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The white man does not understand the Indian for the reason that he does not understand America.  He is too far removed from its formative processes.  The roots of the tree of his life have not yet grasped the rock and soil.  . . .  The man from Europe is still a foreigner and an alien.
Luther Standing Bear

Words have power.  Madison Avenue types know it; political strategists know it; we all know it, if we just think about it.  Words have power because they are catalysts.  When we see or hear a word, our minds form images of particular concrete objects, or recall certain concepts.  To most people, the word "apple" brings to mind an image of a shiny, red fruit.  However, a farmer who owns and works a 600 acre orchard of yellow delicious apples will probably associate the word “apple” with a yellow object.

Because of the power of words, advertising can make or break a political or advertising campaign.  The main idea behind this theory states that when strong images are used often enough, whether they are well-accepted or controversial, they can indelibly tattoo a particular product or idea on the minds of the consuming public.

The theory has certainly proved true in the case of Native Americans.  Since the first writings of Christopher Columbus, Indians have been portrayed at different times by non-Indians as innocent, depraved, gentle, savage, intelligent, stupid, loyal, untrustworthy, superhuman and beastlike.  These sometimes similar, sometimes opposing views of Indians have appeared in travel journals, academic writings, religious tracts, popular novels and magazines.  They have also been passed on through campaign rhetoric, oratory, storytelling and plain gossip.  The various images have served specific purposes in justifying oppressive behaviors on the part of euramerican groups in dealing with Native Americans.

Through the many differences and similarities of the stories, one fact remains the same: The overwhelming majority of images of Indians originated with non-Indians, and especially with euramericans.  Native Americans have had little say in how they have been portrayed.  Even today the number of tribal voices writing and speaking in a national forum about who and what constitutes Indianness is insignificant in comparison to the multitude of so-called authorities who have already saturated the fields.

In the same way, non-Indian sources have defined human relationship with the land, at least as far as America is concerned.  Where Indians were savages, the land was wild.  Non-Indians have defined humans as separate from the land, and have defined land as a commodity to be tamed, owned, bought and sold.  In this manner, euramerican intruders were able to separate Native tribes from the land they had occupied and used for uncounted thousands of years.

If the land was vacant of any human occupancy, then a nation could claim both land title and political jurisdiction on the grounds of vacuum domicilium.  . . .  Such title and rights in the land and in political power offered no problem in White opinion, but the degree of vacancy was often a matter of differences in European and native land usage.  What to White eyes appeared empty or underutilized according to European practices was seen as owned and fully utilized according to tribal custom and economy.


Since large areas of America were occupied by tribes who moved their housing often by European criteria or who pursued hunting as well as horticulture, the Whites quickly leaped to the conclusion that such land awaited their immediate settlement because it was vacant.  Europeans also believed that sparsely settled and underutilized lands could be shared by the Indians with the “higher” uses of the Europeans without harm to native economy and lifestyles, and perhaps to their improvement.  . . .

Whether intentional or not, using the word "wild" to designate landscape and environment sets the land apart from us: Americans are civilized and the land is wild, untamed.  As Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “The world is all outside; it has no inside.”  Because of American formal education and informal acculturation, Americans believe that they can visit the wild, but can never live in it.  Americans are trained to think that those who do choose to live in the wilderness are either Indians (noble or savage, it doesn't matter) or half-crazed tree huggers.

But the concept of wilderness was obsolete the minute it was born.  The original concept came from the old German words for wild land.  

Wildness meant more in the Middle Ages than the shrunken significance of the term would indicate today.  The word implied everything that eluded Christian norms and the established framework of Christian society, referring to what was uncanny, unruly, raw, unpredictable, foreign, uncultured, and uncultivated.  It included the unfamiliar as well as the unintelligible.
  

Those old Germans believed witches, goblins, ghosts and other evil creatures lived in the wild lands.  Children were told tales about wilderness to scare them into obedience.  In America, kids were told American Indian stories – captivity narratives – to keep them in line.  Indians and wild beasts were an important part of the new/old story.  The stories played on European fears of the unknown.

  The difference between European wilderness stories and American ones was that the people were afraid, not just of Indians/ogres, but of the land itself.  The only way to conquer the fear was to tame the land and the Indians, to make the land like their European home.  That pragmatic belief complemented biblical commands to subdue the earth.
 

In the last two hundred years America has shifted away from Old Testament values and Old World fears to the romanticism of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and James Fennimore Cooper.  No more do the romantics want to tame the land.  Rather, they want to become like the noble savage, the frontier superman overcoming all natural obstacles in order to show mastery over the land.

The present obsession with wilderness, then, stems from a sort of stereotypical hero worship, whether it is of Odysseus, Beowulf or the noble savage (a la Hollywood these days).  It is loosely related to rock climbing, bunjee jumping, parachuting and, yes, river rafting.  Coming out alive with an adrenaline high is a sort of natural form of drug abuse, only it is not drug abuse, it is earth abuse, using the more violent aspects of the landscape for self-gratification, for what Wallace Stegner called the “incandescent excitement of danger and the unknown.”
  The present obsession with vertical rock faces and white water is merely the modern version of taming the wilderness.  The difference is that now people don't want to change the face of the wilderness, but would rather skate across it.  The ultimate meaning is the same: Humans need to know that they have the power and cunning to conquer something they see as far more powerful than humans.  

Today the “wilderness” belongs to those who can afford to use it.  True, wilderness areas are on so-called public lands.  However, these areas are so far from population centers that very few of the urban, economically disadvantaged will ever see them, much less use them on a regular basis, riding over them on $3000 bicycles, hiking on them wearing $300 boots and carrying $1000 worth of equipment and dried food on their backs, or parachuting off steep cliffs into deep river canyons.  America’s publicly owned “wild” lands are as much a myth to city-dwellers today as they ever were in the nineteenth century.  Dime novels about Black Bart and Calamity Jane have been replaced by glossy infomercials disguised as nature magazines. (I call the magazines “glossy” not because of the paper on which they are printed, but because they gloss over environmental issues and concentrate on selling exotic alloy bike frames, specialized climbing shoes and group vacations in Nepal.)

The basic euramerican aspiration has not changed appreciably because of any environmental movement.  It has merely been informed with a self-conscious awareness that if humans persist in careless misuse of resources, we will all die a slow death.  Even an environmentally sensitive thinker such as Donald Worster seems to misunderstand the basic reason we should treat Earth well.  He says, “We ought to begin by getting outside our regional provincialisms, overcoming our insistence on American uniqueness, and trying to situate the cowboy and his ranch in the broad panorama of human adaptation to the earth.”
  Worster, as far-seeing and well-meaning as he might be, still looks at the earth from a distance.  He can’t see the intimate relationship we should have with Earth.  He sees Earth only as something separate, something to which we must adapt, not as someone with whom we should develop a closer relationship.  Life should not be a process of adaptation, but rather one of getting to know a long lost relative.

Even Mary Blue Magruder, spokeswoman for Earthwatch, commented that  “[Harvard scientist E.O.] Wilson says biophilia involves waking people up to a love of biological diversity and increasing their awareness by exposing them to nature.”
  Neither Wilson nor Magruder conceive of Earth in other than lifeless terms.  They do not see Earth as someone with a life, a spirit, a cognizance.  They see Earth as a combination of forces known distantly as “nature,” and the only relationship we can have with Earth is an appreciation of her, a “biophilia.”  

At bottom, the rhetoric never addresses any sort of respect of the earth, but only that we must preserve the earth so we can be positively impacted by “its” health.  The positive impact may be physical, having to do with clean air and water, or it may be spiritual, causing us to feel good when we see large, green areas of healthy forest or grass, but it seems to be a one-way proposition: "I want to preserve the earth because it will make me happy and healthy," not "I want to show respect to my true mother."

We need to look deeper beneath the selfish surface of our desires.  Minnie Reeves, a Chilula elder from the Redwood Creek area of Northern California, gave one reason why we should seek to protect the things of this Earth:

The redwood trees are sacred.  They are a special gift and reminder from the Great Creator to the human beings.  The Great Creator made everything, including trees of all kinds, but he wanted to leave a special gift for his children.  So he took a little medicine from each tree, he said a prayer and sang a powerful song, and then he mixed it all with the blood of our people.  Then he created this special redwood tree from this medicine.  He left it on Earth as a demonstration of his love for his children.  The redwood trees have a lot of power: they are the tallest, live the longest, and are the most beautiful trees in the world.  Destroy these trees and you destroy the Creator’s love.  And if you destroy that which the Creator loves so much, you will eventually destroy mankind.
 

Oren Lyons (who was born into the Onondaga Wolf Clan) said simply, “Being a Wolf myself, I have a feeling for the mystery of that animal.  . . .  I think that whatever happens to the wolf happens to us.  And whatever happens to us will happen to you.”
 

But simply setting aside geographical areas in which humans are not allowed to impact the land in any way (except to build trails and bridges) is not the answer.  That is merely setting up a false ecosystem, one that in all probability has not existed for thousands of years.  Samuel Purchas, a seventeenth century Virginian, was and is typical of those who saw America as an uninhabited wilderness.  He described the Virginia tribes as “. . . more wild and unmanly then that unmanned wild countrey, which they range rather then inhabite . . .”
  Contrast this with the words of a wild and unmanly Lakota elder, Mathew King:

I had a talk with a congressman about why we won’t sell the Black Hills.  He asked me, “King, why do you Indians need all that land?  You don’t do anything with the land you’ve already got.  Why do you need more?  We’ll give you some money instead of those hills.”


I told him, right there in the halls of Congress, with people all around listening, I told him:


“You say I don’t do anything with my land?  Well, what do you mean by doing?  To the White Man, doing means changing things, destroying everything, chopping the forests and damming the rivers and polluting the skies.  White Man wants us to be like him and build factories and motels and hamburger stands.  We don’t want those things!


“You say I don’t do anything with our land?  What I do is I live there by God’s Law.  That’s what I do there.”

In the days of this author’s golden (or brown-haired and brown-skinned) youth, when I was studying wildlife management at Utah State, the academic party line defined ecological zones as disturbance, liminal and climax.  The professors classified most American forests (before the ax) as climax ecosystems.
  But never once did they mention humans in the ecological equations.  Never once did they mention that Native communities managed their particular home areas for maximum use of all resources, and for ease of travel.  All of those top-notch environmental professors had it wrong, because they left an element – humans – out of the ecological equation.  The idea has carried over until today, in the push for so-called wilderness areas that will supposedly be untouched by human hands.  But leaving humans out of the equation is setting these areas up for failure.

This is how an elder Navajo woman views the relationship between humans and Earth:

In English they call me “Kee Shelton’s Mother.”  In Navajo my name is Asa Bazhonoodah, “woman who had squaw dance.”  I am 83 years old.  


A long time ago the earth was placed here for us, the people, the Navajo, it gives us corn and we consider her our mother.


When Mother Earth needs rain we give pollen and use the prayers that was given us when we came from the earth.  That brings rain.


The Earth is our mother.  The white man is ruining our mother.  I don’t know the white man’s ways, but to us the Mesa, the air, the water, are Holy Elements.  We pray to these Holy Elements in order for our people to flourish and perpetuate the well-being of each generation.

Whether or not one believes Native American medicine people can bring rain upon request,
 it is by now a widely accepted fact that lightning was not the only pre-Contact source of forest and grass fires – Indigenous Peoples also started fires.  The old Indians were not stupid, and they were certainly not unobservant.  They knew that regular fires controlled certain trees, shrubs and grasses, and that some animals preferred recently burned-over areas.  Those old people knew where, when and how often to burn in order to achieve the desired results.

So, whether the tribes used spiritual or physical means, they definitely attempted to control their environment, and in many ways were very successful.  The Lakota Ecology Stewardship Model developed by the Oglala Tribe states:

All beings, both living and nonliving, were related in that all shared and depended on Mother Earth for survival.  The Lakota believe that humans were the newest nation on Earth, and as such were instructed to learn from the older nations: the rocks, animals, and plants.  Thus, natural laws and relationships were carefully observed and emulated.  This Lakota Knowledge System was enhanced by each member of the Tribe, and has been passed orally from one generation to the next for greater than 10,000 years.  Unusual phenomena that could not be explained were considered part of the great mystery, and retained until clarified by additional information.

Unfortunately,

European values and colonization philosophies imposed on “conquered” peoples have caused near or total cultural genocide by assuming human domination over the earth, identifying non-Christian religions as pagan and uncivilized, promoting destructive exploitation of natural resources, believing that farming is the “backbone” of a civilized society, equating worthwhile livelihoods with consumerism, and measuring the quality of life with money.  The disregard for Indigenous knowledge systems has resulted in severe and crisis-oriented problems, including degradation of cultural identities, poverty-level economies, and destruction of the environment.

It is obvious that euramerican “husbandry” practices are not as successful as Indigenous “stewardship” models. 
  Euramerican husbandry has oppressed the land on this continent, sucking the vitality from much of it, replacing it with lifeless fences, tree farms, fertilizers and pumped water, all in the name of taming the wilderness.  Now that the wilderness has been mostly tamed and is far removed from most of us, how can revitalize ourselves in this technomod society?

Because of the meanings attached to the euramerican concept of wilderness,
 Gary Snyder, the poet, told us to get in touch with the wild within ourselves, which is a strange concept coming from an avowed Buddhist.
  The essence of Buddhism is that all things have the same spirit, that all things are part of a larger whole.  Yet here is the poetic guru saying that we have a wild within ourselves.  We must, he says, use the animal in ourselves, the wild beast, the untamed savage, to break out of our tame, urban selves.  This is conceptually no different from the back to nature movements such as the Fraternal Order of Red Men, Boy and Girl Scouts and other organizations that advocate returning to nature, to a primal environment, in order to improve our “civilized” selves.
  In effect, Snyder says we can be like the earth, and the earth can be like us: we can have farmlands, cities and wilderness.  This sort of anthropomorphizing can be harmful in the long run, because – although we are made from the earth, although we can have the earth's spirit and body running through our veins, although we are completely dependent on the earth's good health and good graces – in many ways, in very many ways, the earth is not like us at all.  Ascribing human emotions to natural processes can have harmful effects.

There is no duality in Buddhism, yet America’s beloved Buddhist teacher tells us that we have two separate parts that we need to know. That belief implies a dichotomy: we have a wild part and a tame part; the two are in opposition to each other. Only by getting to know the wild, untamed, random part within ourselves will we become more creative.  Not only does this seem to be in opposition to Buddhist beliefs about the totality of nature, it also goes against the beliefs of most of the indigenous tribal peoples of this continent, whose beliefs Snyder also claims to have embraced.  Oren Lyons says, 

Every inch of this land is Indian country.  Every inch.  The West didn’t get wild until the white people got there.  There’s no such word as wild in the Indian languages.  The closest we can get to it is the word free.  We were free people.

There is not now, nor has there ever been, a “wild” or a “wilderness” on this continent.  All things are related.  All of the animals, plants rocks and waters are cousins to the humans.  There is no such thing as a wild animal or an untouched wilderness area.  Nor is there any such thing as an inanimate object, a dead rock.  All things have a spirit.  All things are capable of giving themselves so another part of creation might benefit.  A “wild” deer or buffalo might give itself so humans can have food and warmth.  A human might give him or herself in a ceremonial way so other humans or other parts of creation may benefit materially or spiritually.  Water, rocks, trees, animals, humans – all are capable of giving of their spirit, their power, their corporal bodies, so one of the relations might continue living or thriving.

The feeling of wildness, then, is a concept that should not exist on this continent.  Wildness connotes fear.  A thing that is wild is a thing that is out of our control, a thing that might possibly harm us, a thing therefore to be feared and either avoided or conquered before it conquers us.
  Many people approach the wild thing as a means to prove they are able to overpower it and thereby prove they can overpower their fear.  “Public wilderness areas are, first of all, a means of perpetuating, in sport form, the more virile and primitive skills in pioneering travel and subsistence.”
  Some people parachute, some raft whitewater canyons, some climb sheer rock faces, drive overpowered cars on racetracks, go winter backpacking in avalanche country, challenge deep, dank caves, climb down into live volcanoes.  Some even try to conquer their fears by besting other humans in the wild world of business competition.
  Many adventurers and sports enthusiasts crave the adrenaline rush they feel when they face the dangers inherent in any of these types of activities.  They have replaced reliance on artificial or natural hallucinogens with the surge of power they receive when in danger.  Danger, and the flood of adrenaline it causes, can be as addictive as any drug.  

The world is beset with a mental disease – a fear, a neurosis, a global paranoia and inferiority complex.  Millions of people, when they have enough food in their bellies, begin to look about for ways to prove their superiority in some way, begin to look for things to conquer.  Or fear overtakes them, the fear that another person or group of people will take the food from their mouths.  Hatred follows fear, and thus is born nationalism, racial and ethnic strife, wars.  Wars, hatred and feelings of inferiority are all interconnected.  They begin when people take more notice of themselves than of their neighbors on this planet – humans, animals, plants, earth and water.  They begin with a hunger, whether a physical hunger (or fear of physical hunger) or a hunger to prove individual greatness.

But all of these methods of proving bravery are totally unnecessary on this continent.  We must realize we are related to everything and everyone on the surface of this land, and we need feel no fear.

Whenever we come upon a new thing, a new person, a new experience, we should meet it and greet it as if we are seeing a cousin we have not seen for a long time.  We should in effect open our arms, and embrace it.  Ideally, we do not meet relatives and challenge them, doing our best to show we are better in some way, physically or intellectually.  Instead, we try to remember what we have in common, try to make our relative feel at ease, comfortable.  If we react to land in this welcoming way, a mountain will no longer be a hard-faced obstacle in the way of finding our bravery; instead, it will be a grandmother to be respected, revered and loved.  A river will not be an exciting opponent to make us flex our muscles and show our agility; it will be a life-giving ancestor who slakes our thirst and provides us with steady strength.  A human will not be a threat to our way of life, but a cousin with whom to feel at ease.  When dealing with family, there should be no need to prove ourselves greater than anyone else, because we are all essentially equal, although our abilities and experiences may differ.

So, while the idea behind keeping certain areas relatively free from human despoliation is a good one, calling these areas "wild" may eventually cause damage.  Over time, trying to achieve a climax ecosystem that discounts and excludes human interference will very likely have deleterious effects on those systems, and could conceivably lead to the loss of entire species of plants and animals, with the resulting loss of ground cover and soil, and eventually the loss of clean rivers and aquifers, leading to the possibility that worldwide climate patterns will change so much that humans are taken completely out of the picture, bones to be studied by future nonhuman archaeologists.

“Wilderness” – the concept that this was an uninhabited land untouched by human hands – is a European construct and is totally inappropriate on this continent.  People lived here long before Europeans first contacted Indigenous nations, people who never saw the land as wild or threatening.  Rather than referring to the natural, pre-contact state of this continent as wild, one should talk instead about a well-managed environment.  Or, considering the basis of Native beliefs – generosity, reciprocity and respect – maybe we should call it a well-respected environment.

Words have power.  They shape the world in which we live, and help form the maps by which we move through it.  My grandmother told me to “Be careful what you say, because putting words out there will make it true.”  

Given this enormous power of words, we must be very careful which words we choose to describe anything outside ourselves or our sphere of experience.  Calling the earth a resource rather than a relative invites buying, selling, use and abuse, to the short term detriment of those lower on the economic pyramid, and to the eventual detriment and possible extinction of all who live here.  Portraying land as an empty wilderness may lead to fear of the unknown within it or competition for ownership of the supposedly unoccupied spaces.  It may also lead to a view of those who originally occupied the land as wild savages, hardy but uncivilized less-than-human creatures.  

Who can say how much better it would have been if the European explorers had greeted this land and its occupants as long-lost relatives, in the same manner that those occupants greeted the newcomers.  Rather than treating the indigenous peoples as a lesser species, rather than enslaving, raping, robbing and killing them, the Europeans might have found a shared home in which they could have lived healthy, productive lives.  Instead, they chose an attitude of purposeful and relentless ignorance, misunderstanding all the laws and customs of the peoples they encountered.

Calling the land a wilderness and the people savages made it easier for the interlopers to act in ways that were contrary to their publicly stated religious beliefs and principles.  The words they chose reflected an intent to conceive of themselves as superior beings and assisted them in rationalizing a genocide that the world had not seen before nor has seen since.

People fear difference.  Anyone who is different is something to be either feared or looked down upon, or both.  The moral strength of a culture depends upon whether it can accept difference without feeling threatened or acting upon those perceived threats.  It is particularly and specifically hypocritical for a culture such as, generally speaking, the euramerican Christian culture of the 1400s onward, to treat non-euramerican, non-christian peoples as anything but human.

In order to treat people of other cultures, communities and nations as humans, it is not absolutely necessary to know and understand everything about them.  It is not necessary to study them exhaustively in an effort to comprehend their every nuance of thought.  What is basic, though, is that of four billions of humans are to coexist on this earth, other cultures must be treated with respect, must be accepted as they are, must be allowed to live their lives as their cultures dictate.

Each of us should be strong in our own cultures and beliefs, and although we should not make it our life’s work, we should also spend all our lives learning about those cultures that surround us.  Some of what they believe will be irrelevant to us.  Some may be extremely important to understanding our present situations, and the situations of our particular people.  One thing that is essential is to understand how different cultures relate to each other, to insiders and outsiders.  Why might they choose certain words to describe certain things or concepts?  Then, whenever possible, we will use those words or their nearest equivalents when speaking about relevant issues.  This shows we respect them and expect they will reciprocate.

Our beliefs are reaffirmed daily, in our interactions with those within our particular culture or community.  However, there can be no ultimate and absolute understanding between cultures, or between genders, or even interpersonally.  We simply cannot know all of the events that cause each human’s emotions and thought processes.  All we can do is accept each other.  All we can do is work at lessening the paralyzing fear of anything we think of as the unknown, as the Other.  Understanding and acceptance of differences do not scientifically negate emotions; instead, they add reason, an awakening to human relationships.

We must each accept who we are.  We must accept our cultures, and our places within them.  We must accept the history of our peoples on this Earth.  The history is neither glorious nor pedestrian; it simply is.  Recognizing the limitations of our histories, of our cultures and of our selves, we should be able to move away from selfish name-calling and toward an acceptance of those with whom we must work to stay alive.  We have a duty to ourselves and to our communities and cultures to ascertain where our interests touch or intersect the interests of all others, and to forge bonds along those tangents.

Now let me see.  What shall we name those bonds…?
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Oren Lyons agreed, in Lipsyte, “R.I.P., Tonto,” Esquire, 41: “This was once all ours,” he says, watching the wind ruffle the water.  “We lived with the lake, with the land, as part of it.  The white man’s religion talks about mastering the earth . . .”


� Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, 269.


� Richard Simonelli, an editor for Winds of Change, says Europeans have a conquering mentality that stems from the questions, “Who am I?” and “What am I?”  The overlying shadow of scientists’ quests for knowledge is those basic questions, which allow them to go out and conquer whatever they need in a search for knowledge.





