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Murdoch in 1886 (p. 595), and appears in a tale by Lantis in 1946 
(p. 269) with much similarity, despite the time-span. Although Lantis 
mentioned the factor of isolation at Nunivak from the rest of Alaska 
this myth appeared at Point Barrow far from the Kuskokwim Bay area'. 
Murdoch noted that an adult and a child went up into the sky where 
they happened upon a sealskin and a torch. With the sealskin, which 
was rattled they made thunder and with the torch, made lightening. 
Lantis reports a myth in which two menstruating girls out in a storm 
were taken to the sky by thunder things. The girls were given a 
mukluk skin which they dragged while running and thus made the 
thunder and through urination the rain. 

Interesting in the origin concepts, is the myth of the Giant (Nelson, 
1899, pp. 471-73). Incidental to the basic theme of martial difficulties, 
the Giant represents the snow and wind of the north. With his breath 
he causes the gales and winter storms. The Giant concept is not often 
mentioned in the folktales of the Eskimos and possibly was a borrowing 
from Indian peoples. 

The Origin of the Winds myth from the lower Yukon contains 
important cosmological concepts (Nelson, 1899, pp. 497-98). A Doll 
ascends a path of light to the edge of the sky, "where the sky comes 
down to earth and walls in the light." Doll finds a gut-skin cover 
over a hole in the sky wall, which he cuts open and lets in the wind. 
Looking through the opening, Doll perceives another world similar 
to the earth. Coming to the middle of the earth plain, Doll looks up 
and sees the sky arching overhead, supported by long, slender poles 
made of some beautiful material unknown to him. He permits all the 
winds to enter and then returns home. In this myth, the sky is 
conceived of being shell-shaped, with openings to other places like 
the earth. Light is retained for earth by this covering shell. The role 
of Doll has no apparent causality other than that it is given some 
transcendent power, but no source of power is mentioned. Nature 
as reality seems to be the undergirding structure of this tale. 

The origin of land is related by Curtis from two areas which are 
rather widely separated. In the Kobuk myth, the land was originally 
covered by a great flood of water so that only the mountain peaks 
remained above water (Curtis,1930,p.79). With only two villages 
in existence, which were becoming rapidly overcrowded, Raven decided 
to make more land. He speared Sod, which was an animate piece of 
earth floating on the water, and Sod expanded into a mainland. Water 
is the all-enveloping substance in this creation period. Sod is an 
unusual concept primarily because it lacks the "qualities" for animation, 
such as the sun or the moon. It contains great spirit-power which 
Raven releases for the benefit of humanity. The "Origin of Nunivak 
Island'' concerns two· brothers stranded on an ice-floe (Curtis, 1930, 
p. 74). The crying of the younger brother attracts the Spirit of the
Universe, who is the encompassing and all-powerful spirit of Nunivak.
She stands with one foot on each kayak and scatters exrement which
becomes Nunivak Island. The younger brother is changed into a
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Metapliysical implications of tlie Folktales of tlie Eskimos of Alaska 

woman, and from this pair come the descendants living on Nunivak. 
This represents a pure act of creationism, the work of a Being who is 
responsible for existence itself. The creation is limited in scope, i.e. 
other areas of the world are unmentioned. Also, the existence of the 
two brothers appears prior to the creation of Nunivak and its people. 

CONSIDERATIONS OF THE NATURE OF MAN IN ALASKAN 
ESKIMO FOLKTALES 

The examination of reality, following an analysis of the 
cosmological ideations of the Eskimos, proceeds to the nature of man. 
To the casual observer, nature would appear to be the direction of 
focus, the embodiment of reality for the Eskimos. As noted in ·the 
previous chapter, there are powerful forces in and about nature that 
preclude a purely materialistic or naturalistic metaphysics. These 
powers that control or constitute portions of ultimate reality in nature, 
deal with mankind throughout the folktales of the Eskimos. Man, 
however, is not a sentient body, a figure of static qualities, but -a 
dynamic individual able to modify and even alter the forces about him. 

Aspects of the nature of man that are of importance to metaphysical 
thinking concern the essential nature of the selt the relation of mind 
and body a� the relat o an to the external universe (Butter, 
1951, p. 1 . Interpretation of the o e Eskimo with these 
factors in mind results in a pattern that is unfamiliar in western 
culture. According to Radin, speaking of primitive man: 

The nature of the impingement of individual upon individual and 
of the individual upon the external world is thus utterly different 
from anything that a western European can imagine. The medley of 
combinations and permutations it would permit is quite bewildering 
(1927, p. 264). 

The Eskimos maintain a variety of components of self which are 
synthesized logically into a configuration, which is more or less unique. 

ESSENTIAL NATURE OF THE SELF IN FOLKTALES 
In the folktales of the Eskimo, a cursory investigation will show 

that the Self is not conceived as being body alone, in the naturalistic
tra • • • • • rehended as being 

rtions o self are 
some 1mes t ree m num er, representing t e shade of a particular 
level of existence. There is • • • e 
\J. 

e • di:itl.,..d..,u,14a�l.
--

�� 
s form a s 
t shade that • difficult to establish 
ap ears o o a • death, and may be utilized for 
cvi urposes. Consciousness and an awareness o se t at goes eyond 
the funcbon of the life-giving shade is also characteristic of Self in 
the Eskimo concept. Many of the folktales and myths of the Eskimos 
relate of shades that are able to divert Lhe stream of reality. The 
shades stand out as the permanent element of Self, while the physical 
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structure is a fleeting thing, evolving towards the common end. There 
appears to be certain infiniteness in the shades as possessing a fragment 
of spirit-power or of Ultimate Reality. 

The sentient shade that exists after death is well-explained in the 
folktale from Andreivsky on the lower Yukon called, "The Land of 
the Dead" (Nelson, 1899, p. 488). A young woman dies and is a wakened 
by her grandfather shade. She is guided past the village of the dog 
shades, in order that, "you can see how the living dogs feel when 
beaten by people." She observes a shade being punished after having 
pulled up and chewed a grass root. Next, she crosses the river created 
by the tears of people who weep for the dead, when her namesake was 
to be confirmed, but as this girl dies ,she takes the place of her 
namesake on earth again for many years. This particular tale covers 
many of the conceptions of the Eskimos applied to the shade world. 
The significance of the grandfather is that the person when dying 
thinks of the person who he or she desires to lead them through the 
journey to the abode of the shades. The shade of a violent death goes 
to an abode in the sky, where Raven and other supernaturals reside. 
The shade of a natural death goes underground with the shades of 
animals. The incident of the village of the dog shades emphasizes the 
high level assigned to the spirits of animals, which were considered 
almost human in existence. A definite spirit-power, perhaps evil, is 
believed to be contained in grass roots. A beautiful literary device is 
the crossing of the river of tears; here, in the land of infinite existence 
is a memorial to those who have sorrowed and lost those residing 
there. It divides the areas of being and non-being dramatically. The 
partaking of food left by the living was a feature of all feasts to the 
dead which were really great celebrations for the Eskimos. These feasts 
were held infrequently over a long number of years and the first child 
born after a person had died would be confirmed at this feast and 
thus become a namesake of the deceased person. 

The close relationship held to exist between the shades of man 
and animals is brought out in a folktale reported by Jenness, "The 
Caribou Man," that was told by an Eskimo woman of Cape Prince of 
Wales (1924,pp. 58-59). A hunter approaches a herd of deer, and as 
he raises his bow, one of the deer pushes back the hood from his head 
and changes into a man. He is asked if he would like to join the herd, 
and as he assents the deer gives him his clothes and the hunter becomes 
one of them. True to the nature of the tale, the hunter is unable to 
adapt as a reindeer, and asks to be taken home, where he again becomes 
a man. This change in being is on the shade level of existence, the 
body form seeming to have no relation to reality. 

A creation myth that has special implications for the essential 
nature of self and that demonstrates the concepts of the Eskimos 
re arding the relation of mind and body is the myth reported by Curtis, 
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Metaph1J.�ical Implications of the Folktales of the Eskimos of Alaska

"How People Came to Cape Etolin" (1930, pp. 75-77). It tells of a 
man who all at once became conscious of himself. He discovered that 
he was a man standing naked in a men's house which was devoid 
of all furnishings, even the usual grass mats. He saw light which 
hurt his eyes, coming through the smoke-hole and flooding the 
entrance-way. He had to become accustomed to the sun's glare upon 
going outside. "Then, glancing about, he saw many strange things: 
calm, smooth water, grass and plants, and animals. Closer observation 
showed that these animals, moving in herds, were unlike him, because 
they had four legs, tails, and horns on their heads." Thinking about 
this, man realizes that the animals are clothed, while he is naked. 
He finds clothing, learns how to put it on, and goes through the 
learning process with a bow and arrows, killing a caribou, eating, 
making a fire, cooking food, and using a boat. Returning home one 
day he finds food ready for him, and "He wondered now about the 
house, cache, weapons, and kayak-who had made them; where all had 
come from ... '' A person with long hair in the house tells him that 
his grandfather had made the things for him. After marrying this 
person and having a 'son, man goes to meet his grandfather. He is told 
by grandfather to follow the sun's path and that he will meet someone 
who will, "tell you all you want to know." He meets an old woman 
and has to defend her against evil spirits. The two evil spirits become 
one to fight man but he overcomes them in a test of strength. 

In the beginning of this myth, the man finding cor:,.sciousness 
i.� a vital metaphysical concept related to reality. It establishes the 
existence of a mind, and separates it from the body. From this point 
of consciousness, the myth takes man through the evolution of life
but from manhood not childhood. He becomes aware of his physique, 
that it differs from animals and requires special treatment. In the
Eskimo mind, this idea indicates that the physical structure dia e%,_er
i,.!11.o their consciousnes�. The symbolism that is represented in this
story is Self as an· important part of existence. A question in symbolism 
in the myth, is �an's first idea that someone was responsible for the 
cultural tools he was using. '};he answer is grandfather, who in--aet.yality, 
r���e. The test man undergoes 
with the evil spirits tends to be unique and individual. The joining 
of the two evil spirits is a refinement of spirit-power as the evil in a 
spirit usually has the necessary power for the particular role. The 
ability to overcome the evil represents the desire of mankind to 
overcome the problems of living. 

FREEDOM AND DETERMINATION IN FOLKTALES 

The propitiation of the spirit-powers by the Eskimos was tied in 
many cases to the practicalities of ordinary existence. Tabus in the 
folktales and myth were set up to maintain the order of man's 
existence here on earth. Boas gives an example: 
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When an Eskimo community is on the point of starvation and their 
religious proscriptions forbid them to make use of the seals that are 
basking on the ice, the amount of self-contrnl of the whole community, 
which restrains them from killing these seals, is certainly very great. 
Cases of this kind are very numerous, and prove that primitive man has 
the ability to control his impulses, but that this control is exerted on 
occasions which depend upon the character of the social life of the 
people . . . (I 901, p. 5). 

In this case ,reality for the Eskimos is determined by a desire to appease 
u transcendent force.

A folktale from Little Diomede relates a well-known plot among
the Eskimos. It concerns the "Story of Manina," a hunter who visits 
King Island (Curtis, 1930,p.124). During the festivities, the hunter 
and a King Island medicine man decide to go to the spirits below. 
They journey to this spirit-world underneath the earth, and by good 
singing receive the pleasure of the spirits in the form of power to bring 
food to their people. The locus of power in existence is clearly defined 
in this tale. Spirits, not man, are the final arbitrers of the availability 
of the animal resources. 

A direct appeal for supernatural assistance is recounted in the 
folktale, "The Tree Man," from the Kotzebue area (Curtis, 1930, p. 183). 
An old man was treated cruelly by his master and he asks the spirits 
for help. At this time a tree was washed up on the shore. "The tree 
gained consciousness; it remembered that it had once lived and stood 
on a large stream. It recalled memories of drifting hither and thither 
on the water. Driven by a sudden impulse, the tree decided to become 
a man ... " The tree knew nothing of land, or people, and a seabird 
who also chariged into a man, assisted him in learning the ways of 
men. Then, tree-man slays the wicked master of the old man. Here, 
man is driven to despair by the problems of existence and seeks a 
solution by appealing to a higher power than himself. The drift-log as 
an instrument of supernatural assistance becomes man. There is no 
allusion here to a particular spirit-power as flexing its supernatural 
forces, but only to the spirit-force inherent in nature. Reality is again 
determined for man. 

Although determinism was the powerful ideation in Eskimo 
folktales and mythology, to be properly appeased, often it came as 
sheer evil against which there was no recourse. Such an account is 
"The Spirit Marks on the Mens House" (Curtis, 1930, pp. 155-156). 
In this tale, the young men are in the kashagii at midnight, when a 
frightful face makes an entrance. The thing "walked on elbows and 
knees about the room while the youths gazed, hardly daring to draw 
a breath. It bumped against each bench as it passed, and the young 
man, unable to resist it, followed in single-file behind the thing, the 
evil spirit, walking as it did on elbows and knees.'' In the morning, 
the people of the village discovered the young men frozen to death 
on the tundra. 

Freedom within this pattern of determinism was quite possible 
for the Eskimos based on rationalism or plain everyday avoidance of 
religious proscriptions. However, an open violation of a religious law 
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when it concerned the society as an entity had to be measured against 
the possible consequences. For every activity that the supernatural 
ordered, there was a variety of responses possible, due to the extreme 
pluralism of the universe. Reality was not contained in one single, 
all-abiding power but .was diffused throughout a spirit-world. 

Raven Father, for example, may overstep the bounds of reason 
for man. In the folktale, "The Men on Earth Get Into Trouble" (Snell, 
1925, pp. 54-61), First Man was taken to the Moon with Raven Father. 
They see the earth people killing too many reindeer, so they send 
down to earth reindeer that have sharp teeth. "It will teach men a 
lesson." The men on earth become frightened and could not hunt 
these reindeer. The old men overcome the reindeer by mixing sour 
berries with tallow and cause the reindeer to shake their teeth loose. 
Man did not waste food again, but reindeer never bothered with teeth 
again. Earth men, it is indicated, did not call on Raven Father for 
assistance, but met the threat to existence and survived. 

IMPRESSIONS OF SPIRITUALISM IN ALASKA ESKIMO 
FOLKTALES 

Coordinate with a discussion of the nature of man, and of the 
cosmos, is an examination of the nature of the spirits and powers that 
were part of the universe, as contained in the folktales of the Eskimos 

�f Alaska. Cen_h?l to many �f the conceptions of spiritualism _is��:
avin e an jmpulse 

1;J,Jio&J��w;...1o.1w.u...w.1,1o.,.uo-t"·--=OPle. Beyond this first act of omnipotence, 
however, these deities are usually sentient in nature, with man dealing 
with the cosmos by means of other spirits. Radin classifies such a deity: 

The supreme being thus develops into what has been admirably
described as an otiose deity, one resting on his laurels after the creation 
of the world and leaving it entirely to its own devices (1927, p. 354). 

In addition to the genesis myth about Raven Father, there are myths 
that mention other deities and spirits, such as the Great Chief in the 
Moon, the supernatural Dwarf People, Sun Man, the Big Eagle, 
Thunderbirds, Sedna, etc. There thus becomes a polytheistic approach 
to the supernatural world, with great spirits in nature and throughout 
the cosmos. 

As was mentioned in the discussion on cosmogony, Raven Father 
created the earth and everyone on it. Raven came from the sky 
and made the earth, when there was nothing but water and gave 
potentiality to existence and an evolving world, "I am your father. 
To me you owe your land and your lives and you must never forget 
me" (Rasmussen, 1932). The sky-world of Raven is like the earth as 
shamans obtain animal life from there for the earth. First Man lives 
there, along with Raven Father and the shades of those suffering a 
violent death. When Raven Father took First Man on a tour of the 
Sky-world, we discover that it is "a beauti;ful country with a very 
much better climate than that on earth, but the people who lived there 
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were very small." There were poisonous lakes to humans, in which 
the grass did not bend under weight, ·and monsters such as one with 
a long head and six legs. When the first people killed too many of the 
animals on earth Raven took the sun away for awhile, and then put 
Bear o.n earth to scare • man ( Nelson, 1899, pp. 452-462). As a 
supernatural, Raven • must be associated with creationism, not with 
evolution in mind, but with setting up the possibilities for life and 
e·xistence. The other supernaturals maintain order in the cosmos, but 
Raven is revered and above the ordinary pattern of spirits. He is one 
of the many forces comprising the ultimate reality of the Eskimos. 

SUPERNATURAL ABODES IN FOLKTALES 
In the "Origin of· the Yu-gi-Yhik," recorded at Ikogmut on the 

lower Yukon, is told the story of a shaman's visit to the upper world 
(Nelson, 1899, pp. 494-496). He sees the stars falling and the sky sinking 
to him,- finally resting on a hill top. The stars are in reality round holes 
in the sky through which the light from above was shining. Going 
through_ one of. the star holes, he observes another sky, which sink 
down, and then another. Looking through the third sky he sees a 
kashim. Here, there are wooden images of the animal kingdom, sticks 
in a "V" shape representing • Raven Father, and two large 'hoops 
representing the heavens arching over the earth. These hoops were 
attached to the top of the kashim and could be pulled up and down, 
symbolical of the apparent approach and retreat of the heavens 
according to conditions ·of the atmosphere. The shaman takes these 
ideas of heaven back to earth for the Doll Festival. 

Another shamanistic visit is described in "The Big Diomede 
Medicine Man'' (Curtis, 1930, p'p. 129-131)'. Going to the sky, the 
shaman· saw a house with a bird perched on each corner of the roof­
crane, loon, eider-duck, and ptarmigan. They are to give warning of 
the approach of strangers to Sky ·Man, but shaman'.s power overcomes 
t'1em. and they tell Sky Man that only a mouse has come. An 
interesting feature of Sky Man's house is that it is a two-story structure. 
Sky Man had four spirit powers to assist him, but the power of the 
shaman over.came them all and he returned to earth. 

LESSER· CELESTIAL ABSOLUTES IN FOLKTALES 
In addition to Raven Father, Sky Man, and similar supernatural 

conceptions,• there are other important deities residing in the cosmos. 
'�The··Shaman in-the Moon'-' from Kotzebue Sound tells of a great chief 
who lives in the moon (Nelson, 1899,pp. 515). From this chief., shaman 
maY obtain. animals for their people on earth. The land in the sky is 
like earth only- that the grass grew hanging· downward and was filled 
with snow which fell when the wind blew. Here also, were small round 
lakes in ·the grass -that shone at night' to form the stars. A different 
view is presented in "The Man Who Lived on the•Mo0n;" collected by 
Garber · ( 1940, pp. 67-76). In this folktale, ·a beautiful girl finds a 
finger-sized baby on the tundra, that grows ,rapidly. One night on .the 

tundra, the girl hears a sound coming from-the moon, and there appears 
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Metaphysical lmplicalions of tlie Folktales of tl_ie Eskimos· of Alasklt 

a huge dog pulling a sled, and. an individual with magnificent fur 
ciothing. The girl is married to this individual, whose child_ she has, 
and is taken back to the moon. 

Another version of �his ipoon deity, "A Visit to the Moon,''. concerns 
a shaman's visit (Snell, 1925, pp. 136-145). He finds a great igloo 
guarded by two huge walrus, and us_es bear spirits to get by them. 
He sees the great dog of the Man-In-The-Moon, and meets the deity 
who warns him not to laugh or· Ermine will come· out and eat him. 
Both the Man-In-The-Moon and his wife, who is a beautiful woman, 
try to make the sh�man laugh, but not succeeding he is given a reindeer 
and a seal to take back to earth. The power of the Man-I_n-The-Moon 
is also demonstrated in the folktale "Azaruk and ·Man-In-The-Moon" 
(Snell,1925,pp.158-171). An orphan boy is mistreated, and Man-In­
The-Moon hears his pleas for help. The orphan boy is whipped to make 
him strong, and finally overcomes three huge bears that threaten the 
village and thus becomes successful. 

From Noatak comes an account of "Sun Man" who has many of 
the attributes of Man-In-The-Moon (Curtis, 1930, p. 199). Sun Man 
comes to earth when a girl picks up his son on the tundra and cares 
for it. He takes the girl and his son back to the sun with him. 

"Spider Comes to Earth,'' teils of a spirit-power visit to earth 
(Curtis, 1930, pp. 85-86). Spider lived in the sky and liked to watch 
the people on earth. She saw an industrious man that filled her with 
desire. This man was transparent to her because of her power. She 
kills his wife and child and takes him to her sky home. The husband 
assumes the spirit-powers of a hawk and seagull and· lives happily 
with Spider. 

SPIRIT ACTIVITIES AND ABODES IN FOLKTALES 
Indicative of the helpful spirit concept in Eskimo, folktales is 

the folktale of "Akchikchuguk" from Sledge Island (Nelson, 1899, 
pp. 499-505). The plot concerns brothers in search of their beautiful 

. sister. Akchikchuguk has tremendous powers because of the aid of a 
great spirit. He resuscitates his brothers, draws his arm inside his 

• body, closes his eyes and compels the entire village to do the same,
turned his head around on his shoulders, etc. But when he fails to
heed an admonition, he loses. his power, and turns to stone.

"The Land of Darkness," is visited by a mistreated wife (Nelson,
1899,pp. 511-514). She discovers here a man whose face and hands 
were coal black, and whose chest was white. All of the animals in the 

. country were coal black also. A ,powerful spirit provided food for the 
man and the disgruntled wife. Finally, the woman returns home with
many riches. 

Spirit assistance is given to the "Strange Boy" in a folktale from 
Andreivsky on the lower Yukon (Nelson, 1899, p. 490). Making a visit 
to the far north, the boy visits with a series of clairvoyant individuals 
who tell him he is hunting for a wife. On hi_s trip he consumes special 
spirit objects that give him power. He hears a terrible roaring noise 
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coming from a huge basket floating in the air. Boy invokes thunder 
and lightening to scare this basket-shaman away. Next, a shaman in 
the form of an eagle attacks him and he strikes his breast and a 
gerfalcon darted out of his mouth and through the eagle. Striking his 
breast a second time, an ermine leaps from his mouth and kills the 
eagle. He marries a beautiful girl in the kashim of the shaman whom 
be killed. Fearing that the girl will kill him, Boy slays his wife and 
returns home. 

In the folktale, "How Akokock Became a Medicine-Man," both 
human and animal spirits assist man (Garber, 1940, pp. 109-114). As 
an infant, Akokock survives a starvation that kills his parents. Their 
shades bring him food to eat. Then a whale appears at the entrance 
to the hut and says, "One is not here to hurt little Akokock. One comes 
so that Akokock may eat of one's meat." Then the wale came to the 
entrance four times and the infant ate whale food. As a youth, Akokock 
again receives help from the animal spirits. Held in a kashim against 
his will, a small fish on the floor offers to take him home, which he 
does by increasing in size greatly and swimming across a body of water. 

Inanimate objects held power to alter reality. An example is the 
folktale of the "Symplegades,'' in which two men are looking for wives 
(Lantis, 1946, pp. 281-82). They hear a tremendous sound like thunder 
as they are traveling, and come to a mountain that splits in half and 
comes together with a great clapping noise. Inside the mountain were 
round-mouthed people and many crushed kayaks. By paddling swiftly, 
only the ends of their kayaks were bitten off and they escaped. 

The spirits of animals, fishes, and human� had abodes usually 
in some region under the earth or sea. "The Chief's Wife," describes 
the visit of a childless wife to the spirit land below the earth (Lantis, 
1946, pp. 270-271). While she was traveling below the earth her clothes 
became old and they were completely blackened. Sh.e sees light which 
is a hole in the ground and through this she returns to earth. 

'The Land of the Whale People," tells of the spirit abode of the 
whales (Curtis, 1930, pp. 151-152). Here the whale spirits gather and 
determine whether they will go to a particular village of man to be 
killed. The villages must be clean, as the whales avoid those that are 
not, and the dead must be buried properly. 

In some instances, the underwater world, may be ruled by Sedna, 
mistres·s of the sea-mammals, who was their creator. In the folktales 
and myths, rulers of the spirits of animals and humans is rarely 
mentioned, as they seem to exist without interference or assistance 
from spirit-powers. The deities of the polytheistic world of the Eskimos 
reside apart and have their particular spheres of influence on man. 

SUMMARY 
The folktales and mythology of the Eskimos of Alaska were 

<"xamined in the first portion of this discussion to determine the 
character of the folktale in Eskimo traditions, and their development 
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Metaphysical Implications of the Folktales of the Eskimos of Alas/ca 

,,s brought out in the folktale collections. The inadequacy of materials 
available was noted at the turn of the century and at the present time 
for philosophical interpretation. The widespread homogeneity of 
Eskimo folktales that was upheld in the early literature was modified 
by more recent collectors such such as Garber and Lantis. Influence 
on Eskimo folklore for the pattern of animal tales was ascribed to the 
Athapascans of the Alaskan mainland and the Indians of the Northwest 
Coast. Hero tales were considered to be characteristic of Eskimb 
folktales. Both Sedna and Raven appear in the folktales, with Raven 
being of more importance. Raven is essentially connected with 
creationism, rather than as a trickster. The folktale of the Sun and 
the Moon appears to be widely distributed throughout the Alaskan 
culture area. It was suggested that Eskimo folktales especially in 
Alaska, have remained conservative because of their rigidity of 
presentation and interpretation. The folktale setting in the kashim was 
described and the mannerisms used in story-telling . 

The first of three important concepts in metaphysics is discussed, 
the cosmological implications discernable in the folktale of the Eskimos 
of Alaska. Evolutionism and creationism were analyzed for particular 
application to the folktales. Evolutionary creation myths were 
mentioned as having no prime instrument of creation. Water becomes 
the basic substance of the universe in the approach to reality. 
Creationism is illustrated by creation myths concerning Raven Father, 
who creates heaven and earth, and humanity. Raven proves the 
"cosmological argument" for the Eskimos, as he presents those aspects 
cf transcendental activity that would be connected with a supreme 
being. Evolutionism and creationism, however, are suggested as being 
itnerwoven in many of the creation myths. Then ,several origin myths 
were discussed concerning the origin of light, of thunder and lightening, 
cf the winds, and of the land. 

Considerations of the nature of man in reality were next discussed, 
being the second important concept of metaphysical thought dealt with 
in the paper. The essential nature of self was examined and shades or 
spirits, sometimes three in number, a consciousness of mind, and body, 
all were related to the essential self-concept of the Eskimos. It was 
indicated that spirits of both man and animal were similar or identical 
and that both resided in the spirit-world below the earth. Freedom 
and determinism were related to Eskimo thought in the folktales and 
it was noted that spiritualism to a large extent postulated an aura of 
determinism in the cosmos. 

Finally, the third component of an analysis of the metaphysics of 
the Eskimos, spiritualism was examined. Central of the conceptions 
o! creationism was a particular deity who was limited in power 
Beyond the acts of creationism, this deity was usually sentient iu 
nature, with man dealing with the cosmos through other spirits. Chief 
in the Moon, Sun Man, Big Eagle, Thunderbirds, Sky Man, were some 
of the deities operating in the cosmos. The abodes of the supernaturals 

61 

Not 
for

 R
es

ale



Anthropological Papers of tlie University of Alaskci 

and of spirits were noted in the folktales. It was indicated that the 
·deities of the polytheistic world of the Eskimos maintained their own
spheres of spiritual influence in the cosmos.

CONCLUSIONS 
Metaphysically, the folktales of the Eskimos of Alaska sugge:;t 

that the universe of the Eskimos jg an organized one, with a particular 
pattern and design being evident in proof of the "cosmological 
argument" 

From the .folktale collections available, it would seem that in this 
ordered cosmos self would comprise spirits, two or three in number, a 
consciousness or mind, and a physical structure. Eskimo man related 
his reality to the supernatural or natural world about him, and tended 
toward determinism. 

The supernatural world seems comprised of a deity of creation 
and other deities that deal with man within their spheres of influence' 
thus, indicating a polytheistic tendency in the folktales • 

As to the folktale collections, it is believed that an analytical 
• examination of folktales of the Eskimos of Alaska, other than as to
literary style, would fill a decided gap in the literature. Many of the
available studies tend to define the Eskimo peoples culturally, as one
pure homogeneity, in particular their folktales, and thus, tend to omit
vital portions of the folktales for interpretation. Gaps in the spread
of the Raven Father myths were noted as well as for that of Sedna.
mistress of the seas, for the Eskimos of Alaska. It is believed
that a standardization of collections could be achieved. through the
establishment of some central agency to secure folktales of these people.
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