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Ton Lemaire 
THE AMERICAN INDIAN'S ATTITUDE TOWARDS NATURE - A WAY OUT 

OF OUR ENVIRON MENTAL CRISIS?*) 

7. Int roduction 

In this essay I intend to examine the extent to which the attitude of 

Indians towards nature differs from the Western attitude . end the 

s ignificance an "Indian consciousness of na ture" could possibly have for 

industrial societies (both in Europe and Northern America) which are 

becoming increasingly aware of their "environmental proble m" - or rather, 

their environmentnl crisis. 
The his torical conditions for a fresh look a t and a reappraisal of 

rela tions hips with nature which diffe r from the modern Western ones were 

crea ted by the ris ing consciousness of the ecologlcal crisis in certain clrcles 

in the industrialized West. In the United States the en vironmental movement 

(re)discovered the value of the traditional a ttitude of the Indians . The 

technologica11y most advanced socie ty in the world is in a unique pOSition : 

within Hs borders, in r eservat ions dis tributed a11 over the country, 

(fragments ) of societies survive whose relations hip with nature has 

non- Wes tern, pre- indus trinl roots. Those who critic ized the biological 

destructiveness of the metropolitan economy could draw their inspiration from 

the "ecological wlsdom" of the fir s t Americans who now live on the periphery 

of the nation. The future of the American continent. once s ubjugated by 

Europeans, seemed to depend on areturn to the old Indian feeling of 

respect for "Mother Earth". The question is to what extent industrial society 

s hould be insp ired by the Indian relationship with nature - if it exists - or 

to wh a t extent this would be a new episode in the long t radition of ideofiz in g 

the Ind ian - as a "savage ecologise' , this time (1). 

2. The Indian cOll sciousness of na t ur e 

A c haracteriza tion of the traditionsl attitude of Indians towards n ature is 

an abstrDc tion an d a (re)cons truction . In the fir st place. " Indian" as s uch is 

*) Zuers t erschienen in Achterberg , W. und Zweers, W. (Hrsg.): Milieu­
crisis en fllosofie. Ekologische Uitgeverij. Amsterdam 1984. Ins Englische 
überse tzt von Paul Hesp . 
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an obs troction, for thel'e are - were, rather - in fact hundreds of highly 

diaaimlliar Indian socleties which in the past paid more attention to what 

aeparated them than to what united them. "Indian", in distinetion to Western 

or European. Is therefore a generle term, formuIated by Europcans to 

indicate what in their eyes those diverse Indian cultures had in common - a 

term which would tater be adopted by the Indians themselves. Secondly, an 

Indian philosophy of nature must be reconstructed because it la in­

extrlcablyan element in Indian religion and mythology. Indian ceremonies. 

etcetera - in other words, it Is embedded in concepts. attitudes and 

behsvlour whlch have a wider s ignificance . And a11 this la part oI an oral 

tradition which has only been recorded recently and from secondary aources . 

Keeping these methodological reservations in mlnd. I wlll now try to outline 

some essential characteris Ucs of the traditionsl attitude of Indians towards 

nature, as manifested by their former way of life and by their own 

declarations (2). 

The essential characteris tic of this attitude is an overpowering feeling of 

union snd kinship with both llving and "dead" nature. All of nature was 

considered to be animated snd holy; the lIGreat Spirit" manlfested itself in 

everything. Man, incorporated in that both natural and sacred order, an 

order in which everything Is interconnected . was part of a cosmic whole. A 

"symbiosis" which was both practical and s piritual united man with the rest 

of the universe , and especially with piants and animals. This implied a 

reciprocsl relationship with these beings, with mutual obligations and mutual 

respect. Hunting did not conflict with these principles. Indians never killed 

an animal without express ing their r espect for the creature they knew to be 

a relative, or without ceremonies in honour of the species. Hunting thus did 

not break the bonds of communication between man and the rest of na ture, 

where man and animal were more or less equal members of one community, 

anima ted by the presence of the Oreat Spirit. Thus, the character of the 

man- animal relationship tended to preclude the unnecessary killing of game. 

Indians did not experience alsndscape as a neutral space - it was imbued 

with the spirit of sacred places: mountains, trees and waters. Ind ian 

geography therefore was a mythicol geography expressing the s piritual union 

of the people with their land . Earth was feit to be "Mother Earth". in which 

the human being was r oo ted, his origin to which he would return. Cosmos 

and socie ty were , in short, not opposed to each other. not two separate 

spheres. The famous - and possibly fatal - dis tinction the Greeks made 

between "phys is" and "nomos " would be unthmksble for Indians . Their 
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cosmos was at once a natural, sacral and moral order. Their unlverse was 

meaningful, " ... a system of moral consequences" (Redfield 1962, p. 106) for 

man, not an indifferent system. 
The quotation was taken from a book in which the anthropologiet RedCield 

attemtps to distinguish in a somewhat paradigmatic way between the 

Weltanschauung of "primitive" cultures and of "civilization". The Indian 

attitude was not unique: the Indian world concept waß a variant of an 

archaic cosmology 01' mythology which has served humanity throughout the 

world during the longer part of its existence, It was only replaced by a 

totally different Weltanschauung after the Urban Revolution. in particular 

after the r15e of Jewish monotheism Rnd the Creek Enlightenment. 

3. The European invasion of the American "wilderness H 

Almost inevitably. the penetration of Europeans in the New World led to a 

tragic clash between, on the one side, Indian cultures which retained the 

archaic, spiritual attitude towards the land and on the other a culture 

which through Judaism and Christianity had already "de-spiritualized" its 

own space and favoured an all-seeing. distant god and would, at the 

threshold of the modern age, soon continue the further "disenchantment" of 

the world (3). The result of this confrontation is known: the Europeans 

quickly overran the Indian societies, committing lurge-scale genoclde and 

bringing destruction to the American continent in Hs wake. In short. it was 

the invasion. by a continent believing in Progress, realizing its emergent 

dynamism in a continent rooting in "Mother Earth". 

Fot' the penetrating Whites. the earth was not sacred, rocks were dead 

things and trees and animals were created to serve mankind. The contrast 

between the Indian and the European attitude becomes nowhere more 

trRgically obvious than on the many occasions when Whites initiated land 

purchase negotiations with Indians. Mutual incomprehension and 

misunderstandings manifested themselves during these negotiations as a 

result of different. totally incompatible worfd views. For one party, land was 

R commodity to be exchanged for money Iike any other product; for the 

other it was the sacred, spiritual basis of existence. Many of the flamboyant 

speeches of Indians. often chiefs , expressing incomprehension and 

indignation at the proposal of the white mf\n to buy their land - how could 

one possibty trade !\1othel' Nature hersetf? (4) - date back to that period. If 

those Indians' prose looks poetic to U5 now. it pl'oves above RU how prosaic 

our own reistionship with the eal'th has become! 
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It Is highly revealing that the white invaderJ" considered the American 

eontinent to be "virgln" land or 8 "wllderness" to be conquered and 

cultivated. From the start, White Bcting and thinking was dominated by the 

basic contradIction between wildernese snd civilization (and/or wilderness 

and Christianity). The concept of "wUdernesB", wlth lts connotation of 

useless. rank growth and worthless Bpace eould only arlse in a soclety which 

itself had beeome alienated from nature and based lta supposed progress on 

5ubjugation and control. Appropriating the New World was considered to be 

and legitimlzed a5 a benefieial transformation of the American wilderness by 

Western clvilization. as rendering faHow land productive, as Iightening the 

darkness. The "frontier" and its mythology, the westward shift of the 

border bet ween the so-called wlldernesB and the advancing Christian 

civilization haB played a major role in , the history of the United States: the 

conquest and domesticatlon of the American wilds has quasi beeome a Book of 

Genesis of US society (5). 

Treating the New World as a wllderness, the Whltes, on at least three 

levels. misunderstood the conUnent's reality (both actually and ldeologically) 

and subordinated it to the dynamics of Western society: 

1. There was an implicit re!usal to recognize the Indian presence in the New 

World as a human - let alone equal - form of interaction with nature. as a 

unique. humane mode of production and settlement. America was not a 

virgin or empty continent at a11: it had been populated for mmenia by 

countless Indian tribes which had left their traces in the landscape . The 

disdain for Indian ways of life and the Indian relationship with nature 

also resulted in an underestimation of New World population densities -

and thus could Americo be represented as virtually "empty", waiting for 

white settlers. Even pre- Columbian population estimates are not free from 

ideological distortions resulting from the crude wilderness /c ivilization 

concept (6). 

2. The Indians themselves were therefore considered to be part of nature, of 

the wilderness, They were seen as "savages", as "primitives" - not as 

people of 8 different culture, with a unique, valuable attitude towards 

nature. and entitled to their share of it. 

3. Finally. both American nature and lts inhabitants were regarded as some­

thing to be tamed and civilized. "wUderness" being worthless in tbe eyes 

of white man, to be given value through labour and civilizotion. The 

great work of cultivnting and civilizing this wilderness and these "savagcs" 

negated and destroyed prime val America. 
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lt is tempting to interpret this invasion of the New World by the old -

euphemislically called a "meeting of civilizationsi, - as being part of the 

deployment of capitalism which in its early dynamism clashes with 

pre- capitalist modes of production which are inevitably pushed aside. 

destroyed or - ü necessary - incorporated (7). In Hs search for land. raw 

materials and markets, the emerging capitalist mode of production discovered 

and soon appropria ted unknown continents. The above mentioned 

"wilderness/civilization" concept then is nothing but the ideological form (the 

rationalization or legitimation) which the penetrating capitalist mode of 

production used to justify the appropriation of the American continent and to 

eliminate the non- capitalist Indian modes, whose object was s ubsis tence. not 

commodity production and exchange a8 yet. The Indians' vie w of this process 

is represented by the compeUing statement of Luther Standing Bear (8): 

American nature was turned into a wHderness by Western civilization . 

On1y when the United States had domesticated what it considered to be 

wilderness did a consciousness of the significance of what was being lost 

arise in certain circles. The revaluation of the wilderness s tarted with the 

wrHings of. among others. Thorenu. Emerson and Whitman and with the 

American tandseape painters of the first half of the 19th century. During the 

sixties of the present century. the rise of the environmental movement 

marked a new phase in the revaluation of the wilderness. In both cases. 

misgivings about civ ilizntion and manifest tensions in socie ty played a role, 

and the revaluation of the wilderness also created the conditions for a 

revaluation of Hs original inhabitants: the Indians. Capitalism is apparently 

ul1able to approprie te the wilderness without at the same time creating people 

who deplore the price which is paid and who are a ware - In a realistic or 

unrealistic wsy - of the value of the wllderness nnd of the people who lived 

lhere. 

4. "Indian ecologyl' demystified? 

Ouring the Inst decades. critics of capitalism a nd industrial, technocratic 

society have drawn a ttention to Indian societies. Their modest mode of 

produclion is seen to avoid the unrestreined destruction end mutilation by 

modern Western society snd to maintain an ecological balance where the latter 

secms hended for sn environmentsl disaster. In the descendants of the 

original inhsbitants of America. whose way of Iife was seen under a new 

light, the environmental movement in the US found 11 natural ally in its 

criticism of the ecological imprudence of Western society . After all , the 
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Indians seemed to have populated America anli to have IIved there for 

thousands of years without causlng any damage worth mentionJng to flora 

and fauna. Their bonds with American nature had been sanetioned from the 

beginning In theJr mythology and cosmology. expressing the symbiosis of man 

and animal In the New World. On the other hand. the Whites who entered it 

possessed a worldview and a relJgion whieh tooks shape in a different 

ecosystem. wlthout affinity with Amerlca. 

This image of the Indian attitude which seems to be so ecologically sound 

in a11 respeet deserves some fundamental criticism. First, common sense teils 

us that the Indians' modesty reBulted (rom the Ilmltations of their tools. 

Marxists would Bay that a soclety wlth undeveloped forces of production and 

hence with a lImited hold on nature necessarily develops an image of nature 

as being something higher. sacral, larger than man. Marx. as we know, 

considered all mythology to be an illusory form of control over nature which 

would disappear spontaneously when the development of the forces of 

productlon would actually aHow human control over nature. From that 

perspective. the Indian worship of "1\o1other Nature" is nothing but an 

ideologieal trans lation of a factual impotence vis-a-vis the earth. ThereIore 

the pas t superlority of Indians in maintaining the ecologieal balance is less a 

consequenee of their "land ethlc" and their noble consciousness of nature RS 

of the ineffectiveness of their tools and the limits of thelr production . There 

is no merlt In preserving nature when mankindis real hold on nature is still 

so marginal. 

Secondly. we mus t take account of ~ possible diserepancy between the 

man-nature relationship formulated in Indian mythology and funetioning as a 

social norm. and the actual behaviour of individuals wlth r egard to plants 

and animals (a fortiori this also holds true for the situation among 

present -day Indians - see section 5). When focusing on the aetual behaviour 

of Indian societies in his tory , not on their ideology. some much- discussed 

historical facts diseredit the supposedly ecologically responsible behaviour of 

Indians. 

First, there is the matter of "prehistoric overkill" in North America at the 

end of the Paleistocene. Around 10,000 BC several large game speeies in the 

northern part of Americn died out more or less simultaneously. among them 

the bison (not the same as the present species). the mammoth and the 

mastodon. It Is quite possible that their extinetion is conneeted with the 

major climatologieal changes at the end of the last lee Age. but there are 

indications that over-hunting by paleo- Indians has 8t least been an additional 
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faetor. Archeologists have pointed out that major improvements of arrows and 

s pears took place .at the time, that fire was probably used and that several 

s ites have been excavated where prehistoric Indians hove killed buffaloes by 

the hundred afte r chasing them over the edge of a cUrf. The arrival of the 

Indians in America - a continent where man has only penetrated very 

recently, from on archeological point of view - would hsve been fatal for the 

la rge herds of wild animals which were not familiar with the presence of 

human beings. The growth of the early hunter and gatherer population 

would have put heavy pressure on America 's me gafauna, and the wasteful 

hunting me thods would have been the final blow for species which were 

endangered by clima tological change already. The early hunter. far from 

be ing a modest element in nature and a partner of the animals he hunted. 

would have behaved like a "superpredator1
'. 

A s imilar me thod - chasing whole h e rds into a chasm. killing more animals 

thnn necessa ry - was used in hunting buffalo in his toric times. The use of 

rifle and horse from the late 17th century onwards - which caused several 

predominantly agric uttural tribes to s witch to buffalo hunting - wo uld have 

intensified buffalo hunting (according to others it would have become more 

selective). The anima I ne ar - extermination at the end of the last century 

the reforc would not only have been the con sequence of muss slaughter by 

Whites, but also of increased Prairie -Indian predation (9) . 

Finally. there is the hunting of fu rry animals, beavers es pecially. in the 

Northenst of the present US and throughout most of Canads. lt is a fact 

that Indian tribes in these regions participa ted in large- scale beaver hunting 

in exchange for European goods. res ulting in the extinct ion of the animal in 

many arens as early as the 17th century. This is of course a consequence of 

the penetration of Amer ica by the European market economy. with it s demand 

for fur s . beaver skins especially. causing tribes thnt or iginally hunted only 

for s ub sistence to hunt for goods or money. The amazin g th ing which needs 

explanat ion , however (even if C. Martin's ingenious theory (10 ) i5 accepted) is 

that the traditional Indian's respect for wild animals - bnsed on the concept of a 

kind o f holy cont rac t with mutual obligations b e tween man and animal - provided 

so little resis tonce agains t the adoption of a (European) business att itude towards 

the animal world . The image of the In dian hunter whose spiritual union with the 

cosmos kept hirn from killing more animals than s trictly needed for survival and 

who re tained 0 permanent ecological balance with his environment. is tarnished 

by these examples. have critics of industrial society been tempted to idealize and 

mystify hunters and gatherers in general, nnd Indian societies in particular? 
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5. Eco/ogy ond ideology • 
We Cannot avoid the issue of the degree to which "Indian ecology" might 

be an ideology. A study of the his tory of White interpretations and views cf 

Indians reveals that these always arise in conjunction with the vicissitudes, 

contradictions and general state of Western clvDlzation s lnce the early 

modern perjod (cf. Berkhofer 1979). Just a8 the popularity ol Castaneda 's 

bocks is related to the "counter culture"'s need lor a mode of consclousness 

transcending conventional Western consciousness, the Indian ecologist could 

turn out to be a construction of those groups who have become frustra(ed 

by the industrial society of the 1970's. The Indian aB a wise ecologist. in 

short. could be no more than arecent feature of the his tory o( perception 

of the IndIan in the West, instead of a perceptual breakthrough. The 

concept of "Indian ecology" would then be a counter- fdeology to the ideology 

of industrial society. The matter becomes even more compUcated when we 

realize that ideological distortion does not only come from Western socle ty, 

but also from the eide of the present- doy Indions who pretend to h ave a 

different and better attitude towards nature. 

The attitude and mentality ol present-day Indians cannot simply be 

equated with those of their ancestors living at the time of the dlscovery of 

America by Europeans. When the laet tribes were "pacified" snd relegated to 

r eservations in the course of the 19th century - the definite destruction of 

their economy and a heavy blow to thelr ideology and world view - the 

original way of Ule had already been influenced and disturbed by Western 

products, institutions and ideas. After more than a century of life on 

reservations and attempts by the US government (throu gh the Bureau of 

Indian Affaire) to Americanize them, Indians can hardly not be alienated 

from their own c ulture and tradition. Nevertheless. a powerlul movement has 

a risen during the past 15 years , especially among young US Indians . 

seorching for a new identity . It Is in the process of rediscovering and 

reapprois ing the c haracteristics of a s pecific "Indian identity". An important 

element in this process Is the emphasis on Indian r eligion and spirituality 

and hence also on the s pecific Indian attitude towards nature . with its s ense 

of union wit h the world of plants and animale, and Hs consciousness of being 

part of a vast cos mic whole imbued with the Great Spirit. 

We s hould realize that the majority of those who now advance these ideas 

hove long become alienated from the traditional way of life - they often live 

in towns and have become far too Americanized to be directly nurtured by 

the traditional Indian land ethic. if it ever existed. Con sciously wis hing to 
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revive a tradition press upposes a break in the tradition - end the continuity 

of Indian cultures has been broken since the colonization of America. The 

break being the result of the presence of the White way of life. attempts to 

revive the tradition will almost inevitably be influenced by it. This ie proved 

by the fact that present-day Indians usc enthropological. archeological end 

linguistic findings on the history of their culture, and by their 

(re)construction of Indian history and culture to distinguish themselves from 

the surrounding VS socicty. They tend to idealize their past, to prescnt it 

as a sort of "Golden Agc" . lost at the arrival of the white man. and to usc 

their "~1other Earth" concept as a sort oC counterideology against industrial 

society. Which of course does not mean that their texts and pronouncements 

on their own culture end htstory do not deserve the grcatest attention (12): 

rewriting Indian history is a vital element in the present growth of Indian 

self-consciousness and in the effort to postulate and maintain the Indian 

individuality vis-a-vis VS society. But we should realize that the1rs Is an 

interpretation of Indian his tory and of the original Indian attitude towards 

nature . In short, a clear distinction must be made between: 

a) the Indian attitude towards nature in the past; 

b) the present Indian attitude; 

c) the image present - day Indians have of their past attitude; 

d) the image present- day Indians heve of their present attitude. 

With regard to the last point. it may be suspected that a discrepancy 

could exist between ideology and the actual attitude (just as in the past, 

possibly). I have acquired a strong impression (13) that by Car the targer 

part of the North American Indians has been Americanized to the extent of 

no Ion ger expressing the traditiona1 respect for Mother Nature in everyday 

IiCe. After oll. the material basis for this respect - the non- capitalist mode 

of production has disappeared or been heavily undermined almost 

everywhere. Dependent on and surrounded by capitalis t forces and relations 

of produc tion . they have without perceiving it come to share the Western 

indifference to nature. Movements like the American Indian Movement (AlM) 

(14) nevertheless try to revive the Indian's particular relationship with an 

appeal to the traditional Indian bonds with the universe . They thus use the 

"T\1other Nature" concept and its connotations as a more 01' less consciously 

ideologienl element in resisting the influence of the in dust rial society which 

s urrounds them. This element in the ideology of the Indian movement has 

probably been reinforced or inspired by the US environmental movement. 

Indians in the VS thus respond to the environmental crisis and the 
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environmental struggle among non- Indiana by rev€p"'Ung to their old spiritual 

relationship with the envIronment. 

A con vergence between thc ecological ~ovement among "Western natives" -

which is a critique of industrial socIety - and the revival of ecotogical 

consciousness among native Indians does not seem far-fetched : both resist 

the objectifying and destructive attitude towards nature on which modern 

Western civilization i9 based - the one group from withln, the other from the 

periphery. Tragically. however. there 18 in both cases an incongruence 

between ecological consciousness and the character of the mode of 

production . For the present-day Indians, as pointed out, nurture a "land 

ethic " wh Ich 18 no longer supported by the substructure of an "Indian" mode 

of production , and we are developlng an ecological consciousness which is 

not yet supported by actuat changes in the "industrial" mode of production. 

6. The convergence of Indian tradWonalism ond the environmental movement 

The point raised above with regard to the relationship between ecology 

and ideology are not meant to discredit the ecologlcal movement in the 

Western metropoles or to raise doubts about the ecological consciousness of 

the recent Indian movement. Rather • the intention Is to prevent 01' criticize 

a wholesale idealization of "Indian ecology" by both Weste rners and Indians. 

Therefore the historical end social preconditions of our image of the Indian. 

of the self-image of present Indians and of our self-image wlth regard to the 

man /na ture relationship have been examined. These must all be seen in 

relation to the (history of) modern Western industrial society . the concrete 

historical reolity which has formed us Westerners, has uprooted the 

traditionsl Indian societies and has finally stimulated a reappraisal of Indian 

tradition and a critique of Western society among a number of people. 

An important role in the issue 1s played by the attempts of North 

American society to seize the areas still in Indian hands - the reservations . 

This is a resuit of the enormous demsnd for energy in a highly developed 

technical-industrial society: it has been shown that more than half of the 

mineral reserves in the US, including those of uranium. are to be found in 

Indian territory . After the US government took away most Indian tribai lands 

(01' agricultural and stockraising purposes in the last century. driving away 

the Indians to territories which were at the time "worthless" for Whites. a 

new attempt Is made to incorporate that "wilderness" by teking 01' buying it 

from thc Indians. 

This new press ure on Indian land ts the final attack on Indian ways of 
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life and Indian ways of living with nature. The conflict which arose when 

the New World was conquered now comes to a head: the parties are on the 

one hand a culture based on the ruthless appropriation ond control of nature 

nnd landscnpc (which are, so to speak, consumed as raw materials for what it 

considers progress ), and on the other a culture attempting to preserve a 

symbiolic nnd spiritual relationship with nature and landscape. 

At present, traditionalist Indians aH over the US (15) thus try to defend 

their land not only because they are the legal owners but also in the name 

of their own specific relationship - idealized or not - with the land. Once 

aga in, land is more than an incidental, exchangeable material basis of life for 

the Indian: it is "Mother Earth", inextricably bound up with life as part of a 

holy londscope full of plaees with spirits which influence its course. On the 

bas is of a revived pre -industrial attitude towards nature these Indians posit 

an anli -industrlalis m which partly coineides with forms of social criticism of 

White dissidents. There is tbus in the US a peculiar convergence and 

coineidence of eeologieally founded critieism of modern society and eritieism 

founded on traditional, religious grounds, botb resisting the attempts to 

conquer the last people and natural areas which have not been eompletely 

appropriated by capitalism and indus trial society. Amerlcan Indians want to 

preserve the same places in tbe landscape which Americans want to proteet 

against the levelling and - eeologically speaking - impoverishing effects of 

in dust rial society. beeause they are eonsidered holy in the traditional 

cosmology of the Indian people. 

7. Mythofogy and ecology: the dialectics of hislory 

The last formulation is intended to indieRte both the similarities and the 

diffcrences between Indian revival and American (and European) social 

criticism. t wo types of resistanee against the expansion of industrial society. 

lt i5 under5tnndable that some turn to the Indian os s kind of spiritual 

leader . who seems to anticipste ecological principles in this tradition whieh 

modern society has to rediscover labouriously snd after much destrucUon of 

nature . 
Although some wbite environmentalists have cast the Indian in the role of 

aspritual leader. I agree in part with Martin who ealled the Indian a 

"miscas t ecologis t " (l\lartin 19B1). I share Martin's seepsis with regard to the 

idea thAt - after centuries of Christianity 8nd Cartesianism - it would be 

possible for us to revert to a life bssed on a "land ethic". that is a mythic 

cosmology and a spiritual union with our tandscape. Rcturning to an Indian 
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type of respect for "Mother Earth" cannot be don, by us: after a11, it was 

" ... not just aland ethic, but a comprehensive way of Iife" (Martin 1981, p . 

147). Attempting to acquire an Indian attitude towards nature wouId only 

make sense for a Westerner if this ie attended and supported by a change in 

our way of life, that is, in our mode of production. Otherwlse it would only 

be an illusory, ideological transformation o! our world view, condemning us 

to impotent seetarianism like - unfortunately - the presentday Indians whose 

fragments of a world view are not supported by a functioning non- industrial 

mode of production. Given the centuries of de-spiritualization and 

dedisenchantment of nature, given the distinction between "physis" and 

"nomos" and given, finally, the transition from mythos to logos. the adoption 

of an Indian consclousness of nature can only result in a "romantic" enelave 

within the bounds of industrial/capitalist society, not in Its transformation. 

Christianity, rationality and technology have aliented us from a possible 

"Indian bond" with nature; in our own tradition only vague elements of a 

primordial consciousness of nature remain. Therefore, a truly radical change 

of our way cf life cannot be expeeted to result from 8 return to our origins, 

nor from an identification with the ways In which other people - the Indians, 

e. g. - ha ve experienced nature. In both cases, that would mean a (ar too 

naive negation of history , an inadequate consclousness of it s irreversibility. 

Our history~ in short, blocks areturn to a cosmic mythology . The genii Iod 

have long been ehased from the landseape and only poetie minds are 

occaslonally eapable of briefly experiencing the lost spirit of cosmie feeling 

in the stark space which is left to us. 

Yet, what history obstructs on the one hand, la set Cree on the other: 

due to the environmentsl crisis, industrial society Ja belng foreed to realize 

the incompatibility of Hs mode cf production with the "economy" of nature -

in a language it understands and respects and which therefore presupposes 

rationatization, separation and alienation. Ecology 85 a science is, after all, 8 

product of the Western natural scienees: within a mechanized worldview it 

represents the laborious reconquest of the idea of an all-embracing bond 

with alt elements of nature - the return, in the rational language of the 

natural sciences, of the old consciousness of mutual dependence of a1l living 

creatures. Ecology as a se ienee rediseovers the possible ecological Cunction 

of mythie cosmology: reason appears to be forced to reeognize the wisdom of 

the myth. Dut rediscovery snd recognition, pres upposing the separation of 

mythos and logos. of "physis" and "nomos", do not reunite them! We may 

eonsciously regret these separations, and rationally recognlze the dangers 
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and alienation resulting from our rationality; but the far-reaching 

consequences cannot s imply be undone. 
The historical constellation in the US makes it possible {or Whites who 

hove become awal'e of the dangers of rationalization in their society and 

history to join hands with those Indians who, on the basis of reminiscences 

of their own mythic cosmology. resis t the threats posed by the consequences 

of rationality and of the technology of White society around them. But in 

both cases the only realistic base for change is a thorough transformation of 

cnpitalist/industrial society itself. with the means and forces produced by its 

own history and experience. Without such a transformation of American 

society around them . the Indians. in their quest for their original way of 

lire in the changing landscape of their ances tors, are also doomed to remain 

an ambiguous and powerless enclave. 

Contributing to a future "post- industrial" socie ty whieh will permit a 

totaUy diffe rent. non- destructive attitude to wards nature, the character of 

which we ean only vaguely imagine, does not depend on any kind of 

idealiz_ed Indian pas t. Hut I differ from Martin 's disillus ioned point of view in 

believing that the memory of soeieties for which nature was not the opposite 

of civilization rema in s a source of in spiration . Those societies may not have 

embodied the Golden Age which some Whites and Indians have sought, and 

they may not always have been in perfect balance with their environment , 

but At least they were not driven by the desire to appropriate nature as if 

it were a thing. and man was not their measure of everything (16) . 

Notcs 

(1) 

(2 ) 

(3 ) 

(4) 
(5 ) 
(6) 
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This essny only sketches the situation in th~ US (~pplicab~e, to an 
ex tent. to Canada) becnuse - as compared wlth Lahn Amerlca - the 
ecological movement among Whites is ~tronge~t there, and the 
traditionalist Indian movement uses ecologlcal motives very frequently 
and the number of texts they produced on their s ituation is l~rgest. . 
Of course the epistemological difficulties in reconstructmg In?18n 
cultures and in Indian worldview are far greater than can ?e desc:rtbed 
here. I will return to the ques t ion in a different context m sechon 4. 
See also Lemaire 1983 , pp.8Bff. and IOHf. . . . 
There is disagreement on the degree to which Judaism an~ Chnshan.lty 
innuenced the Western attitude towards n ature and on the lßt~rprctahon 
of both as being r ather inimical to nature . In my 0pmlon, the 
demystification of n a ture begins with Judaism, and .thlS must be 
deplored both from point of :,iew of. ecology and of Indmn eosmology. 
An Indian vie w ma y be found t.n Delorla 1973. 
See tLO . !\1cLuhan 1973 . Chief Seattle 1979 and Vogel 1974 . 
See Berkhofer. Billington 1981, Nash 1973 and Smith 1970. 
A criticnl r eview of estimates of the original population of the New 
World moy be found in Jennings 1976. ch. 2 . 

(7) Wolf 1982 , eh. 5 and 6 ia arecent example of lfthis perspeeUve. 
(8) "We did not think of the great open plalns, the beautiCul rolling hills, 

and windlng streams with tangled growth as 'wild' . Only to the white 
man waS nature a 'wUderness' and onIy to hirn was the land 'infested' 
with 'wUd' animals and 'savage ' people. To U8 it was tarne. Earth was 
beautiful and we were s urrounded with the blessing of the Great 
Mystery. Not until the hairy man from the East came and wHh brutal 
frenzy heaped injustices upon us and the ramiUes that we loved was it 
'wild' for UB. When the very animals of the forest began fleein g f rom 
his approach, then it was that for us the 'Wil.d West ' began ." 

(9) See Baird Callicott 1982 and MarUn 1982 for r eviews of this problem and 
references; a review in the framework of global prehistory is given by 
Cohen 1977. 

(10) In his mueh- debated and speculative theory of Indian participation in 
the fur trade and (therefore) in the extermination of the beaver , Martin 
(1982) s tates that Indians feIt that their repudiation of mutual 
obligations and respec t towards game was warranted by the epidemie 
diseasee which decimated the Indian population after the arrival of the 
white man, and which were interpreted as an animal plot. As the 
anima. ls had obviously broken their contract with humanity, the Indians 
s tarted what amounted to a war of extermination against them. 

(11) This elements may be found in almost a1l texts - see e .g. Deere, Means 
1980, Scott Momaday 1978 (cf. also note 12). 

(12) "A basic call .. . 1> 1977, Durharn 1977, D'Arcy McNickle 1975, Deloria 
1969, 1970, Highwater 1981. Means 1980 and Mohawk 1979 represent 
Indian interpretations of Indian culture and his tory . Articles on the 
topics a re r egular ly published in the magazine Akwesasne Notes, 
published by New York State Mohawks. 

( 13) This sec tion is partly based on my own observa tions during a visit of 
several months to the US. when I visited a number of Indian 
reservations (mainly Sioux and Navaho) and on a conversation with 
Deloria (Tucson 16 Sept. 1983) who said to me that modern Indians may 
weIl try to r ecapture the idea of "Mother Earth", but that they ar e 
already too Americanized. 

(14) AlM Is one of the mos t radieol and Influential movements of mil itant 
Indians, with an especially strong representation among Sioux . During a 
visit of several days to Yeelow Thunder Camp in South Dakota - a 
symbolic occupatlon by young Indians, mostly AlM members, of the Black 
Hills. the holy mountalns of the Sioux - I could witness how difficult it 
was for these people to disengage themselves from ·the influence of 
consumer society , even though they brought their old ceremonies back 
to life again and the "mother Earth" notion has undergone a s trong 
revival. Means. one of the AlM leaders and a regular v isitor to the 
camp, admitted d uring a conversation that there was still a discrepancy 
between behaviour end "ideologytl. He stated that "decolonization" would 
be a long process for people who had experienced the alienation of 
reservation life for centuries. 

(15) In seversl reservations there Is disagr eement between Indians who 
would permit the exploita tion of resources against payment an d those 
who fundament ally oppose ce ding territory for commercial reasons. 

(16) After having r elativized the idealization of Indian ecology in section 4. I 
remain of the opinion tha t b efore their contact with Europeans. Indian 
society globally s peaking had a more sen s ible , moderate and less 
destruc tive relationship with nature than modern Western soc iety: I am 
however awsre of the difficulties of recons tructing the or iginal 
charac ter of Indian cultures . 
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