Religion and the Environment Module (HPRS7008) - Student: Sian Owen:2007506


Assignment: Critically evaluate the ecological legacy of one religious/spiritual tradition studied as part of this module.

Introduction: 
The ecological legacy of Indigenous peoples will be explored but as Milton (1998) quite rightly states it would not convey a true picture if a generalised portrayal was created. It would not show the respect and understanding required to appreciate the differences between the various diverse societies and languages. Indigenous peoples collectively, possess a holistic system of cultural knowledge but each nation is an individual group with additional distinct characteristics and traditions (Tsosie 2018).
 
By exploring the nation of North American Indigenous people, in the context of the wider field, it has become evident that there is a strong belief, shared by all Indigenous peoples, of the unique connection with nature with Portman and Garrett (2006) emphasising their shared view of humans as guardians of the earth.
Also, the strong, deep ties to their original bioregions give rise to another shared feature of the Indigenous religions and ecology, namely a wealth of environmental knowledge (Grim 2007). 
The wealth of history of this unique spiritual relationship with nature – “all of nature is in us, all of us is in nature (Black Elk (1931) cited in Forbes 2021) and the environmental knowledge that comes with this history, is unique. 
Also, the fact that Indigenous peoples, “because of their immediate and daily interaction with their environment and its resources, are by default the ones to feel the effects of climate change first-hand” (Secretariat of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 2007).This makes them extremely well placed to make a significant contribution to the discussion on the environmental crisis facing the world.

Importantly, in addition to facing the negative effects of climate change, there are examples of how they are adapting positively to these changes because of their unique knowledge of the environment and the Climate Justice Resilient Fund (2019) goes further by stating that Indigenous peoples must be at the centre of the climate action discussion.

History: 
To understand the present-day ecological legacy of the North American Indian one needs to understand and appreciate the history, as it provides the foundation for moving forward sensitively, empathically, and positively and influences the present- day relationship of Indigenous peoples with their environment. A history which has been a complex combination of colonisation, human rights violations, environmental injustice, political and social inequalities, all of which have combined to create a backdrop, fraught with deep-seated, ingrained hurdles to overcome. It is an uneasy and sad realisation that Christians from, the Britain and other European countries were a part of this history, being held responsible for insensitivity to minority cultures and going so far as to demolish certain Indigenous cultures (Trompf 2008).
Freese and Tomhave (2004) describe how areas like ‘Four Corners’ of the Navajo Nation and the Black Hills of South Dakota, sacred to the Lakota Nation, have now been officially designated “National Sacrifice Areas” (p.716). They go onto to suggest that the term sacrifice has deep underlying negative connotations with an implication that a sin has been committed by a community resulting in the need for sacrifice. In this analogy there is the suggestion that western culture’s needs for goods and services resulted in the native communities unfairly and innocently bearing the blame.

Even though history has emphasised the grave disadvantages the Indigenous Peoples have had to endure, it is extraordinary and a testimony to their resilience that they continue to be a significant and positive force. Their resilience is linked to the close relationship to traditional homelands, and even though they have experienced great losses of these lands, with the associated loss of culture (Liddell et al 2021), they continue to remain in communities all over the world. 

Grim and Tucker (2014) reaffirm that the reason for their resilience and endurance is due to their religious ecologies which “survived the arrival of peoples with other songs and dreams” (p.138).
Grim (2007) states that, interestingly, this endurance is seen in the visible and the innate, caring atmosphere within a place, and a belief that spiritual power exists within these places which are “capable of orienting-grounding-nurturing-transforming” (p.5).
This is attributed to their belief that all the earth is alive and along with this appreciation of its magnitude and beauty, is an overwhelming feeling of gratitude. This element of appreciation and gratitude is personified in their reverence for nature as a mother figure with Forbes (2021) describing the way in which the Indigenous peoples show respect in practical ways, in that they would sit down on the ground to have that closeness to their mother or grandmother or remove their shoes so as not to hurt her. In addition to this connectedness to nature Forbes (2021) also describes how others may not see the sacred and holy, which the Indigenous peoples see in all of nature “the dawn, the day, and in effect, time and flow of life in its totality” (p.289) and for him ecology is holistic and involves combining the study of the whole universe.
This relationship is characterised by values of respect, gratitude, and obligation which in turn creates a “sense of kinship with all life” (Grim 2007 p.3).

It is important to note that although Indigenous peoples share these common elements of having a distinct relationship with others and with other living beings, as individual tribes, they also believe that the identity of their people are intrinsically linked to their land (Tsosie 2018). She reaffirms this by explaining that all indigenous peoples live by an ethic of exchanging things for the mutual benefit of others, creating a balance between humans which is extended to others and to generations that follow. 

This oneness is wonderfully described by Nelson (2018) in the example of the creation of Dasiqox Tribal Park as the tribal name for the park in British Columbia is “Hishuk ish ts’awalk, “everything is one”. The Tsilhqot’in name for their park s ‘nexwag-wez?an, “there for us”. Combining the meaning of these two tribal park names we learn that “everything is one and it is there for us”. Inherent” (p.251).

Harvey (2000) emphasises that the aspects of religion and spirituality, for Indigenous people, are not separated from the living of life on a daily basis. This holistic well-being of Indigenous people is based on traditions and culture which include values of a deep spiritual nature which create a way of being and a way of life.  Nelson (2017) describes this as a lifeway which encompasses “law, religion, art, science and governance in a holistic vision and practice of regeneration (p.138). 
Life ways is a term used to describe a way of life or as a way through life and interestingly it was Arthur C. Parker (1881-1955) who apparently first described the term “lifeways’ in particular relation to the North American Indigenous people. He was of Seneca and Scottish decent, the Seneca peoples were described as the “Great Hill People” and originated from south of Lake Ontario one of the Five Great lakes of North America. In his later life he moved to Nunda-Wah-Oh near Naples, New York, his ancestral home, explaining the need he felt to reconnect with the land and lifeways of the Seneca people (Parker 1916).

Lifeway is a way of being which is seamless with religion, spiritual life and the community life of Indigenous people linked together to create an integrated and traditional way of life (Grim and Tucker 2014).
They describe this tapestry of interwoven themes and how they are practiced, remembered, and handed down to the following generations through lived rituals and ceremonies. This lifeway is a vibrant, real entity which is an integral part of a people’s religious cosmology, conveyed through the sharing of mystical stories. 
Tsosie (2018) believes that the reason for the sustainability and resilience of the Indigenous people is in fact, the result of their life ways with cosmovision’s and cosmology ensuring that the original stories, which they believe to be also instructions on how to live, become an integral part of their being. It provides them with clear reasons for how they came into being and the reasons for continuing, providing renewal through reaffirming old stories and truths.

The Salish Peoples of Interior Columbia River Plateau region in NW America is described by Grim and Tucker (2014) as having a ceremony called the Winter Dance
in which the ceremony, which lasts over five days, gives thanks for the salmon, and reaffirms their relationship with nature and the need to maintain this balance between the environment and human beings. Their religious and economic life as a nation is dependent on the salmon and in recent years the decline in the salmon due to climate change is an example of how the lifeways of the Salish peoples has been affected with devastating effect on their rituals, which are of profound importance to them and their wellbeing.
    
These ceremonies, as mentioned previously, will have similar themes, but each Indigenous nation have their unique language and songs and it is important to appreciate the significance of the different languages. These unique songs in the native languages of each Indigenous peoples have contributed to these cosmologies being shared from generation to another with their unique history, culture, traditions, and ecology become a vibrant legacy.  

Morrison (2000) for example, explains that Navajo words mean more than the same words in non-indigenous language and that, as such, it is easy to misunderstand their true meaning. To fully understand their symbolism, it is essential to appreciate that these words do not portray reality but rather suggests something which is beyond the body. Symbols are in fact seen as actual beings and he suggests that this is important when considering and understanding the importance of religion and land to Indigenous peoples.
   
Fletcher (1898) was a pioneer in the research of Indigenous people’s music and   provides an insight into the world of songs, having lived with Indigenous peoples and researching their important role in the ceremonies. Songs provide a format to convey language and emphasise their belief that music provided another level to the Indigenous cosmologies. A realisation that music formed an avenue of communication between the unseen world, a supernatural environment, and the human which in turn created a sense of depth to the songs.
“Music enveloped the Indian’s individual and social life like an atmosphere, for there was no important personal experience where it did not bear a part, nor was there any ceremonial where it was not essential to the expression of religious feeling” (p.94). 
It is important to understand the importance of language and song in order to fully appreciate the history of Indigenous people and their legacy.

“Ingrained within the indigenous languages is the sense that an ethical relationship to place is not an intellectual concept, rather, it is a daily, embodied practice” (Tsosie 2018, p.256).

Tsosie (2018) states that each Indigenous nation has “moral landscapes” (p.254) which have their own unique creation stories, cosmologies and these stories provide instruction and guidance on how to care for their unique area of land. She emphasises that it is not an option not to have this moral relationship with the environment in order support life for the future. This is particularly relevant when considering the Indigenous people’s response to present day climate changes.   

Another example of cosmology is with the Anishinaabeg tradition where the sacred stories “aadizookaan” containing original instruction, along with ancestral practices, have assisted them as a nation to continually renew their relationship with nature. 
(Nelson 2018). 
There are two messages conveyed in their stories, which again have relevance today, namely, that if nations do not show gratitude to the Spirit and show reciprocity as discussed before, the Creator will send environmental catastrophise e.g. earthquakes, floods etc, which is interesting, in the light of the effects of present day climate changes. 
Secondly the story describes how the creation will begin again with all the species working together. Nelson (2018) states that this element of the story is referred to as “Nanaboozhoo-Their Trickster culture hero” (p.140) which again is interesting and relevant, as it is referred to in the literature, as being a positive attribute which the Indigenous people have called upon many times, as they have been forcibly relocated and having to begin again.

There are many meanings to this Trickster concept but the main positive attributes it alludes to are the ability to be able to think and act in such a way as to be flexible, which in turn facilitates the ability to change, to secure survival. Again, Nelson (2018) suggests that this has been a key advantage for securing the survival of Indigenous peoples in the past, but as importantly now for the present, and for the future.   

The history of this unique relationship with nature portrays the Native American Indian as a custodian of nature but there are others who disagree with this portrayal.

Milton (1998) states that it is often conveyed and alluded to, when environmental issues are discussed, with some who suggest that “non-industrialised societies, usually described as ‘indigenous’ or ‘traditional’ have a better relationship with their environment than industrial societies do (p.86). She goes on to point out that a body of anthropological work suggests that this “should be seen as a ‘myth (p.86) and that we need to acknowledge that our own set of values and beliefs can actually have an effect on our understanding of Indigenous cultures.
Interesting, she concluded by saying that “Indigenous and traditional societies embrace a wide range of ecological perspectives some of which are as ambiguous and contradictory as western concepts of nature’ (p.98).
She provides balanced advice for the future, stating that one needs to be mindful that potentially “the environmentalist myth can only obscure the reality of human-environment relations and hinder the sensitive understanding of the relationship between culture and ecology which we need to guide our search for sustainable ways of living”(p.98).

Krech (1999) on the other hand wrote in the “Ecological Indian”, which at first glance, comes across as a scathing portrayal of the North American Indian, dispelling the myth of a life lived in harmony with the environment. It could be argued that he also suggested a more realistic portrayal of the Native American Indian, as he agreed that they did possess vast knowledge of their environment but that they did not, as a result become ecologists and conservationists. He acknowledged that “they understood relationships between living things in the environment and to this extent their knowledge was “ecological” (p.212). Also, he interestingly notes that native peoples have been up against the environmentalists, who he suggests, were in a very different position from Indigenous peoples “whose every day realities do not afford them the same luxuries” (p.225). Overall, he clearly emphasises that it is difficult to generalise, suggesting that the history is more intricate than the initial stereotypical views of the Native American Indian.

Some have suggested that the Native American Indian has been responsible for the slaughter of animals on a vast scale, causing the disappearance of certain species but Forbes (2001) suggests that those who proclaim this, have overlooked the fact that “Native Americans like any other group are capable of acts that might well conflict with major thrust of their sacred traditions (p.297).

In addition, there are those who romanticise the native culture and Freese and Tomhave (2004) suggest that it is important to see the Indigenous People as a living tradition and culture with many complexities, rather than just “spiritual resources” (p.717). 

The Indigenous people have suffered great injustices but as Parker (1916) suggests we need to “let it prick our conscience and so cause us to stir ourselves to renewed effort along more logical lines” (p.267).


The history of the Indigenous people can be viewed through different lenses and the literature suggests that it needs to be viewed realistically and not romantically but the overall reality is one of a rich spiritual culture, traditions, and a vast wealth of ecological knowledge which can provide a positive contribution to the present-day climate crisis.

Present Day: 

The understanding of history based on a balanced non-romanticised view can become a positive influence on the future and help facilitate a positive ecological legacy by Indigenous people. To achieve this Fresse and Tomhave (2004) suggest we need to move from a place of stagnant guilt based on the past, to becoming positive, practical allies to the Indigenous people.

There is a general acceptance that the Native American Indian has taught us how to survive when faced with climate changes, in addition to extreme challenges faced by “outside inflictions born through expansionism and migration” (Trompf,2008) p.301).

The challenge is to learn from and harness the ecological legacy of the Indigenous people, to begin to address the immediate climate changes they face now, as they are at the fore front of the climate crisis and for the rest of the world, who are increasingly facing the climate crisis. 
In addition, there needs to be an acknowledgement that it is a complex issue which is compounded by social, economic, and political factors with the historic and present-day loss of land and recourses a crucial factor to appreciate. All of which effects the” community’s vulnerability and adaptive capacity” (Cozzetto et al.2013, p.9).

Climate change is also a human rights issue with the inequality of indigenous people and the threats they face from climate change, highlighted by the United Nations (Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 2007).
They emphasised the importance of the role of the Indigenous People as climate change possess an immeasurable threat to the survival of their communities worldwide and add that this is ironically, irrespective of the fact that they “contribute the least to greenhouse emissions” (p-1).
The report continues to state that Indigenous people, because of their traditional knowledge of their ecosystems, can respond creatively, for example the Wind Farms on the Great Plains, which provide renewable energy and reduce greenhouse emissions, in addition to supporting the Missouri River hydro-power complex. 

There are many other positive examples of the Indigenous communities who are adapting to climate change, with their traditional teachings playing an integral part.  The recurring themes, previously discussed of seeing the earth as a mother and the subsequent need to show thanks and be always ready to share, are always evident.  (Nelson 2018).

Other examples are noted by Jones (2020) where she quotes a Navajo leader who said “Tribes have always been adapting to climate change -now we have to adapt even faster” (p.1).
She goes on to mention examples of where Indigenous tribes are undertaking practical steps to mitigate the effects of the climate change: -
Swinomish tribe’s project to save the salmon; Karuk Tribe who are burning trees following traditional methods which in turn will assist with the Californian wildfires; Tulalip Tribe who are relocating beavers to help lower river temp; Jamestown S’Klallam tribe are removing invasive butterfly bushes to help protect the salmon and the Navajo Nation Reservation who now co-manages the Tribes and Climate Program. 
All of which is testimony of the shared ecological legacy of the Indigenous people in these areas.

In addition, the Climate Justice Resilience Fund (2019) and the Indigenous Climate Action (2016) have funded and developed a Toolkit to help Indigenous communities plan climate action together. 
Schramm et al (2020) refers to other initiatives which show how Indigenous peoples are being innovative, linking the traditional with the present-day approaches e.g. The Climate -Ready Tribes Initiative from the Centre of Disease Control and Prevention and the National Indian Health Board-launched in 2016 which provided funding to assist ten tribes-network to share information, best practice. This initiative was specifically in relation to ensuring that climate and health policies were relevant and effective for tribes.


Hutton and Allen (2020) studied the importance of the role of traditional knowledge of the Pamunkey Tribe, utilising their knowledge to protect housing on the shoreline and a screening process was devised which has now become a transferrable resource to other areas and tribes, sharing good practice.

When discussing these positive projects which the Indigenous people have been involved with, it is also important to bear in mind that they have not been without their difficulties and barriers. Being aware of these is important so as to learn and improve on the future successes in the fight against climate change.

A study in the Gulf Coast Region by Liddell et al (2021) which explored the historic and contemporary forms of environmental injustice experienced by Native American tribe, reiterated the importance of tribal involvement. Interventions were weakened if the thoughts and opinions of the tribal leaders were not listened and adhered to.
The Climate Resilience Fund (2019) described that one of the most affective ways to engage with the tribes and gain their input was through traditional meetings. “It is part of our cultural makeup, we ground a lot of our work in creating space for gatherings to foster a network of indigenous climate champions” (p-2). A stark warning is conveyed that involvement and ensuring ownership by the Indigenous leaders is crucial for success in every initiative.

Previously funding was discussed but it is important to appreciate that it is not always readily available, especially for smaller tribes and legal and institutional difficulties compound the situation creating the need as emphasised by the United Nations (2007) for a multifaceted approach.

Recent research show that the debate has now moved urgently forward, from identifying and predicting the way climate change may affect our environments, to responding with haste to the impacts of climate change, which the Indigenous nations are already experiencing, especially in relation to health and well-being. (Furgal and Sequin 2006)

As discussed previously the unique traditions and culture of the Indigenous people in relation to their relationships with their environments, creates a profound effect on their health and well-being when climate changes occur (Liddell et al 2021). 

The Swinomish Nation believes that the health of the body is a result of an overall interaction with the environment with all its cultural, social, economic components which then effects the overall health of the individual (Schramm et al 2020).

To further, understand and appreciate this link between the environment and health it is beneficial to read the ‘Holistic Vision of Health’ and the ‘Health Wellness Tool’ created by First Nations Elders (2016). In addition to the narrative there is a visual depiction which explains the holistic vision of the First Nations on health and well-being and contains five circles with the centre circle depicting the individual. It has many facets which links the individual, in a totally holistic way, with the environment around and everything that it represents, which again emphasises strongly this vision that health and wellness of the individual is a balance and combination of all these factors.

This links back to the discussion on lifeways and the importance of living a life which  
which is seamless with religion, spiritual life and the community life of Indigenous people linked together to create an integrated and traditional way of life (Grim and Tucker 2014).
Schure et al 2013 emphasise this holistic link between the health of Indigenous people and their environment “Indigenous cultures perceive the natural environment as an essential link between traditional cultural practices, social connectedness, identity and health” (p.1).

It is interesting to read that “the resurgence of Indigenous cosmovision’s and life ways are helping address the roots of our ecological crisis and are being included in contemporary social movements such as the Idle No More, Climate Justice and Indigenous Rights Movements” (Nelson 2017 p.138)
Leaders of the Cree, Ojibwe, Metis all Anishinaabeg languages communities have used the instructions they receive, through the traditional ceremonies to encourage them as leaders of this “Idle No More” movement.

Life ways and the ability to gain renewal from their cosmovision’s, through their religious practices is critical for the health and wellbeing of Indigenous people. When they suffer the traumatic loss of land through climate change or forced movement by an outside authority causing the intrinsic link with their ancestors to be lost, can cause immense pain and trauma. This in turn has a devastating effect on health and wellbeing with Schramm et al (2020) describing how “climate-change related damage to land, water, and life can negatively affect traditional practices and ways of life, causing deep distress” (p.2154). 
The resilience mentioned, which the Indigenous peoples receive from this important connection with their land and forefathers impacts on their ability to survive and must be taken into consideration as part of the climate crisis discussion (Liddell et al 2021).

This trauma has been described by Duran and Gonzales (2008) as “soul wounds and psychological distress” (p.289). They explain that Indigenous people can appear to be reluctant to accept the assistance of counselling therapy, but they suggest this is the result of Western psychologist not addressing the historical background which is at the root of the distress. The healing process is dependent on an acknowledgement by the practitioner and by the individual themselves so that they can begin to place this trauma in its historical background and move away from a belief that they are a “defective Indian” (p.3).

A fascinating research study by Gillson and Ross (2019) explores the field of trauma and whether “the biological symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder could be passed directly from one generation to another” (p.2). The findings suggest that learned behaviour could be conveyed from one generation to another. The study also concluded that a biological transference could also occur but provided a hopeful observation, that the follow-up data of the research also showed that through exposure therapy prior to the mice mating appeared to reverse the results. This study suggests that there are ways to heal ’soul wounds ‘and break the cycle of trauma (p.2).

They acknowledge that in recent years there has been an acknowledgement that historical trauma is defined as wounding of the emotions and deep psychological impairments, which can occur over many generations. They refer to Black Elk, Leader and Medicine Man of the Lakota Nation who had experienced as a child the massacre of two hundred and fifty Lakota people at Wounded Creek and the trauma this had caused. 
These studies of genetics show that this term ‘soul wound’ is not a romanticised description but that these traumatic events of loss can cause pain which does not end with the death of the person but continues into the make-up of the generations that follow (Gillson and Ross 2019).

This again is vitally important to understand in relation to the mental health and wellbeing of Indigenous people when the loss of land occurs due to climate change or due to forced relocation. The traumatic loss of the physical and spiritual connection with the traditional ancestral land is profound.
 
Conclusion:
Through critically evaluating the ecological legacy of the North American Indigenous people it has become evident that they are extremely well placed to make a significant contribution to the discussion and practical interventions, as the environmental crisis facing the world enfolds.

“The ethical living characteristics of so many indigenous groups, with its respect for other life forms and its desire for wholeness of intellect, may be the best answer to the problems faced by all peoples today” (Forbes 2001, p.296.).

Their ecological legacy is one based on a long history of a culture and tradition that conveys a unique spiritual relationship with nature and the environment.
This legacy is one which needs to be viewed through a balanced historical lens, a lens which acknowledges the injustices which the Indigenous People have endured and a willingness to work together empathically and inclusively.

“We sit in the lap of our Mother----"We shall soon pass, but the place we now rest will last forever’ (Lakota saying cited in Cottlieb 2004).

(Sian Owen:2007506)
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