited to worship.


    


  




  




  1 Religion without Words




  There are more than 250 different Native American languages. Each one describes life in great detail, yet not one has a word for “religion.” This doesn’t mean that spirituality was unimportant to the Native Americans, however. In fact, the opposite is true. Native American spiritual life was so rich that it could not be boxed in with one word. Religion touched everything in life, and they felt no need to keep it separate. Everything was religion—a separate word was unnecessary.




  Native Americans have no sacred book, like the Bible or the Koran. Some tribes kept records through symbols on wooden sticks or wampum belts. Traditions were primarily passed down through storytelling.
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      A Native American storyteller captivates his audience in this 19th-century illustration. Because most Native American tribes did not have written languages, the rituals and prayers used for religious ceremonies were passed down orally from generation to generation.
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