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THE ENDURING
WISDOM OF
NATIVE AMERICAN
FOLKTALES WITH
MORALS

For thousands of years,
storytelling  has  been
the lifeblood of Native
American  cultures.
M o r e  t h a n  j u s t
entertainment,  these
narratives served as a
powerful  educational
tool ,  a  method  for
preserving history, and
a  way  to  pass  down
essential  values  from
one generation to  the

next.  At  the  heart  of
this  rich  oral  tradition
lies a vast collection of
Native  American
f o l k t a l e s  w i t h
morals. These stories,
often  featuring  talking
animals,  mischievous
tricksters, and powerful
natural forces, are not
merely  fanciful  tales.
They  are  careful ly
c r a f t e d  l e s s o n s
designed  to  teach
children  and  adults
alike  about  respect,
responsibility, courage,
a n d  t h e  d e l i c a t e
balance of life.  In this
article, we will explore
t h e  d e p t h  a n d
significance  of  these

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Native American Folktales With
Morals

2023-03-26

w i s d o m  t a l e s ,
e x a m i n i n g  t h e i r
common themes, their
m o s t  m e m o r a b l e
characters,  and  the
timeless  life  lessons
they  continue  to  offer.

THE SACRED ROLE
OF STORYTELLING
IN INDIGENOUS
CULTURES

To  truly  appreciate
Native  American
f o l k t a l e s  w i t h
morals,  one  must  first
understand the context
in  which  they  were
born.  In  Indigenous
communities  across
N o r t h  A m e r i c a ,
storytelling  was—and
still  is—a  sacred  act.
Stories  were  not  told
carelessly.  Often,
specific  tales  were
reserved  for  winter
months ,  when  the
snow lay deep on the
g r o u n d  a n d
communities  gathered
together in longhouses

o r  l o d g e s .  T h i s
seasonal  discipline
reinforced the idea that
stories had power and
that their telling was a
ceremony.
These  narratives  were
the  primary  means  of
education.  Before  the
wr i t ten  word  was
widely  adopted  by
these  cultures,  every
lesson  about  survival,
ethics, and community
living was encoded in a
story.  A  ch i ld  who
listened to a tale about
a  g r e e d y  c o y o t e
learned the dangers of
selfishness  without
n e e d i n g  a  d i r e c t
scolding.  This  method
of embedding cultural
v a l u e s  w i t h i n  a
gripping  narrative
made  the  lessons
unforgettable.  The
morals were not stated
bluntly at the end, like
in  some  European
fables;  instead,  they
were  woven  into  the
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fabric  of  the  story,
allowing the listener to
arr ive  at  the  truth
through  their  own
reflection.

The
Importan
ce of
Nature in
Indigenou
s
Storytelli
ng
A  defining  feature  of
these  Indigenous
storytelling  traditions
i s  t h e  p r o f o u n d
connect ion  to  the
natural world. Animals,
p l a n t s ,  r i v e r s ,
m o u n t a i n s ,  a n d

celestial bodies are not
mere  backdrops;  they
are active participants
w i t h  d i s t i n c t
p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,
languages, and spirits.
This  reflects  the  core
Indigenous  belief  that
h u m a n s  a r e  n o t
separate  from  nature
but are a part of a vast,
interconnected web of
life.  Consequently,  the
morals  in  these  tales
often  revolve  around
maintaining  harmony
within this web. A story
m i g h t  t e a c h  t h e
importance of honoring
the spirit  of  a  hunted
animal,  or  it  might
w a r n  a g a i n s t  t h e
arrogance of assuming
humans are superior to
other  beings.  This
e c o l o g i c a l
consciousness is one of
the most valuable gifts
these  ancient  stories
offer  to  our  modern
world.



4

4 Native American Folktales With
Morals

2023-03-26

RECURRING
THEMES AND
MORAL LESSONS

W h i l e  t h e r e  a r e
hundreds  of  distinct
tribal  nations,  each
with  its  own  unique
lore,  several  universal
themes  appear  across
Native  American
f o l k t a l e s  w i t h
m o r a l s .  T h e s e
recurring motifs speak
t o  s h a r e d  h u m a n
e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d
c o m m o n  e t h i c a l
frameworks.

Respect
for Elders
and
Communi

ty
M a n y  s t o r i e s
e m p h a s i z e  t h a t
wisdom  comes  with
a g e  a n d  t h a t  t h e
community  must  care
for its elders. A typical
tale  might  feature  a
young  hunter  who
ignores  the  advice  of
an old, seemingly frail
village  member,  only
to  face  a  dangerous
situation  where  the
e lder ' s  fo rgot ten
wisdom saves the day.
The  mora l  here  i s
c l e a r :  a g e  a n d
exper ience  hold  a
value  that  youthful
s t r e n g t h  c a n n o t
replace.  This  principle
re in fo rced  soc ia l
structure  and  ensured
that  vital  knowledge
was  passed  down.
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The
Danger of
Pride and
Arroganc

e
The sin of  hubris  is  a
common  target  in
m a n y  w o r l d
mythologies, and it is a
central theme in many
wisdom  tales  from
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a .
Characters  who  boast
about  their  power,
speed,  or  intelligence
are routinely humbled.
A swift river might brag
that  it  is  the  fastest
thing on earth, only to
be slowed down by the
rocks and bends of the
land.  A  proud  warrior
might  claim he is  not
afraid  of  the  Great
Spirit, only to be taught

a  profound  lesson  in
humility. These stories
serve as a social check
on  ego,  reminding
individuals  that  they
are  part  of  a  larger
order  greater  than
themselves.

The
Conseque
nces of
Greed
Sharing and generosity
w e r e  s u r v i v a l
necessities  in  many
traditional  societies,
and  stories  that  warn
against  greed  are
plentiful.  A  classic
example is a tale of a
man  who  discovers  a
magic  source  of  food
but  becomes  greedy,
taking  more  than  he
needs.  As  a  d i rect
consequence,  the
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magic disappears, and
he is left with nothing.
The moral teaches that
taking  only  what  you
need  ensures  the
resource  will  last  for
everyone,  including
future  generations.
Th is  i s  a  power fu l
lesson in sustainability
a n d  c o m m u n i t y
responsibil ity.

NOTABLE
CHARACTERS IN
NATIVE AMERICAN
FOLKTALES WITH
MORALS

The characters in these
stories are archetypal,
embodying  specific
traits  that  serve  the
story's  moral  purpose.
Understanding  these
characters  helps  us
decode  the  lessons
they  carry.

The
Trickster:
Coyote,
Raven,
and
Rabbit
T h e  T r i c k s t e r  i s
perhaps  the  most
famous  figure  in
Indigenous  folklore.
While often a fool, the
Tr ickster  is  a lso  a
creator and a teacher.
Coyote  stories  are
particularly widespread
across  the  Plains  and
Southwest.  Coyote  is
greedy,  lustful,  and
c l u m s y ,  a n d  h e
constantly  violates
social norms. However,
his  failures  are  the
source  of  the  lesson.
When  Coyote  tries  to
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s t e a l  t h e  s u n  f o r
h i m s e l f  a n d  g e t s
burned, we learn about
the  fo l ly  of  greed.
When  he  pretends  to
b e  a  c h i e f  a n d  i s
exposed,  we  learn
about  the  dangers  of
d i s h o n e s t y .  T h e
Trickster  is  a  mirror
he ld  up  to  human
weakness, teaching us
what not to do through
his hilarious and often
painful mistakes.

The
Benevole
nt
Creator
and the
Great

Spirit
In  cont ras t  to  the
Trickster,  figures  like
the  Great  Sp i r i t
( k n o w n  b y  m a n y
names  across  different
tr ibes,  such  as  the
Great  Mystery  or  the
Creator)  represent
wisdom,  order,  and
justice.  These  figures
r a r e l y  i n t e r v e n e
directly  but  set  the
world  in  motion  with
cer ta in  laws .  The
morals of these stories
often reinforce the idea
t h a t  l i v i n g  i n
accordance  with  the
natural  and  spiritual
laws  of  the  universe
leads to a harmonious
life,  while  breaking
them leads to suffering
or chaos.

Spirit



8

8 Native American Folktales With
Morals

2023-03-26

Animals
and
Nature

Spirits
Many  tales  feature  a
spirit  animal  or  a
nature  sp i r i t  that
g u i d e s  a  h u m a n
protagonist.  These
b e i n g s  t e s t  t h e
human’s character. For
example ,  a  young
person  los t  in  the
woods might be helped
by a wolf  only if  they
show  kindness  and
respect. If they act with
c r u e l t y ,  t h e  w o l f
abandons them. These
stories  teach  that  the
natural world responds
to  human  behavior,
rewarding  those  who
act  with  humility  and
respect. The moral is a
foundational  lesson  in

environmental  ethics
a n d  s p i r i t u a l
awareness.

SPECIFIC
EXAMPLES OF
TIMELESS WISDOM
TALES

To  fully  illustrate  the
p o w e r  o f  N a t i v e
American  folktales
with  morals ,  i t  is
helpful to look at a few
specific  examples  from
different  tribal
traditions.  Please note
that these are modern
s u m m a r i e s ;  t h e
original stories are far
r i c h e r  a n d  m o r e
nuanced.

“The Boy
Who
Went to
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the Sky”
(Cheroke

e)
In this Cherokee tale, a
boy who is mistreated
by  h is  communi ty
decides  to  leave  and
follow a magical thread
into  the  sky.  As  he
ascends, he learns that
the stars and celestial
bodies  are  relatives
and  spirits.  When  the
people  below  realize
what  has  happened
and  show  genuine
remorse  fo r  the i r
c r u e l t y ,  t h e  b o y
returns,  bringing  with
him knowledge of  the
s t a r s  a n d  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
c o m m u n i t y
forgiveness. The moral
is  twofold:  first,  it
t e a c h e s  t h a t  o u r
a c t i o n s  h a v e
consequences that can

drive others away, and
second,  it  shows  the
redemptive  power  of
sincere  remorse  and
community  healing.  It
is a powerful lesson in
e m p a t h y  a n d
reconcil iation.

“How the
Coyote
Got His
Name”
(Various
Plains
Tribes)
T h i s  i s  a  c l a s s i c
Coyote  story  that
explains  the  origin  of
h i s  n a m e  w h i l e
teaching  a  moral.  In
the  beginning,  Coyote
was known by a grand,
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noble  name  because
he  was  considered  a
great helper. However,
his pride got the better
of  him.  He  began  to
boast,  steal,  and  play
tricks  on  the  other
animals.  He  was  so
disruptive  that  the
Great Spirit decided to
humble him. The Spirit
stripped  him  of  his
noble  name and gave
h i m  t h e  s i m p l e ,
c o m m o n  n a m e
“Coyote.” The lesson is
clear:  a  name  is  not
just  a  label ;  i t  is  a
reflection  of  one’s
character  and actions.
I f  y o u  b e h a v e
dishonorably,  you  will
lose  your  honor.  This
story  teaches  children
that  respect  must  be
earned and maintained
through good behavior.

“The Tale

of the No-
Faced
Doll”
(Iroquois)
The  Iroquois  tel l  a
poignant story about a
doll  who  was  beloved
by  the  Corn  Maiden.
T h e  d o l l  w a s  s a d
because  she  had  no
face.  She  begged  the
Corn  Maiden  to  give
her  one.  The  Corn
Maiden  warned  her
that a face would bring
both  joy  and  sorrow.
The doll insisted, and a
beautiful  face  was
given to her. Soon, the
dol l  became  va in ,
spending  all  her  time
l o o k i n g  a t  h e r
reflection  in  the  water.
She  neglected  her
duties and her friends.
Eventually,  the  Corn
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Maiden  took  the  face
away. The doll learned
that  inner  beauty and
good  character  are
more  important  than
outward  appearance.
The  traditional  “No-
F a c e d  D o l l ”  ( o r
“Faceless Doll”) is still
made  by  I roquo i s
art isans  to  remind
children  of  this  very
l e s s o n .  T h i s  i s  a
beautiful  example  of
h o w  I nd igenous
s t o r y t e l l i n g
addresses  universal
human  struggles  like
vanity  and  self-worth.

THE ROLE OF “THE
FIRST FIRE”
(CHEROKEE AND
OTHER TRIBES)

S e v e r a l  t r i b e s ,
i n c l u d i n g  t h e
C h e r o k e e ,  t e l l  a
version of how fire was
brought to the people.
In  this  story,  a  great
cold covered the earth,
and  only  the  animals

knew  where  to  find
fire.  One  by  one,  the
b r a v e  a n i m a l s
attempted  to  bring  a
spark  back  to  the
shivering humans. The
daring Raven flew first,
but  his  feathers  were
s i n g e d  b l a c k
(explaining why ravens
are black). The Screech
Owl tried next and got
smoke  in  h is  eyes
(explaining  why  his
eyes  are  red).  Many
animals  failed.  Finally,
the  tiny  Water  Spider
stepped  forward.  She
spun  a  small ,  s i lky
basket, placed a single
ember in it, and carried
it  safely  across  the
water. The moral here
is  a  powerfu l  one:
c o u r a g e  a n d
cleverness  are  not
always  found  in  the
biggest  or  strongest.
The smallest and most
humble  creature  can
succeed  where  the
mighty  fa i l .  I t  i s  a
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lesson  in  humil ity,
resourcefulness,  and
the  value  of  every
m e m b e r  o f  t h e
community.

WHY THESE
LESSONS REMAIN
RELEVANT TODAY

In  our  fast -paced,
t e c h n o l o g y - d r i v e n
wor l d ,  one  m igh t
wonder  i f  Nat ive
American  folktales
with  morals  have
anything  to  offer.  The
answer is a resounding
y e s .  T h e  c o r e
challenges  of  being
human—learning  to
share,  controlling  our
pride,  respecting  our
elders,  and  living  in
harmony  w i th  our
environment—have not
changed.  If  anything,
these lessons are more
urgent than ever.  The
ecological  awareness
taught in these tales is
a  critical  antidote  to
the climate crisis.  The

e m p h a s i s  o n
c o m m u n i t y  a n d
collective  well-being
offers  a  corrective  to
hyper-individualism.
The  warnings  against
greed  and  arrogance
are  timeless.
Furthermore,  these
stories offer a different
p e r s p e c t i v e  o n
k n o w l e d g e  a n d
wisdom.  They  value
i n t u i t i v e
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,
experiential  learning,
a n d
interconnectedness  in
a way that can enrich
ou r  own  l i ves .  By
engaging  with  these
wisdom  tales ,  we
step  into  a  different
worldview—one  where
every  object  has  a
story, every animal is a
teacher,  and  every
action  has  a  moral
weight.  This  can be a
deep ly  en r i ch ing
experience  for  adults
and  children  alike.
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How to
Share
These
Stories
Respectfu
lly
I t  i s  impor tan t  to
a p p r o a c h  t h e s e
folktales  with  respect.
They  are  not  simple
children's  fables;  they
are  sacred  cultural
property. When sharing
Native  American
f o l k t a l e s  w i t h
morals, it is crucial to
do the following:

Acknowledge
the source:
Always credit the
specific tribal
nation from
which the story
originates. Do
not lump all
stories under a
generic “Native
American” label.
Seek authentic
versions:
Whenever
possible, read
versions of the
stories that have
been collected
and published by
Indigenous
authors or in
collaboration
with tribal
communities.


