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Abstract 

There is much scholarly research on the trickster figure. Scholars of mythology, folklore, and 

psychology find this ubiquitous folk character fascinating. Jung almost gives the figure 

archetypal status as he contemplates the possibilities for its origin. This paper presents a theory 

that adds elements from the disciplines of physics, biology, anthropology, and archeology. In 

studying the work, ideas, and theories of scholars in these fields this paper explores the 

possibility that the telling of stories in which a character deliberately disrupts the expected but 

leaves opportunity for re-ordering could help early humans survive in a world where things turn 

upside down without warning. Furthermore, because the stories exist and because the insight 

needed to create such stories requires self-reflective thinking coming from observation and 

memory, trickster stories signify the emergence of the modern human brain. 
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1.  Introduction 

Much has been written about the mythological trickster figure. There are many theories of 

what the figure means, where the idea came from, and how it is used, drawing from a variety of 

disciplines like literature, psychology, and sociology. This paper presents the trickster figure in 

terms of the sciences and offers explanations based on discoveries in the disciplines of 

archeology, anthropology, physics, and biology. In the past 60 years or so, with the aid of 

computer technology, much work has been done in trying to understand origins. Some of those 

explorations have resulted in what are now common terms like chaos theory and complexity. 

The research into the carriers of life and the structure of matter has led to theories about how 

chaos and order are related. Anthropologists and archeologists have been able to use ever more 

sophisticated equipment to determine how early humans lived, and they have been able to 

suggest ways that early humans evolved into Homo sapiens. Reading the reports from the 

scientists involved in these studies, combined with knowledge from the traditional disciplines 

that work with the trickster figures, brings new insight into the creation of trickster figures in 

cultures the world over. 

2. Evidence from anthropologists  

At what point in the development of the modern human brain did the ability to reflect on the 

conditions of the world and draw conclusions arise? This is a question that absorbs the research 

of anthropologists who search for hard evidence in fossil materials. Some anthropologists seek 

evidence in visual images created by early humans, but they realize that without words these 

images cannot demonstrate that they reflect abstract thoughts, a mark of emerging modern 

humans. It seems that there is no substitute for language, but the art left by early humans surely 

must demonstrate the language behind it. Richard Leakey and Roger Lewin propose that, “A 

mind without language is effectively locked into the mental world it inhabits, because words and 

the reflective thoughts they allow are the only tools for exploring the edges of that world, seeking 

transcendence of it. Words can create experiences that have not happened: they are the fuel of 

imagination, of conceptualization. Visual images, it seems to me, are a unique product of such 

conceptualization, the evidence of abstraction that we seek” (Leakey and Lewin, 1992, p. 267). 

This paper proposes that trickster stories arose as humans used language to explore their 

world and learn how to survive in it. Evidence of human recording of information exists in lines 

carved on stone or bone, some examples of which are dated to 30, 000 plus years ago. Without 

the stories, products of observation and imagination explored through language, there would not 

be the lines carved on bone or stone. Leakey and Lewin continue, “The realization that lines 

drawn on a surface or carved into bone or ivory may be representational was an event in human 
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history of great intellectual magnitude, equal to many of the greatest of scientific discoveries. It 

was the product of a mental world explored beyond the edges by means of language” (Leakey 

& Lewin, 1992, 267-268). Harry Jerison, professor emeritus of Psychiatry and Biobehavioral 

Sciences UCLA and author of Evolution of the Brain and Intelligence, when discussing the 

phenomenon of human language development, contends that, ‘The ‘true’ or ‘real’ world is 

specific to a species and is dependent on how the brain of the species works. This is as true for 

our own world—the world as we know it—as it is for the world of any species. (Leakey & 

Lewin, 1992, p. 246). Leakey and Lewin add, “What the brain produces, therefore, is a kind of 

mental model of the world, a system for handling the information that flows from sense organs 

and for generating the appropriate responses. The integration of the sensory data, one with 

another, is central to monitoring the world ‘out there’ and to creating a model of it ‘in here.’ The 

‘in here’ becomes the real world as an individual animal experiences it” (p. 246). Humans cope 

with the world they find themselves in by creating the model that they can live with in stories. 

If visual images appear 30,000 plus years ago, stories probably were around that long ago, too. 

But why assume that some of these early stories could have been about trickster events?  

Keeping in mind that the focus of the discussion is the origin and persistence of the trickster 

figure as evidenced by the self-reflective abilities of early humans, we must first recognize the 

tendency of humans to seek order, and their ability to reestablish order while adjusting to change. 

We must explore the part that patterns and pattern recognition play in establishing that order in 

the first place. Trickster stories would not come before humans recognized that the world can 

be understood by discovering and remembering patterns and thus gaining a degree of control 

through predictability. Within a discussion of Nick Humphrey’s theory that social life has had a 

great impact on the evolution of the human brain Leakey and Lewin write, “For a baboon or a 

chimpanzee, a certain amount of intellectual capacity and memory is required for exploiting 

food resources year round. They need a kind of mental map of their range. They need to know, 

and be able to recognize, when certain trees will be in fruit, when certain tubers are ready, when 

certain waterholes will be full. But there is a degree of predictability about it all, a pattern to 

follow”(p. 286). 

As cognition develops, animals process basic observation of where food is at the moment 

added to the memory of where it had been and under what circumstances. All animals do this to 

some extent, but in hominids apparently this led to more observation and more memory—

leading to ability to put things together in order to predict. But catastrophic events happen, have 

happened as far back as the “big bang.” These events turn ordered existence into chaotic in a 

flash. How to survive in such a world? Would the interruption of predictability, and here is the 

important point, bring more self-reflection and observation and group memory and realization 

that interruptions occur, but are themselves a part of the long-term flow of life? Would the 
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human mind have resolved the terror of encountering unpredicted events by incorporating them 

into the order of the world?  

Early on at least some humans must have learned to recognize the nature of catastrophe and 

respond to it by readjusting. To survive, any entity must be flexible and re-order after crisis. 

Humans must also have realized that survival depended on getting along with nature. If Jerison 

is right, interpreted by Leakey and Lewin, humans would “monitor the world ‘out there’ and 

create a model [they could live with] ‘in here.’” These are the trickster stories, which are parts 

of cultures globally and which allow hearers to laugh,1 learn, and live. They have come over the 

millennia to us in two forms. 

[Mac Linscott] Ricketts cites two groups of traits characterizing the trickster that point 

suggestively to those which, on the one hand indicate his ‘outsider’ and merely disruptive nature, 

and on the other, those which make him, however devious his means, a benefactor of humankind 

and which suggest the attributes of the archaic sacred king, a magical giver of bounty and culture 

as well as establisher of order. The first set of traits are those of the trickster as such: prank-

playing, erotic, hungry, vain, deceitful, cunning, wandering, breaking of taboos, spoiling, and 

clowning. The second are those of the trickster as transformer, a culture-hero who changes a 

chaotic myth- world into an ordered creation: fertility figure, slayer of monsters, thief of 

 light, or bringer of other boons for human kind. (Ellwood, 1993, pp. 141-142). 

Rickett’s first set of traits is the one the present paper explores, referred to as the Coyote-

type. In the first set the cause of the chaos is the trickster, whom modern audiences may tend to 

see as the antagonist. In the second set, the trickster can be seen as the protagonist, the one who 

uses his or her wits to survive. The two are related in complex ways, but it is the first set which 

shows that humans recognized that their structured lives would eventually be unsettled, but that 

they could recover some sort of order. While it may be the way that the universe works, to exist 

on the edge of change, and humans merely exist within this reality, trickster tales are evidence 

that early humans understood that this is the way it is. Perhaps on some mental plane they 

recognized that order is the way the world works, and that any rearrangement would eventually 

return to order. 

                                                        
1 Laughter opens the doors and clears the closet of the mind, making room for new ways of seeing. Early 

humans understood this as can be seen in the story of Demeter’s search for her daughter. She received new 

energy when she laughed at a woman dancing with her skirt raised and showing her private parts. The Japanese 

goddess Ama-terasu came out of her cave and revived the sun after laughing at a group of women dancing in an 

obscene manner. One of the characteristics of the trickster Coyote is his total disrespect of cultural conventions, 

which brings laughter to his audience as well as shocking them out of their complacency. 
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The periodic table of elements illustrates the elegant way this order maintains the stable 

environment that we live in. A course in basic genetics helps us see why it is that humans 

generate humans and fish generate fish, without ever crossing the line. Living through a 

devastating hurricane season, years of drought, or a global spread of a disease that disrupts 

normal and necessary functions of bodily systems or even the less globally dramatic emergence 

of cancerous cells in healthy individuals might make us question the underlying stability of our 

world. Humans, who observe patterns and predict the changing of seasons and thus are able to 

prepare for the difficulty of finding food and the need for shelter, eventually may panic in the 

event that their world becomes unpredictable, arbitrary, leaving them in danger of extinction. In 

the twenty-first century we have the option of looking to science for answers and assurances that 

there are ways to overcome disaster, and therefore there is no need to panic. When humans were 

young on the earth, they did not have the advantage of scientific record keeping, which tracks 

the patterns of change and return to remind us that things will settle down and become 

predictable again. What they did have was imagination and tribal memory. They had the ability 

to personify elements of their world, and thus were able to understand nature because they could 

understand themselves. The trickster figure was such a personification. The trickster, whether 

taking animal or human or divine form, arbitrarily created havoc, but also enabled the re-creation 

of order. Thus humans were able to move through disastrous results from sudden change and 

avoid suicidal insanity until they could settle into the new environment created from the 

disaster.2 The trickster was, in fact, a way of predicting the unpredictable. Expecting that 

eventually this disruptive figure would appear and turn the world upside down gives some 

control over forces beyond control. Stories featuring the trickster do not end in total destruction, 

but in rebuilding and return, or at least the promise of renewal. This section of the paper gives a 

simple explanation of the presence of the trickster figure, but there is also a more thought-

provoking aspect to the creation and persistence of this figure. 

3. Evidence from physicists 

The work of Stuart Kauffman, Chris Langton, and Doyne Farmer, as described by Michael 

Waldrop in Complexity: the Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos, finds evidence 

that the structure of creation includes the constant struggle for balance between order and chaos. 

Too much order results in stagnation. A state of chaos, however, ends in destruction. Doyne 

Farmer observes that healthy economies and healthy societies like  

                                                        
2 The movie Jacob the Liar uses this premise. 
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…a living cell, have to regulate themselves with a dense web of feedbacks and regulation, at 

the same time that they leave plenty of room for creativity, change, and response to new 

conditions. “Evolution thrives in systems with a bottom-up organization, which gives rise to 

flexibility,” says Farmer. “But at the same time, evolution has to channel the bottom-up approach 

in a way that doesn’t destroy the organization. There has to be a hierarchy of control—with 

information flowing from the bottom up as well as from the top down.” The dynamics of 

complexity at the edge of chaos, he says, seems to be ideal for this kind of behavior. (Waldrop, 

1992, p. 294)  

Early storytellers seemed to understand the importance of balance between order and chaos. 

Robert Pelton tells us that the trickster takes advantage of living on the edge to shape the world:  

Thus the trickster incarnates in every culture the oxymoronic imagination at play, literally 

‘fooling around’ to discover new paradigms and even new logics. As such he reveals man’s 

freedom to shape the world just because it actively offers itself to him—even if he must trick it 

to make it come across. (Pelton, 1980, p. 272)3 

In the terms of the scholars who study the idea that creation can only exist as we know it at 

the edge of order and chaos, Trickster is the catalyst that stimulates the all-important transitions. 

The struggle for equilibrium cannot ever reach its goal because, in the words of John H. Holland, 

“if the system ever does reach equilibrium, it isn’t just stable. It’s dead “(Waldrop, 1992, p. 147). 

The Yoruba story of Eshu and the farming village (retold below) illustrates that humans did not 

need 21st century science to reveal this secret of the universe. Chris Langton:  

This persistent vision of life as eternally trying to keep its balance on the edge of chaos, 

always in danger of falling off into too much order on the one side, and too much chaos on the 

other. Maybe that’s what evolution is, he thought, just a process of life’s learning how to seize 

control of more and more of its own parameters, so that it has a better and better chance to stay 

balanced on the edge. (Waldrop, 1992, p. 235)  

Doyne Farmer explains what Langton means:  

… the mysterious ‘something’ that makes life and mind possible is a certain kind of balance 

between the forces of order and the forces of disorder. More precisely, he’s saying that you 

should look at systems in terms of how they behave instead of how they’re made. And when 

you do, he says, then what  you find are the two extremes of order and chaos. It’s a lot like 

the difference between solids, where the atoms are locked into place, and fluids, where the atoms 

tumble over one another at random. But right in between the two extremes, he says, at a kind of 

                                                        
3 William Hynes uses this quote from Pelton in his “Metaplayers and Revealers,” in William Hynes and William 

Doty, Mythical Trickster Figures: Contours, Contexts, and Criticisms, 212. 
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abstract phase transition called ‘the edge of chaos,’ you also find complexity: a class of behaviors 

in which the components of the system never quite lock into place, yet never quite dissolve into 

turbulence, either. These are the systems that are both stable enough to store information, and 

yet evanescent enough to transmit it. These are the systems that can be organized to perform 

complex computations, to react to the world, to be spontaneous, adaptive, and alive. (Waldrop, 

1992, p. 293) 

That adaptation is the key to success did not need Darwin to discover it. The makers of 

trickster stories may not have been aware of it, but they discovered what Langton is exploring 

thousands of years before he did.  

In the last decades of the twentieth century the Danish physicist Per Bak asked the question, 

“How can the universe start with a few types of elementary particles at the big bang, and end up 

with life, history, economics, and literature?...Why did the big bang not form a simple gas of 

particles, or condense into one big crystal? We see complex phenomena around us so often that 

we [seldom notice and therefore do not ask] why nature is complex” (Bak, 1996, p. 1). 

Bak set about trying to answer his question and realized, and therefore argues, that complexity 

arises when “large systems with many components” evolve into a state which perches 

unbalanced on the edge. They have reached a critical state. Bak and the colleagues he consulted 

throughout the work on his theory use a sand pile to illustrate. He called the theory “self-

organized criticality,” and it describes the way that nature develops complexity. If we construct 

a pile of sand by dropping grain upon grain on one spot, eventually the pile will peak at that 

spot. It will have reached a critical point, and one more grain will unbalance its stability, and an 

avalanche will follow. Thus creating a more complex structure, which in its turn will reach the 

critical state where one more grain of sand will bring another avalanche, more complexity, and 

new places to rise to a peak. Bak writes that in 1988 he once “…jokingly put forward the 

speculation that real life operates at the critical point between order and chaos” (Bak, 1996, 

p.117). He suggests that, “…perhaps even the most complicated phenomena on earth—humans 

with brains and personality—do reflect part of a world operating at the critical state” (Bak, 1996, 

p. 62). And this critical state is what Chris Langton calls the edge of chaos, where between order 

and chaos is a zone in which being means reacting to the world, being spontaneous, being 

adaptive, and being alive. In trickster stories Trickster exists on this edge, this boundary, and 

brings humans to it—by hook or by crook. 

4. The Value of the trickster: Physical, emotional, and spiritual Survival 

Trickster stories show the life and death importance of being able to adapt even if the events 

in the story deal only with keeping listeners alert to the possible need. A parable told to the 
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inmates of Terezin4 on one of the many occasions when they wondered if they would survive to 

go back to the world they had known illustrates the point. “The inhabitants of a valley are told 

that within two days their hometown will be flooded by a natural catastrophe. There is no escape. 

No chance to be rescued. So the rabbi calls his faithful to the synagogue and tells them: Ladies 

and gentlemen, we have exactly forty-eight hours to learn how to live under water” (Brenner, 

2009, p. 13). The teller of the story understood not only that readjusting is necessary for survival, 

but also that laughter opens the way for rethinking. 

In recent months the world has been thrust into a global crisis. The virus called Covid–19 has 

reached all areas where humans live and has spread to ever increasing numbers of the population. 

It seems that the virus travels to new hosts with ease, and air contact can spread the contagion 

from as far away as six feet or multiple times further if a carrier coughs or sneezes. The virus 

infection is serious though not fatal to most who contract it, but recovery might be slow, damages 

lasting, and fatalities not rare. All nations are restricting travel and even small gatherings have 

been illegal or severely discouraged. Human contact with even trusted loved ones is self-

monitored. Over these months people have been urged to stay at home. School buildings have 

stood empty, government business conducted from a distant personal space, salons and message 

therapy studios closed. Restaurants serve food through take-home services only. The “new 

normal” acquired a settled feeling once those who had the means filled their pantries and freezers 

against what may be months more of isolated living. Most people seem to be willing to cooperate 

with extreme measures in order to stop the spread of the virus and thus destroy its potency as it 

spends itself out having no new environments to inhabit when the old ones have established 

immunities to fight off the alien organism. We are assured that the virus will run its course, 

especially given the attention by medical science to create vaccines, and the global response to 

isolate, and life will return to normal. But what will normal turn out to be? It will not be the state 

we have adopted for the duration of the battle. We may emerge more reluctant to shake hands 

or hug or even get close to acquaintances in chance meetings and conversations, but we will 

mingle and shop and attend concerts and school in person. Humans are social animals. We 

cannot live healthily without relationships, but how will we re-establish relationships, draw new 

boundaries, tear down old walls? 

Already foundations for new possibilities are being laid. Experiments in ways to replace 

dangerous with safe for the time we are in will prove to work well enough to be adopted 

permanently. Scholars, scientists, and many ordinary folk are examining what about the way 

humans live creates opportunities for pandemics. How different can we conduct affairs within 

and between global societies that could prevent wide-spread contagion? Will we learn and 

                                                        
4 Terezin (also known as Therensienstadt) was a Nazi concentration camp in what is now the Czech Republic. 
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emerge with a more positive attitude centering on cooperation, or will we become more prone 

to be protective of our own?  

Opportunities to effect needed change is what the trickster brings. When our comforts become 

worn and uncomfortable, and we are so complacent that we do not even know that something is 

wrong, or our goals become all that matters, it is time to be forced into action. Coyote-type 

trickster stories can be interpreted as illustrating the necessity for order to be disrupted. To so 

interpret we must understand that the nature of the created universe, living and non-living, is to 

find and establish order. Apparently structure is vital to the continuing existence of the universe, 

and this structure contains a set of building blocks which have the capability not only of 

combining at the origin, but also of recombining as needs arise. Order is tenuous and tends ever 

toward chaos, and it seems that this is the natural condition, and there is a reason for that. We 

can think of chaos as a release of energy that fuels the movement that keeps the universe going 

on in its orderly way.5 In this way chaos is also necessary in the world that humans create. 

Without movement, or change, life becomes static and finally collapses. Thus when the turbulent 

revolutions of hurricanes lay waste to habitations, and people need to recover and rebuild, there 

is incentive to invent the changes that might make their houses stronger, or they may be 

energized to move house and reestablish in a safer environment. 

Any of us could think of situations in which humans seek order in the face of chaos. A look 

at the multiple examples of rebuilding homes and towns after natural disaster strikes would 

suffice. A bitter example can be found in the life of Austrian artist Friedl Dicker-Brandeis. 

Dicker-Brandeis was imprisoned in Terezin concentration camp from December 1942 to 

October 1944. Her job in the camp was art teacher for the children, and she was housed in the 

building where the children stayed in large barracks-like rooms. Dicker-Brandeis created her 

own tiny living spaces over the years that she lived there. It is said by the survivors, and in 

journals of those who did not survive, that she made her area cozy and pleasant. Dicker-Brandeis 

and the other teachers and mentors also did what they could to organize the children’s living 

areas, if only by marking their bunks with little symbols or phrases individual to the child who 

slept there. In a world where the only predictability was that the transports would leave for the 

east once a week on the same day of the week, and that people would be selected apparently 

randomly to board them, and these people would never be heard from again, emotional survival 

depended on creating some order, and recreating it if necessary. Recognizing patterns was also 

vital. Even if the pattern included transport lists every seven days, the other six days could be 

                                                        
5 We might be reminded of the Hindu story of the other gods’ great concern over Siva’s asceticism. What will 

happen, they worried, if Siva does not release all of that energy that he is storing up. 
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counted upon to bring a daily routine in an absence of transports and thus a semblance of 

stability. 

For the inmates of Terezin concentration camp recognizing patterns may not have helped 

them more than giving them some periods in which they could relax a modicum of fear and 

know that there were six days in which rescue may be possible. Humans and other animals not 

incarcerated have more control over their survival even in the path of chaos. The world is 

actually a predictable place. The sun rises and sets on schedule, and though the length of time 

between rise and set may vary, that pattern too can be ascertained and even used to predict 

seasonal changes. The pattern of the moon’s phases does not alter, nor the yearly patterns of 

movement in the night sky. Flights of birds, movements of animals, rise and fall of rivers, normal 

seasons of rain and drought or heat and cold, all of these are patterns that when recognized help 

to give control over chances for survival because they allow predictability. Knowing what the 

future holds increases the chance to prepare. But sometimes patterns are broken without warning 

or reason. Rivers flood out of season. Animals stampede or migrate or die off. Devastating 

famines arrive. Deadly diseases come through. Destructive winds whirl across the horizon and 

suck up everything in their paths. Suddenly the comforts of stability, of knowing the ways of the 

world, give way to panic. Environments which have been so carefully ordered are plunged into 

chaos, and now nothing is knowable. 

Traditional tales are accepted as having been orally preserved from far back in a culture’s 

history, perhaps from the beginnings. As such the insights seen in the stories show that the 

people recognized, or were taught to recognize by their wise persons, the nature of the way 

things are. They not only were aware of potential sudden disaster in their ordered world, but 

were also aware of the potential positive outcomes. They had to have experienced the sudden 

arrival of disruptive forces and have recognized that the ensuing chaos required reordering and, 

further, that reordering brought opportunity for reassessment and thus greater understanding.  

Presented below are four mythical tales which illustrate the point. One is from West Africa, 

one from Japan, one from the Arapaho people who now live in the southwest of the United 

States, and one from Norse mythology. 

5.  Examples I: Four myths 

First is a much-retold story of the Yoruba people of West Africa. Mythologists use it to 

illustrate the role of the trickster in human societies, but what is the role? Just to cause trouble 

to satisfy some arbitrary whim of the god? To put some life in the party? To see what will 

happen? However the story is interpreted, there is the fact that the story has persisted as part of 

the Yoruba culture for time beyond memory. 
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There was once a peaceful farming village. Everyone in the village knew everyone else and 

knew whom they could trust. Families diligently worked their plots of land, and harvests were 

plentiful. One day two men, best of friends, were working in their fields on opposite sides of the 

road leading into the village. Down the road came a traveler wearing a cap, which, unbeknownst 

the two friends, was black on one side and red on the other. The farmers greeted the stranger 

and returned to their digging. Before reaching the village the traveler turned his cap around and 

walked back down the road, greeting the men again as he passed. 

When the day’s work was done, the friends walked together to the village. As they went, they 

remarked on the odd behavior of the traveler. What was his business in the village that it took 

such a short time for him to finish it? By the time they reached home, they were very curious 

indeed and asked the first people they met if they knew what brought the stranger to the village. 

“What stranger?” asked the people. “What did he look like?” 

“Why just an ordinary man, about my height wearing a black cap,” answered one of the 

friends. 

“Yes, about middle height with long legs,” said the second friend. 

“Yes, long legs. I forgot about the long legs,” agreed the first. 

“But,” added the second, “the man was wearing a red cap.” 

“Black,” said the first friend. 

“Red. I am sure,” answered the second, his voice rising. 

And so they argued until all in the village were taking sides. People were beginning to ball 

their fists at one another when in strode the stranger laughing and wearing his black and red cap. 

“Well, well, well,” he said. “What goes on here?” 

In answer the people on his right side took a look at his cap and said, “See it is red just as we 

believed.” But the people of his left side took a look at the cap and yelled back, “What do you 

mean? The cap is black. Can’t you see!” And the arguing began again. 

At that Eshu, for it was the trickster god, bellowed over the noise to proclaim that both sides 

and neither were right. His cap was red on one side and black on the other. 

“But why did he not see the red side and me the black when you walked by in the other 

direction?” asked one of the quick-thinking friends, 

“Because I wanted you to see the hat differently.” 

“Why?” 
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“Because I wanted to stir up some trouble,” proclaimed Eshu as he turned a somersault, 

threw his hat in the air, and walked out of the village. 

Each scholar who uses this story retells it to make a point, and the points differ depending on 

the context for the example. Lewis Hyde, for example, recounts the tale and concludes, 

apparently with the tellers from whom his version came, that Eshu warns people not to forget to 

reckon with him (Eshu). Hyde’s context is a chapter in his book Trickster Makes the World. The 

chapter is called “Frederick Douglass and Eshu’s Hat” in a section of the book called “Trap of 

Culture.” Hyde is using Douglass to discuss tricksters as boundary crossers. Eshu has crossed 

the boundary between the expected and the unexpected. 

Robert Pelton, on the other hand, in The Trickster in West Africa: A Study of Mythic Irony 

and Sacred Delight retells from a source who finishes telling the tale by having Eshu exclaim 

that “Sowing dissension is my great delight,” and then starting a bush fire which spreads to the 

village. When the people pull their possessions to safety, the god mixes them up so that the 

people must search through and identify what belongs to whom. Pelton interprets the story as a 

signpost to instruct people to reassess the depth of the bonds which hold them together. 

Pelton says of the Yoruba that they recognize “that the internal and external boundaries of 

their lives are charged with power, that these must be explored carefully to overcome stagnation 

and to deal with explosions, and that they must be constantly transformed to heal division and 

renew life” (Pelton, 1980, p. 142). 

The children’s party game “Fruit Basket Turnover” illustrates this need to burst from our 

comfortable positions, cross dangerous boundaries to come to a new place, and reassess our 

situation. In the game each player is assigned a fruit. Chairs for each person but one are placed 

in a circle. The one who is chosen (by various means) to stand in the middle calls out the names 

of two fruits. These must exchange seats, and while they are doing so, the one in the middle 

rushes to fill one of the vacant seats. If the move is successful, a new player will be left standing. 

Occasionally the person in the middle calls “fruit basket turn over.” All fruits must rush from 

their seats to find another place, and most likely another player will be left standing. 

Stories like the Yoruba one of Eshu disrupting the surface stability of human relationships 

and the game Fruit Basket Turnover reflect human recognition, whether the inventors of story 

or game know it or not, that the world operates at the critical state or in Lewis Hyde’s words, 

“Every group has its edge, its sense of in and out” (Hyde, 1998, p. 7). Throughout his book 

Trickster Makes This World Hyde refers to trickster as boundary crosser, and, Hyde 

demonstrates, trickster shows up a lot. Does this ubiquitous nature of trickster imply that 

humans, at some level, understand that existence as we know it relies on, in Bak’s words, “self-

organized criticality”? 
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Trickster appears when societies have settled into a sureness of the way the world is. The law 

is the law, as Victor Hugo’s Jervais says as he pursues Jean Valjean, failing to see Valjean’s 

large qualities because the law must be satisfied for the misdemeanors. In times long past 

humans ate their food raw because that is the only way they knew. In times not so long ago 

humans did not name their children before they were two years old because they had grown to 

expect most to die as babies. The order of our lives is satisfactory because everyone knows their 

place and stays there. In other words, if upsetting the fruit basket brings disaster to the status 

quo and brings dishonor to all who uphold the surface values of the society, then the “honorable” 

fail to move. Hyde says, “Where someone’s sense of honorable behavior has left him [sic] unable 

to act, trickster will appear to suggest an amoral action, something right/wrong that will get life 

going again” (Hyde, 1998, p. 7). Trickster crosses the boundary in order to stir things up.  

Perhaps Trickster is the final grain of sand that brings the avalanche and the released energy 

and the complications that come with having to start over. And that once humans deal with the 

new problems, they settle into new, and maybe more complex, expectations. 

Per Bak’s theory deals with the way nature works on foundational levels. This article is not 

suggesting that human behavior on the scale of community building and invention is pre-

determined by sub-atomic forces. It is suggesting, however, that what is true of subatomic is true 

of super-atomic and that the humans who live in this universe experience life on the edge, and 

early humans recognized their situation and tried to survive within it. We can apply thinking 

such as Bak’s to help explain the presence and behavior of the entity that can be called the 

trickster in stories.  

Susa-no-o, the Japanese god of sea and storms, is a Coyote-type trickster. In myth his role as 

world destroyer (boundary crosser, critical grain of sand) can be clearly seen. His name 

translates into English as “Impetuous Male,” and he is seen as very undesirable and a decidedly 

disturbing element. Apparently his character plays a large part in Japanese myth in which he is 

a destroyer of natural forms and a bringer of death. The myth that is probably best known is the 

one which describes his behavior toward his sister Ama-terasu, the goddess of the sun. When he 

visits her in the Plain of High Heaven, first he convinces her that he means no harm and she can 

shed her amour and sheath her sword, but then he destroys her rice fields. He throws her favorite 

horse, which he has flayed, onto her while she is at her loom. This last was the act which made 

her so angry that she enclosed herself in a cave and would not come out. The sun did not rise 

and set, which upset the entire order of the world. The gods had to find a way to convince Ama-

terasu to leave her cave. Interestingly, it was the immodest dancing of the goddess Uzume 

(“Heavenly Alarming Female”) and the laughter from the gods the dancing produced that finally 
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drew her out.6 There are more stories of this impetuous god. The main thing for readers of this 

paper to remember is that sea and storm can destroy a way of life, and rebuilding must follow. 

When the perfect world has reached a point beyond which it cannot grow into more perfect 

perfection, and the next day is too much like the last, it has reached the critical point. In order to 

regain the savor, and perhaps to retain the characteristics that make us human, the trickster must 

make an appearance and drop the critical grain of sand, to force us to cross the boundaries of the 

safe and predictable into the unknown, fraught with peril. Stories from other cultures also 

demonstrate that humans recognized early the impossibility of gaining and keeping the stable 

world they thought they wanted. To cite two of the Mesopotamian ones: the fate of the Tower 

of Babel and the eviction from the Garden. 

The tales in which the trickster is actually Coyote are many and varied. All seem to be about 

Coyote’s ignoring the acceptable behavior of the community in which the tale is told. Unlike 

stories with the African trickster gods, Eshu for example, the Coyote tales do not have the 

trickster creating havoc deliberately to disturb the community. Coyote, who is not seen as a god,7 

upsets the order of things as a whim. The tellers often have him die as a consequence of his 

actions, but he revives to create havoc another time. One of the tales that illustrates Coyote’s 

irreverence toward the established order is “Coyote and the Bear Women,” from the Arapaho 

and retold by Barry Lopez in Giving Birth to Thunder, Sleeping with His Daughter.  

Coyote stories were told all over North America—in Cheyenne tipis, Mandan earth Lodges, 

Inupiak igloos, Navaho hogans and Sia Pueblos—with much laughter and guffawing and with 

exclamations of surprise and awe. This was supreme entertainment, but the storytelling was 

never simply just a way to pass the time. Coyote stories detailed tribal origins; they emphasized 

a world view thought to be a correct one; and they dramatized the value of proper behavior. To 

participate in the stories by listening to them was to  renew one’s sense of tribal identity. For 

youngsters, the stories were a reminder of the right way to do things—so often, of course, not 

Coyote’s way. 

At another level, telling Coyote stories relieved social tensions.  Listeners could release 

their anxieties through laughter, vicariously enjoying Coyote’s proscribed and irreverent 

behavior. Coyote’s antics thus compare with the deliberately profane behavior of Indian clowns 

                                                        
6 See note 1 above. 
7 In this Coyote can be compared to Loki. H.R. Ellis Davidson says, “…Loki the arch-thief and stirrer-up of 

strife may have formed part of the divine group from early times, although no cult appears to have existed for his 

worship, and the part he plays seems to limited to that of a catalyst, affecting the fortunes and behaviour of the 

other gods without existing as a divine figure in his own right.” 
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in certain religious ceremonies. In a healthy social order, the irreverence of both clown and 

Coyote only serve, by contrast, to reinforce the existent moral structure. (Lopez, 1977, p. xix) 

Coyote was picking plums and spied a lodge. He decided to pay a visit to whoever was in 

there. There were four bear women nursing their babies. Coyote told them about the fine ripe 

plums and offered to watch their babies while they went to pick some. The bear women agreed 

and off they went. As soon as they left, Coyote cut the heads off of their babies, placed the heads 

in the hammocks as if they were still attached to the bodies, and boiled the cut up bodies in a 

kettle of water. When the mothers returned, Coyote offered them the stew, which they ate. After 

they had eaten, Coyote ran off and from a distance yelled that the mothers had eaten their own 

children. The mothers ran to the hammocks and discovered that their children were indeed dead. 

They cried and wailed and ran after Coyote, almost catching him. He created a tunnel and ran 

in, but the bear women were about to follow him in. He disguised himself, went around the 

tunnel and, in disguise, engaged the women in conversation. They told him what had happened. 

Coyote offered to go in to see what the situation was and came back out wounded and bleeding 

to report that Coyote was in there and very strong. The women decided that they must take care 

of Coyote for themselves and went into the tunnel, whereupon Coyote built a fire at the entrance. 

The bear women could not escape and died of smoke inhalation. He brought out the four dead 

bears, cooked them, and enjoyed a feast. Lopez’s informant ends his version of the tale by having 

Coyote say, “ I was very lucky to find these bears like this. I like bear meat. You don’t find this 

kind of food laying around. It’s work” (Lopez, 1977, p. 38). 

Lopez says in his introduction to the tales that Coyote’s irreverent behavior served “to 

reinforce the existent moral structure.” We may ask in what way would stories of such 

completely alien behavior reinforce the existing structure? Perhaps they open up the wonder of 

possibilities. The tales are told with detail, gestures, body language. The best storytellers engage 

audiences completely, so that when the entertainment is done, the sensations remain for a time. 

Questions may arise. Questions like, could this really happen? Should we be afraid? We laugh 

now, but what if something called at our door and for no reason made a mess of our lives? How 

do we protect ourselves from the unexpected? What would we do if someone did the most 

horrible thing we could imagine, like fool us into eating our own children? Would we continue 

to be fooled and also be killed? Audiences who are uninitiated to the trickster’s zest for life 

might ask why Coyote did not simply eat the bear babies himself. 

The last example that I will give of the topsy-turvy, world-changing trickster is the Norse 

Loki. H.R. Ellis Davidson writes, of Loki, “The importance of the trickster is recognised here 

as in other mythologies, and he is an essential element in the divine community. He is associated 

with creation and innovation” (Davidson, 1988, p. 226). It is also true of Norse mythology as of 

others that before the trickster can create and innovate, he or she must first draw attention to the 
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need, playing the part of a catalyst (Davidson, 1988, p. 213). Like Coyote Loki does this, and 

like Coyote apparently on a whim, as in the shirring of Sif’s hair.  

One night Loki stole into the bedchamber of Thor and Sif and cut off Sif’s beautiful golden 

hair. Thor was understandably angry and when he found that it was Loki who did the deed, 

demanded of him that he get the golden tresses back onto Sif’s head. Loki went to the dwarfs to 

beg them to use their skills as smiths (A smith’s skills were not just technical, but were imbued 

with magic.) to create shining locks out of gold that would adhere to Sif’s head and grow as her 

hair. The dwarfs stoked their fire and worked their bellows and created the locks. Once their 

creative juices were flowing they went on to create two more of what would become the six 

treasures of the gods – Skidbladnir, a marvelous ship, for Freyr; and Gungnir, a magic spear, for 

Odin. Loki was so thrilled with these gifts that he went to two other dwarfs and talked them into 

creating three more wondrous treasures – Gullinbursti, a boar with golden bristles; Draupnir, a 

golden arm-ring that dropped nine duplicates of itself every nine days; and Mjollnir , which 

became Thor’s undefeatable hammer. Loki delivered these treasures to the gods, thus 

establishing greater strength for them while restoring what he destroyed with something better.8  

5.  Examples II: Literature 

In historical times, storytellers have given their audiences new identities for the trickster. 

These storytellers, too, recognize that humans desire stability, but that if that stability is 

achieved, the result is stagnation. And further that we cling to comfortable lives with such 

strength that complete disorder is the only thing that can bring us to the edge where abandoning 

the old is the only way to survive.  

These two samples from the large body of literature in which the Coyote-type trickster 

appears will show that humans continue to try to understand and convey through story how the 

world works. 

Till Eulenspiegel may be a character deliberately created by a writer called N in the 15th 

century, but consensus among scholars acknowledges that the character and his antics probably 

existed in folktales before they were put together in written form. Paul Oppenheimer has edited 

and translated the edition printed in 1500. In tale # 64. “How Eulenspiegel became a horse-

dealer in Paris, and removed the tail from a Frenchman’s horse,” the storyteller has Eulenspiegel 

decide to correct what he considers to be a problem. “Eulenspiegel found out about this, and at 

once thought, ‘You ought to play some trick on him, be it what it may, to set these people free 

of this superstition’” (Oppenheimer, 2001, p. 134). The superstition in question came from a 

                                                        
8 The story is retold here from Myth 10 in Kevin Crossley-Holland’s The Norse Myths. 
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custom of a horse-dealer who would determine the value of a horse by pulling on its tail. If the 

pulled tail showed curly hair, this meant that the horse would not live long and the dealer would 

not buy it. If the hairs were straight, the horse had a strong constitution and would live long. The 

dealer then bought it. This became the way that all of the people in the area determined the long-

term value of a horse. Eulenspiegel changed the way that the dealer and the people in the area 

judged horses by offering for sale a horse whose tail would come off when it was pulled. The 

dealer pulled the tail. It came off, and Eulenspiegel accused him of insulting and ruining his 

horse. The dealer was terrified. He was relieved that Eulenspiegel agreed to accept ten guilders 

in compensation, and he never again pulled a horse by its tail. 

Here we have a story that shows the trickster deliberately acting to disrupt the ordinary life 

of a village in order to give an opportunity to rethink and re-establish order. This retelling by 

“N,” like H.H.Munro’s Clovis (told below) and the Yoruba Eshu, leaves no doubt as to why the 

trickster plays his trick. The North American Coyote tales are more subtle, but the expected 

result for the audience is the same. They are to be so sufficiently shocked by the actions of the 

trickster that they re-consider their own habitual actions. 

H.H. Munro’s story “The Unrest-Cure,” written in 1911, begins with his character Clovis 

overhearing a fellow passenger, Mr. H.P. Huddle, on a train telling another passenger that what 

he, Mr. J. P. Huddle, needed was an unrest-cure because he, Mr. Huddle, was concerned that his 

life has become too settled. Mr. Huddle wondered where such a treatment could be found and 

was told by his fellow passenger, in Saki’s words because one must be exposed to Munro’s 

humor via his use of the language as well as his plots.  

“Well, you might stand as an Orange candidate for Kilkenny, or do a course of district visiting 

in one of the Apache quarters of Paris, or give lectures in Berlin to  provethat most of 

Wagner’s music was written by Gambetta; and there’s always the interior of Morocco to travel 

in. But, to be really effective, the Unrest-cure ought to be tried in the home. How you would do 

it I haven’t the faintest idea.” 

(Munro, 1911, p. 149) 

Clovis, however, did have an idea, for he showed up at Huddle’s home a few days later and 

proceeded to unsettle him. Clovis introduced himself as the secretary to the Bishop who was 

holding a conference in the neighborhood and asked if he could stage it at Mr. Huddle’s home. 

Bewildered, but hospitable, Mr. Huddle agreed. Clovis, of course, played the part of the 

secretary, who was in fact the only guest as the others remained invisibly closeted in the library, 

having arrived without being seen. They were discussing sensitive plans, reported the secretary. 

The secretary proceeded to act in a suspicious manner before actually disclosing that the Bishop 
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proposed to lure twenty-six of Mr. Huddle’s neighbors to his home and kill them. He had enlisted 

local assistance including some Boy-scouts. 

Mr. Huddle was profoundly disturbed by this plan, but was forced to live through it as the 

secretary, alias Clovis, began to introduce Mr. Huddle’s neighbors into his home, where they all 

spent a frightful night. Clovis, after having set the scene, quietly left in the early evening. 

It was the postman the next morning who was able to convince Mr. Huddle and his guests 

that there was no one else on the premises and that there did not seem to be a plot to kill anyone 

in the area.  

Thus did the life of Mr. J.P. Huddle regain its vigor. 

6. Conclusion 

Each disaster brings some sort of recovery. Nature reorders. “The winds of change” is not 

just a poetic phrase. For the natural world, to which Homo sapiens no longer freely belong, the 

slow progress of change and recovery happens. Seeds from plants hitherto unknown to a region 

ride the wind, land, and germinate. Plants which could not thrive under taller leaf canopies grow 

in the soil and sun left by felled trees. Herds migrate, leaving environments free for different 

species. And on it goes. Human survival may also include migrating or looking for and finding 

new kinds of foods, but humans also have another kind of survival to attend to. Because of the 

part the human brain plays in the ability to survive, humans must use those brains to understand 

their environment and know how things in it behave. Patterns and predictability are supremely 

important to a species which has neither fins, nor claws, nor fur, nor wings. Having opposable 

thumbs and two limbs free to hold things is not an advantage without the availability of things 

to hold and manipulate. Humans must analyze problems and solve them in order to eat and not 

be eaten. Part of the analytical process is observation, and observation leads to recognizing 

patterns in order to predict and thus plan. As part of an ordered universe, we, too, seek to impose 

order. Glynn Isaac says,  

The social and economic contract that is at the heart of the hunter-and-gathering life demands 

of individuals an understanding of their roles, their place in the community, the behavior that is 

expected of them…Order is imposed on society by rules that prescribe acceptable 

behavior…Imposition of order is a human obsession…. (Leakey & Lewin, 1992, pp. 265-266) 

When chaotic forces disrupt the environment that humans have ordered, re-ordering is 

required. Humans set to work right away. “The king is dead. Long live the king.” Chain saws 

and hammers are heard in areas struck by tornadoes almost as soon as the storm has passed. But 

what about being human allows us to keep on repairing when chaos keeps threatening? If we 
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rely on recognizing patterns as ways to survive, when those patterns fail us multiple times, why 

continue to try? The figure of the trickster helps to answer this question. By predicting that at 

some point after order has been re-established, the unpredictable will surely happen again, 

humans would have created a meta-pattern, a pattern within a pattern. The sun rises and shines 

for a predictable amount of time each day—until out of the clear blue it gradually disappears. 

Darkness in more ways than one engulfs the people. The physical darkness is replaced by light 

in minutes, but the darkness of fear lingers on. Fear is crippling and intolerable over long periods. 

Patterns and predictability, and thus some amount of control, lessen fear. Recognizing that each 

chaotic event not only results in destruction of the old, but also in recovery and creation of the 

new would become an addition to the patterns woven into human understanding of the world. 

So the pattern would include at the primary level, in which order cannot be controlled by humans 

no matter how carefully they plan, movements of stars, phases of the moon, movement of the 

sun, change of seasons, flooding of the rivers, flowing of the tides, all of which leads to the 

secondary level patterns of hunting, fishing, planting, harvesting, preserving, birthing, dying, 

and the erupting of violence from other groups of humans. The secondary is seen to be dependent 

on the primary, and humans learn to cope with the results. On another level, entirely independent 

of the first two, is the element of unpredicted interruption. It appears unexpectedly, but that it 

will appear is certain. 

Physicist Doyne farmer recognizes the evidence of self-reflection in the development of the 

modern human brain. He says, “At heart, science is about the telling of stories—stories that 

explain what the world is like, and how the world came to be as it is. And like older explanations, 

such as creation myths, epic legends, and fairy tales, the stories that science tells help us 

understand something about who we are as human beings, and how we relate to the universe” 

(Waldrop, 1992, p. 318). Humans have learned to cope with the unexpected through story. In 

story the storytellers and listeners are in control, but the events in the story depend on the 

storytellers’ perceptions. Listeners may repeat and change according to their perceptions, but if 

the story rings true, basic parts of it remain in the retellings. We can analyze trickster stories as 

coming from human need to order their world while recognizing that the world is subject to 

change beyond human control. In order to survive, early humans had to come to terms with the 

unpredictable aspect of the universe, and so they gave that element a place in the order. Creating 

a model of the world in which they could identify the uncontrollable, destructive forces with an 

individual who had form and purpose, even if that purpose were only to create havoc, and 

building stories around that individual would allay some of their fear. This would be especially 

true if their personal experiences had included recovery from the disruptive events. Building 

stories that place causes in a creature that has language and reason would be a step toward coping 

when the situation seems impossible. This could be the origin of the Coyote-type of trickster—
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the recognition that there are elements within the orderly procession of days and seasons that 

will throw the balance off, but that life will continue. 
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