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relative to populations in Europe and elsewhere, and disease damped
them further, their demands for wood, water, and other basic
resources were evidently at times too great to sustain. Like preindus-
trial people on other continents, some of them deforested landscapes,
and might have brought too many salts onto arable but arid lands or
helped place animal populations on the brink of extinction. Not fully
understanding the long-term systemic consequences of their actions,
or unable or unwilling to take corrective action in time to forestall
environmental degradation, people moved where resources were

more promising, or disappeared.

One major purpose of this book is to determine the extent to which
Indians were ecologists and conservationists (as is commonly under-
stood today). Native people clearly possessed vast knowledge of their
environment. They understood relationships among living things in
the environment, and to this extent their knowledge was “ecological.”
But knowledge is cultural, and each group in its own way made the

|I..1|I1.Il|ll|l|l|||‘ * . - - -
environment and its relationships cultural. Their ecologies were

premised on theories of animal behavior and animal population
dynamics unfamiliar to Western science, beginning, for some, with the
belief in reincarnation. And their ecological systems embraced compo-
nents like underground prairies, which were absent from the ecological
systems of Western scientists. Their actions, while perfectly reasonable
in light of their beliefs and larger goals, were not necessarily rational
according to the premises of Western ecological conservation.

Prior to the twentieth century, the evidence for Western-style con-
servation in the absence of Western influence is mixed. On one hand,
native people understood full well that certain actions would have
certain results; for example, if they set fire to grasslands at certain
times, they would produce excellent habitat for buffaloes one season
or one year later. Acting on their knowledge, they knowingly promot-
ed the perpetuation of plant and animal species favored in the diet.
Inasmuch as they left available, through these actions, spectes of
plants and animals, habitats, or moo&aﬁoupm for others who came after
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probably made little difference for the perpetuation om species (the
Pleistocene extinctions being too distant and contingent on climate to
implicate Indians alone) until Europeans, with their far greater num-
bers, commodified skins, pelts, and other animal and plant products.

The Indians whose lives were examined here were motivated to
obtain the necessary resources and desired goods in proper ways.
Many believed that animals returned to be killed, sometimes in vir-
tually infinite numbers, as long as hunters demonstrated proper
respect. Waste and overkill (as defined by Western conservationists)
were apparently largely foreign concepts based in Western: science
and practice. Indians embraced them as alternative ways of explain-
ing the decline of deer, beaver, and other animals as a result of
Western commodification. And by avoiding waste and overkill, they
adopted alternative ways of righting depleted animal populations.

Evidently conservation was largely an artifact of Western ideology !
and practice for other native people also. The Yupiit of southwestern
Alaska, for example, thought that the more meat they consumed and
shared, the more they would have; that animals would regenerate
infinitely as long as they received proper respect from men; and that
animal populations declined from lack of respect not overhunting.
Beliefs about human rebirth were widespread in North America; per-
haps those of animal reincarnation were also.!

What are the implications of this analysis for contemporary resource
issues in Indian Country? Since 1970, Indians themselves have set
expectations for their behavior consistent with, and helping to enforce,
the image of the Ecological Indian thriving in public culture. Many
write of Indians as ecologists and conservationists who have never
wasted and have always led harmonious lives in balance with nature.?
Important to their identity as Indians, the Hcological Indian finds
reinforcement in popular books flooding the mass market, like Earth
Prayers, in which indigenous people timelessly chant, pray, and sing
for the earth.® Writers and poets speak of an mH.;HEmSo natural world
and—as Chief Dan George, widely known to the public ﬁ__..‘ﬁoﬁmw his

TG

them, Indians were “conservationists.” MANCGVELE Norve \WWQS\.\ movie and television roles, said—of “deep Hmmwmoﬁ: for nature and of
On the other hand, at the buffalo jump, in the many uses of fire, in CongarV Qralqu#wumﬁqﬁm “always done all things in a gentle Emﬁhwui In Native.
Wisdom, Ed McGaa (Eagle Man), a Lakota, writes with mmmwuum m_ooﬁ .

the commodity hunt for beaver pelts and deerskins, and in other ways,
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have privileged access. Sun Bear, a White Earth Chippewa, speaks of
spirits that work “to keep the Earth in harmony and balance” and of
wisdom flowing from that state. Entire Indian tribes or nations may
feel, as the Iroquois stated, that “our philosophy teaches us to treat the
natural world with great care. Qur institutions, practices, and tech-
nologies were developed with a careful eye to their potential for dis-
turbing the delicate balance we live in.”® The image is resilient even
i texts whose authenticity is in question—the paramount example
being Chief Seattle’s speech, a version of which has been a best-sell-
ing text for the environmental movement over the last 30 years.
However, that version was written in 1970 by a freelance speechwriter
for the American Baptist Convention and its anachronisms and point-
ed contrasts between Indian and white attitudes toward the environ-
ment were his words, not Seattle’s.5

Yet throughout the five-hundred-year history of imagery of indige-
nous nobility is a rich tradition whereby the Noble Indian—including

today’s Ecological Indian—is a foil for critiques of. European. or

American society. As Vine Deloria, Jr, the Lakota activist, remarked,
white people “destroyed planet earth.” Writing as heatedly, many since
1970 have excoriated American society for all the environmental dam-
age in Indian Country, and pointedly charged white people of envi-

ronmental racism and “radicactive colonialism.””

Az first glance, native people have in recent years acted in ways befit-
ting their image as respectful stewards of the earth and its
resources—as Heological Indians. In Minnesota, they have improved
common tern nesting sites, counted breeding birds, restored wetlands,
and developed programs to teach young people about caring for the
land. In Nevada and Idaho, they have joined with conservation organi-
zations or governmental agencies to bring back trout and wolves. In
Rhode Island, they rejected a hazardous-waste incinerator as inappro-
priate for Indian enterprise. In California, native people purchased
land that had been heavily logged and plan to remove logging roads,
stabilize eroded stream banks, and establish a native-plant nursery.
And in the West, Indians plead that buffaloes leaving the boundaries
of Yellowstone not be killed (to prevent the spread of the disease bru-

o .omzoﬂmu./vcn signed over to the Inter-Tribal Bison Cooperative.?

-,

have indeed suffered terribly at the hands both of industry exploiting
their resources and lacking environmental controls, and of inept and
paternalistic governmental caretakers. In one of the most notorious
cases that unfolded in the 1960s, a New York-based Reynolds

. Aluminum plant and General Motors industrial landfill (that later

became a Superfund site) almost destroyed Akwesasne, the St. Regis
Mohawk reserve straddling the St. Lawrence River, with mercury,
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and other pollutants. Dairy cattle,
white pines, birds, bees, and fish died and a toxic cocktail of effluents
imperiled Mohawk health. A quarter-century of regulation and
decontamination has been necessary for fish again to be free of defor-
mities and sores-—although still unfit to eat—and for eagles, minks,
and other antmals to return to the land.’

Another even more notorious case unfolded after Navajo and Hopi
tribal councils agreed in the 1960s to allow Hum_wwom% Coal Company
to strip-mine coal from their lands, with which utility companies
generated approximately 2 percent of the mnation’s electricity—for
American cities, niot native people. Pollution cut sunlight by 15 per-
cent downwind in Flagstaff, Arizona, At the source—the arid reserva-
tions—deeply scarred, stripped lands will takeé centuries to recover.
Uranium mining simultaneously affected the N avajo with active tail-
ings, one large spill, ground and animal contamination, and irradiat-
ed workers. For years these huge projects have roiled Navajo and
Hopi politics, exacerbating splits between antidevelopment tradition-
alists (to whom environmentalist outsiders have been drawn) and
prodevelopment progressives; they also led to demands for indigenous
control over—if not a halt to—the extraction of resources.!?

But what should be made of the differences of opinion among the
Navajo? Of Hopi Indians who favor strip-mining, arguing that the
most important part of their guiding philosophy and prophecy is to
know “how to use the gifts of Mother Earth”? Of Miccosukee Indians,
who proposed building sixty-five houses in Everglades National Park
against the objections of the Park Service and environmentalists whis-
pering that they are poor stewards of the land and therefore undeserv-
ing of special rights as Indians? Of the Alaskan Inupiat, who killed
hundreds of caribou in the 1970s, used only part of the kill, left bloat-
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