
the world on the turtles back analysis
the world on the turtles back analysis explores the rich narrative and cultural significance of a
foundational Iroquois creation myth. This analysis delves into the story’s themes, symbolism, and
characters, offering insight into its enduring impact on Native American literature and folklore. The
world on the turtles back presents a unique worldview that reflects the Iroquois understanding of
balance, nature, and human existence. By examining its plot structure, underlying messages, and
cultural context, this article provides a comprehensive interpretation that highlights why the tale
remains relevant today. Additionally, the analysis addresses the myth’s influence on contemporary
storytelling and its role in preserving indigenous heritage. The following sections will cover the myth’s
plot summary, thematic elements, character analysis, symbolism, and cultural significance within
Native American traditions.
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Plot Summary of The World on the Turtles Back
The world on the turtles back is a creation myth that narrates the origin of the earth and humanity
according to Iroquois tradition. The story begins in the sky world, where a pregnant woman falls
through a hole created by the uprooting of a sacred tree. As she falls, animals from the lower world
attempt to save her by placing her on the back of a giant turtle. The turtle grows larger and larger,
eventually becoming the earth itself. The woman gives birth to twins, who represent opposing forces:
one embodies good, and the other embodies evil. Their struggle shapes the world and human nature,
reflecting the duality present in life.

This plot sets the stage for exploring the balance between creation and destruction, order and chaos.
It also introduces the fundamental characters and conflicts that drive the myth’s message. The story’s
sequence emphasizes the interconnectedness of all living things and the origin of moral values.

Thematic Exploration in The World on the Turtles Back
The world on the turtles back analysis reveals several prominent themes central to Iroquois
philosophy. These themes include the duality of good and evil, the significance of balance and
harmony, and the relationship between humans and nature. The myth highlights how opposing forces



coexist and interact to maintain equilibrium in the world.

Duality and Moral Conflict
The twins in the story symbolize contrasting moral principles, illustrating the eternal conflict between
good and evil. This duality is not presented as an absolute division but rather as complementary
elements that define human experience. The analysis shows that this theme encourages reflection on
personal choices and the nature of morality.

Harmony with Nature
The myth emphasizes the importance of living in harmony with the natural world. The use of animals
to save the woman and the formation of the earth on the turtle’s back underscore a worldview that
respects all life forms. This theme connects to broader indigenous values of environmental
stewardship and sustainability.

Character Analysis and Their Symbolism
Characters in the world on the turtles back serve symbolic roles that convey the story’s deeper
meanings. Each figure represents concepts essential to understanding Iroquois cosmology and ethics.

The Pregnant Woman
The woman who falls from the sky symbolizes life, fertility, and the origin of humanity. Her descent
initiates the creation process, indicating the transition from the spiritual realm to the physical world.
Her journey reflects themes of survival and renewal.

The Twin Brothers
The twins embody opposing forces: the right-handed twin represents good, light, and order, while the
left-handed twin symbolizes evil, darkness, and chaos. Their rivalry explains the presence of both
positive and negative aspects in the world. The analysis shows that their conflict is essential for
maintaining balance rather than promoting destruction.

The Animals
Animals such as the turtle, muskrat, and others play crucial roles as helpers and protectors. The
turtle, in particular, symbolizes the earth and endurance. The muskrat’s successful retrieval of earth
from the depths demonstrates courage and perseverance, traits valued in Iroquois culture.

Cultural and Historical Context of the Myth
The world on the turtles back is deeply rooted in the cultural traditions of the Iroquois Confederacy, a
group of Native American tribes in the Northeastern United States. The myth reflects the values,
beliefs, and worldview of the Iroquois people, serving both educational and spiritual purposes.



Role in Iroquois Society
This creation story functions as a foundational narrative that explains the origins of the world and
human existence. It also reinforces social values such as respect for nature, community cooperation,
and moral integrity. The myth is often recounted during ceremonies and storytelling sessions to
transmit cultural knowledge across generations.

Preservation of Indigenous Heritage
The tale’s continued retelling preserves the linguistic and cultural heritage of the Iroquois. In the
context of historical colonization and cultural assimilation pressures, stories like the world on the
turtles back have become vital tools for cultural resilience and identity maintenance.

Symbolism and Natural Elements in the Story
Symbolism is a key aspect of the world on the turtles back, with natural elements representing
broader metaphysical concepts and values.

The Turtle as Earth
The turtle’s back as the foundation of the earth symbolizes stability, endurance, and the
interconnectedness of life. This imagery conveys a worldview that sees the earth as a living,
sustaining entity that supports all creatures.

The Tree of Life
The uprooted tree from the sky world represents the source of life and knowledge. Its removal causes
the woman’s fall, initiating creation. This symbolizes the connection between the spiritual and
physical realms and the importance of life-giving forces.

Animals and Their Traits
Each animal in the myth carries symbolic meaning related to their natural characteristics. For
example:

Muskrat: bravery and determination

Turtle: endurance and protection

Duck and Beaver: cooperation and resourcefulness

These symbols emphasize lessons about human behavior and the natural order.



Impact and Legacy in Native American Literature
The world on the turtles back has had a significant influence on Native American literature and
cultural expression. Its themes and narrative structure have inspired numerous retellings,
adaptations, and scholarly studies.

Influence on Storytelling Traditions
The myth exemplifies the oral storytelling tradition of indigenous peoples, emphasizing communal
learning and cultural transmission. It serves as a model for narrative techniques that blend myth,
history, and moral instruction.

Contemporary Relevance
Modern Native American authors and educators reference the world on the turtles back to highlight
indigenous perspectives on creation, environment, and ethics. The myth’s message about balance
and respect for nature resonates with contemporary ecological concerns and cultural identity
movements.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The World on the Turtle's Back'?
The central theme of 'The World on the Turtle's Back' is the origin of the world and the balance
between good and evil, as represented by the twin brothers who shape the earth and human
existence.

How does 'The World on the Turtle's Back' reflect Iroquois
cultural values?
'The World on the Turtle's Back' reflects Iroquois cultural values such as respect for nature, the
importance of balance and harmony, and the significance of family and community in shaping the
world.

What role do the twin brothers play in the creation story of
'The World on the Turtle's Back'?
The twin brothers represent opposing forces of good and evil; the right-handed twin embodies
goodness and order, while the left-handed twin represents chaos and destruction, together creating
the balance necessary for life.

How is the concept of balance portrayed in 'The World on the
Turtle's Back'?
Balance is portrayed through the actions and characteristics of the twin brothers, illustrating that
harmony in the world depends on the coexistence and interaction of opposing forces such as light and



dark, life and death.

Why is the turtle significant in 'The World on the Turtle's
Back'?
The turtle is significant because it provides the foundation for the new world; after the woman falls
from the sky world, animals place earth on the turtle's back, symbolizing support, stability, and the
connection between the earth and living beings.

Additional Resources
1. The World on the Turtle’s Back: A Native American Creation Story
This book offers a detailed retelling and analysis of the Haudenosaunee creation myth known as "The
World on the Turtle’s Back." It explores the story’s themes of balance, duality, and the origins of life
from the perspective of the Iroquois people. Readers gain insight into the cultural significance and
symbolism embedded in the narrative.

2. Native American Myths and Legends: An Anthology
A comprehensive collection of indigenous stories from various tribes, including the Haudenosaunee.
This anthology helps readers compare creation myths like "The World on the Turtle’s Back" with other
Native American narratives, highlighting shared motifs and cultural differences. The book also
provides historical context and interpretive commentary.

3. Myths and Meaning: An Introduction to Native American Oral Traditions
This book examines the role of oral storytelling in Native American cultures, focusing on myths such
as "The World on the Turtle’s Back." It discusses how these stories convey moral lessons, cultural
values, and worldviews. The author also analyzes narrative structure and symbolism.

4. The Iroquois Creation Story and Its Cultural Impact
Focusing specifically on the Iroquois people, this work delves into the creation story’s origins and its
influence on Iroquois society and spirituality. The book includes interpretations from tribal elders and
scholars, shedding light on the story’s enduring relevance. It also explores how the myth shapes
identity and community cohesion.

5. Symbolism in Indigenous Literature: The Case of the Turtle
An exploration of the turtle as a symbolic figure across Native American literature with emphasis on
"The World on the Turtle’s Back." The book uncovers the multiple layers of meaning the turtle
represents, such as earth, longevity, and protection. It also compares this symbol’s use in other
indigenous narratives globally.

6. Creation Myths Around the World: A Comparative Study
This book places "The World on the Turtle’s Back" within a global context by comparing it with
creation myths from different cultures. It highlights common themes such as creation from chaos and
the role of animals in cosmogony. Readers are encouraged to understand the universal human
fascination with origins through diverse storytelling.

7. Native Voices: Understanding Indigenous Narratives
A scholarly examination of indigenous storytelling techniques, including the use of metaphor,
repetition, and cyclical time found in stories like "The World on the Turtle’s Back." The book



emphasizes respect for oral tradition and the challenges of translating oral stories into written form. It
also covers the importance of these narratives in contemporary cultural preservation.

8. The Earth on the Turtle’s Back: Environmental Themes in Indigenous Stories
This book analyzes environmental consciousness in "The World on the Turtle’s Back" and other Native
American myths. It explores how these stories reflect a deep respect for nature and the
interconnectedness of life. The author discusses the relevance of these themes in today’s
environmental movements.

9. Storytelling and Identity: The Role of Myth in Indigenous Communities
Focusing on the social function of myths like "The World on the Turtle’s Back," this book discusses
how storytelling sustains cultural identity and transmits values across generations. It includes case
studies from the Haudenosaunee and other tribes, showing how myths adapt over time while
maintaining core meanings. The work highlights storytelling as a living tradition essential to
indigenous resilience.
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