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CHAPTER 9

Replacing Rights with Indigenous  
Relationality to Reclaim Homelands

Joshua L. Reid
University of Washington

Indigenous peoples have had and continue to have contested rela-
tions with protected spaces of nature. As is already well known, 
nation-states often carved out many of these spaces—including 
national parks, marine sanctuaries, national monuments, national 
wildernesses, and other public lands—from Indigenous home-
lands. These valued public spaces are a key component of settler 
colonialism, a continued and historical process that erases and 
replaces Indigenous peoples. While national parks may have ini-
tially begun in settler colonial countries, such as the United States, 
Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, protected spaces have also 
been a component of globalization as countries eager to benefit 
from international tourists embraced parks in the 20th century 
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while staking a claim as being modern nation-states that value 
conservation. The International Union for Conservation of Nature 
reports that globally protected areas now cover 14.87 percent of 
land and 7.4 percent of the ocean as of December 2018; the World 
Database of Protected Areas reports that, as of January 2020, 245 
countries and territories have some form of protected areas.1

Non-Natives often defined and continue to value these pro-
tected spaces as some form of “wilderness,” which is characterized 
as being untouched by human hands, thereby leaving no place 
for Native peoples in their own homelands.2 Moreover, govern-
ments and park administrators, usually in the name of the com-
mon good, continue to prohibit or limit Native peoples from 
exercising their rights in these spaces. If a government accepts a 
role for Indigenous management of protected spaces, it is usually 
quite limited. When Native nations or governing bodies do par-
ticipate in relevant management bodies, they often find that West-
ern ecological approaches and values circumscribe Indigenous 
options and strategies.3 Representing a selection of global case 
studies from Aotearoa (New Zealand), Sápmi (Scandinavia), Cen-
tral America, Brazil, and the US–Canada border along the Rocky 
Mountains, each chapter in this volume attests to the continued 
conflicts between protected spaces of nature and Indigenous peo-
ples. Many of these tensions emerge from a Western rights frame-
work that white settlers and elites have used to prioritize the rights 
of nature over Indigenous peoples.

Yet, these contributions also reveal the ongoing resilience of 
Native nations and Indigenous communities at pushing back 
against the loss of their homelands and rights in protected spaces. 
Settler colonial attempts to dispossess and erase Indigenous peo-
ples from these spaces and other parts of their homelands, how-
ever, are neither totalizing nor complete. Native nations and 
Indigenous communities fight nation-states and governing bod-
ies through the courts and in international forums. Some try  
to work within the system or directly with park administrators to 
gain a better position in management and conservation bodies or 
some concessions that allow them to access and share the benefits 
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from the tourism, biodiversity, or protected state of these spaces. 
Many pursue formal and informal education strategies in their 
own communities to maintain Indigenous knowledge and sus-
tainable relations with these parts of their homelands from which 
they have been removed.4

This conclusion seeks to accomplish two tasks. One is to provide 
some historical context for the ways in which three problematic 
and closely related “white-settler social constructs”—wilderness, 
preservation, and the ecological Indian—came to shape the emer-
gence and management of protected spaces of nature, particularly 
under a Western rights framework.5 In one way or another, the 
chapters in this volume all touch on these constructs and their 
consequences on Native peoples. The second task will make an 
argument about historical and continuing Indigenous relations 
with homelands. If a rights framework, in which white settlers 
and elites privilege the rights of nature over those of Native peo-
ples, undergirds preservationist philosophies, a relationality 
framework offers an Indigenous-based counterpoint. Even when 
a rights framework is used to protect Native use and access to pro-
tected spaces, legal tools often focus on specific activities—such 
as hunting, fishing, whaling, and gathering, among others—fail-
ing to recognize Indigenous understandings of territory, jurisdic-
tion, and sovereignty.6 The contributions in this volume uncover 
the realities of the myriad ways in which Indigenous communities 
and nations exercise self-determination through relationality to 
maintain their homelands within protected areas set aside by the 
state. Separately, each chapter relates highly localized case stud-
ies; however, together they address trans-local dimensions, link-
ing specific peoples and places through histories dependent on 
continued relations with homelands.

The Rise of Preservationist Philosophy and the  
Constructs of Wilderness and the Ecological Indian

Many of the case studies in this volume illustrate that white-settler 
social constructs of wilderness, preservation, and the ecological 
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Indian continue to shape discussions about and management of 
protected spaces of nature. Government officials, non-governmen-
tal organizations, private citizens, tourists, and even Indigenous 
peoples in some cases have relied on the Western concepts of wil-
derness and preservation to justify the creation and maintenance 
of protected spaces, both historically and more recently. When 
considering Indigenous engagement in or use of today’s parks, 
non-Natives often turn to the third problematic construct—the 
ecological Indian, which is closely imbricated with the concept of 
wilderness—to frame their narrow expectations of what Native 
peoples can bring to the use or management of protected spaces 
of nature. Moreover, concepts of wilderness, preservation, and 
the ecological Indian seem to have such durability and mutability 
because they emerged concomitantly alongside colonialism (set-
tler colonial and otherwise), modern nation-states, and a Western 
rights framework. Together, they evolved to privilege the rights 
of nature—embodied by a wilderness unspoiled by humans and 
in need of preservation for use by white settlers and elites—over 
Native peoples. This has limited Indigenous agency and their abil-
ity to access, much less govern, homelands now claimed as pro-
tected spaces.

Historically, concepts of wilderness have transformed as they 
shaped non-Native experiences in North America and other 
places since the very beginning of colonial intrusions at the end 
of the 15th century. Even as they stole, traded for, or razed miles  
of Indian corn in the English colonies, for example, colonists 
seemed willfully blind to sophisticated Algonquian and Hauden-
osaunee techniques for cultivating and managing the land. They 
described the precolonial landscape as a wilderness, a vast land-
scape that Indians wasted and had only lightly populated. Yet, col-
onists and early American settlers found this wilderness that was 
full of wild animals and wild Indians frightening, something to be 
combated and subdued. These descriptions and conclusions justi-
fied a settler colonial mindset that fueled the erasure and removal 
of Native nations as US federal policies and settler actions resulted 
in most land and natural resources being developed and claimed 
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in some fashion as the nation expanded west through the 19th 
century. During the second half of that century, Romantic and 
Transcendentalist philosophies began to value this disappearing 
wilderness—even the supposedly vanishing Indian—arguing that 
the wilds of North America had played a valuable role in shap-
ing the national character, especially that of white men, and could 
provide an antidote to enervating and emasculating urban life.7

As white Americans became increasingly concerned with van-
ishing wilderness across the country at the end of the 19th cen-
tury, they debated the role of humans in nature—and neither 
side saw a place for Indigenous peoples. Conservationists like 
forester Gifford Pinchot advocated for scientific, rational planning 
for efficient development and “the use of the natural resources for  
the greatest good of the greatest number for the longest time.”8 The  
“greatest number” did not include Indigenous peoples as con-
servation laws often targeted treaty-reserved hunting and fishing 
practices in Native homelands and waters both within and outside 
reservations.9 Preservationists, embodied by John Muir, the first 
president of the Sierra Club (founded in 1892), redefined wilder-
ness as a place that should be untainted by human presence. In 
this idealized form of wilderness, historical Indigenous peoples 
had never managed or changed the landscape. More troubling 
for Muir and other preservationists, contemporary American 
Indian hunters and fishers—peoples he characterized as “dark and 
dirty”—actively threatened the dwindling tracts that needed pres-
ervation, so they needed to be removed. Muir’s preservationist 
philosophy was markedly racist, a legacy that today’s Sierra Club 
is only now beginning to confront.10

In the United States, the emergence of national parks, the iconic 
protected spaces of nature and spatialization of preservation-
ist philosophy, came at the cost of Indigenous peoples and their 
homelands. In 1872, Congress created Yellowstone National Park 
in the American West, carving it out of the homelands of the 
Crow, Bannock, Shoshone, Salish, Nez Perce, and Norther Pai-
ute nations. Ignoring the many ways in which Indigenous peo-
ples utilized, shaped, and managed this environment—hunting,  
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cultivating camas, gathering medicinal herbs, cutting lodgepole 
pines, and ceremonial gatherings—Congress sought to preserve 
this place’s monumental wilderness splendor. The federal gov-
ernment would protect Yellowstone from development, such as 
mining and timber exploitation, and administer the park as an 
uninhabited wilderness preserve for the pleasure and recreation 
of citizens. By 1886, the US Army was administering Yellowstone. 
Already in the midst of waging war against Plains Indians who 
resisted further encroachments on their lands and resources, 
the Army eagerly embraced its new role of preserving the park’s 
animals, fish, and trees—part of the park’s wilderness splendor—
from Native hunters and fishers, eventually banning Indians from  
the park entirely. In the decision for Ward v. Race Horse (1896), the 
US Supreme Court uncritically pointed to Yellowstone’s hunting 
restrictions on Indians as an example of the power of the nation-
state to abrogate treaty rights unilaterally in order to regulate the 
hunting of game. Park administrators subsequently treated this 
as a legal sanction of Yellowstone’s Indian ban, despite the fact 
that it clearly infringed on Shoshone and Bannock hunting rights 
reserved in the 1868 Fort Bridger Treaty.11 By the end of the 19th 
century, preservationist philosophy then had the protection of 
the courts and the nation’s military might, a formidable settler-
colonial combination. The federal government replicated this 
pattern of Indigenous dispossession, what is noted as part of the  
oft-described “Yellowstone model,” in subsequent protected spaces 
of nature, most notably at Glacier and Yosemite National Parks.12

Preservationist discourse related to protected spaces of nature 
and Indigenous dispossession proved to be mutable as settler- 
colonial nations across the globe implemented the concept and cre-
ated national parks. For instance, the establishment of Tongariro  
National Park on the North Island of New Zealand exemplifies this 
early mutability, specifically that it could be used to explain sup-
posed Indigenous consent for protecting their homelands. Offi-
cial narratives of the park’s founding claim that their first national 
park, Tongariro, emerged from cooperation between Māori and 
Pākehā (whites). According to popular belief, the impetus for 
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the park began in 1887 when Horonuku Te Heuheu, the Ngāti 
Tūwharetoa paramount chief, gifted the sacred volcanic peaks of 
Tongariro, Ngauruhoe, and Ruapehu to the government to create 
what he called a “tapu [ritual prohibition] place of the Crown” 
(a national park) in order to protect them from settler encroach-
ment and development.13 When introducing the proposal for 
the park’s formal creation in 1894, MP John McKenzie argued: 
“The beauties of [Tongariro] would be preserved for all time to 
come for the benefit of the people of New Zealand.”14 Together, 
McKenzie’s words and Te Heuheu’s gift seemed to set an alter-
native model, one based on Indigenous consent, for preserving  
natural spaces.

But the creation and subsequent management of Tongariro 
proved to be based on a misappropriation of Te Heuheu’s “gift” 
and the prioritization of white upper- and middle-class priori-
ties of preservation for recreation during the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. First, Te Heuheu had not gifted the mountains to 
the Crown, at least in the Pākehā sense of a gift. The Māori chief 
had agreed to tuku the peaks into joint trusteeship, inviting the 
Queen to share the responsibility of safeguarding this sacred space, 
thereby forever guaranteeing Ngāti Tūwharetoa’s special relation-
ship with this part of their homelands. Like many Indigenous 
concepts about being in relations with our homelands and other-
than-humans, tuku does not translate easily into English. It is not 
a straightforward gift (i.e., transference of title with no strings 
attached), which is what Pākehā often gloss it as to their advan-
tage. According to the investigators of a multiyear, complex Māori 
claim to the Waitangi Tribunal over violations related to Tongariro 
National Park, Te Heuheu “was seeking an arrangement that would 
bind the Crown into ensuring the land’s protection … releasing 
the land so that it could be kept sacred for the people.”15 He was 
strengthening formal relations between himself and the Queen, 
between Ngāti Tūwharetoa and Pākehā. Instead, the Crown did 
not honor the partnership extended by Te Heuheu; it simply took 
title of the mountains for itself and established the national park—
New Zealand’s first—without consulting the chief or other Māori 
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authorities, including people from other iwi (tribes) who also knew 
the mountains as parts of their homelands. Additionally, a clause 
in the 1894 bill left open the door for taking more Māori lands 
for the park with little to no compensation, a situation that led 
MP Hone Heke Ngapua (Northern Māori District) to declare this 
a “monstrous piece of legislation” during the debate.16 The 1922 
Tongariro National Park Act entrenched the dual objectives of the 
park, prioritizing preservation and public use, both of which had 
come at the cost of Māori land owners. Despite the popular myth 
of pointing to New Zealand’s Tongariro National Park as “the first 
(and last) to reserve a national park in cooperation with its indig-
enous people,” preservationist philosophy privileging non-Native 
users dominated the creation and management of that country’s 
protected spaces of nature from the beginning.17

The further global proliferation of preservationist discourse 
cemented the connection between the establishment of national 
parks with Indigenous dispossession and erasure. For example, 
in 1885, Canadian Prime Minister John MacDonald set aside a 
small public park, Banff Hot Springs Reserve, that the Parliament 
of Canada expanded into the Rocky Mountains Park in 1887. By 
1930, Parliament had enlarged the park’s boundaries and renamed 
it Banff. Numerous First Nations, including Ktunaxa, Cree, Niit-
sitapiksi, and Siouan-speaking Stoney (Nakoda), regularly incor-
porated the landscapes of what became Banff National Park as 
important places in their larger homelands. Yet, shortly after 
creating the Rocky Mountain Park, the Canadian Government 
excluded them from the park so that they could not hunt game.18 
In 1909, Sweden created nine national parks, including several 
in the far north in Sápmi, the homelands of the Indigenous Sámi 
peoples. These parks, along with others in neighboring Norway 
and Finland, followed the Yellowstone model, dispossessing Sámi 
peoples in the name of wilderness preservation.19 Upper- and 
middle-class white Americans, Canadians, and Swedes, among 
others, had come to see wilderness as a threatened resource in 
their countries, and they wanted it protected for white tourists, 
not Indigenous peoples.
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As countries began creating the initial national parks, an act that 
they likely hoped would signal their modernity, contemporary 
versions of the ecological Indian—the third problematic concept 
seen in many of this volume’s case studies—emerged. Stereotypes 
of American Indians being connected to or a part of nature have 
been popular since the initial encounters between Europeans 
and Indigenous Americans. 16th-century artists created some of  
the earliest drawings of the peoples Europeans encountered in the 
Americas, and because they had not been on these voyages, they 
based their art on iconic Medieval traditions, specifically those of 
“wild men.”20 Framed as the antithesis of Christians and inhabiting  
a zone between humans and creatures, wild men were aggres-
sive and violent. They lacked the crudest knowledge of agricul-
ture and technology, living in the wilds on what they happened 
to gather or kill. The supposed wild, uncivilized, and pagan state 
of Indigenous peoples justified their servitude and slavery. Some 
Europeans came to more positive conclusions about Indigenous 
Americans, comparing them to innocent, good-natured people 
from the Greek legend of the Golden Age, living “free with lit-
tle labor in a blissful state of nature.”21 During the early years of 
the United States, white Americans sought to use this stereotype 
of the innocent, nature-bound Native of the antediluvian past to  
bolster their claims to an ancient republican past.22 Whether posi-
tively or negatively framed, these early stereotypes of Indians con-
veniently justified settler colonial expansion. Land could be taken 
from wild Indians who did not use it and deserved conquest at the 
hands of Christians; as one with nature, Indians—just like land—
were available for improvement. Rooted in European imagina-
tions rather than reality, these images shaped white expectations 
of Indigenous peoples and, for centuries, framed non-Native ste-
reotypes of noble savages and Native authenticity as being tied to 
nature and confined to the past.

By the mid-19th century, white Americans had become con-
cerned that the country’s wild places and Native peoples were 
vanishing, and they linked the fates of the two in ways that shaped 
the limited roles Indigenous peoples could occupy in protected 
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spaces of nature. In 1844, George Catlin, the renowned painter 
of the North American West, was the first to propose the idea of 
a national park, and he envisioned it as a space to save both the 
vanishing buffalo and Indians of the Great Plains:

And what a splendid contemplation too, when one … imagines 
them [buffalo] as they might in future be seen (by some great pro-
tecting policy of government) preserved in their pristine beauty 
and wildness, in a magnificent park, where the world could see 
for ages to come, the native Indian in his classic attire, galloping 
his wild horse, with sinewy bow, and shield and lance, amid the 
fleeting herds of elks and buffaloes, What a beautiful and thrill-
ing specimen for America to preserve and hold up to the view of 
her refined citizens and the world, in future ages! A nation’s Park, 
containing man and beast, in all the wild and freshness of their 
nature’s beauty!23

Catlin’s imagined park would preserve these “thrilling specimens” 
of the North American West, and Native peoples, frozen in their 
mid-19th-century “beauty,” were literally part of this park’s wil-
derness magnificence.

However, a generation later, as white Americans began creating 
national parks, they also believed that American Indians belonged 
on reservations, and they deployed the US Army to enforce this 
violently. In their minds, actual Indigenous peoples were out of 
place in these iconic protected spaces of nature—but preserved 
icons of American Indians of the past, complete with feathered 
headdresses and other expected accoutrements, did have a place in 
the parks: as park advertisements or as tourist draws themselves.  
For example, in the early 20th century, while the administrators of 
Glacier National Park were working hard to keep Blackfeet hunters 
out of the park and seeking to acquire more of the tribal nation’s 
lands for the park, publicists of the Great Northern Railroad hired 
groups of Blackfeet to travel to East Coast cities to advertise the 
park. These publicists referred to them as the “Glacier Park Indians,”  
just one of the many wilderness attractions white Americans 
could see, if they took a train to visit the park.24 This marketing of  
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Indigenous peoples set the groundwork for the early-20th-century,  
romanticized version of the ecological Indian.

This same tension—between non-Native imaginations of the 
ecological Indian that was part of the park experience and actual 
Indigenous communities barred from the portions of their home-
lands taken by the park—unfolded transnationally in protected 
spaces of nature. For example, with the 1894 creation of Tongariro 
National Park, discussed earlier, Pākehā politicians and park man-
agers “reframe[d] Māori’s complex and multifaceted relationships 
to landscape as a relationship to the ‘natural’ world” by promoting 
Tongariro’s ecological integrity and scientific, aesthetic, and con-
servation values.25 Similarly, Native peoples in South Africa were 
removed or had their practices severely limited when the nation 
began creating national parks in the 1920s and 1930s. Those 
whom government officials allowed to remain, such as a small 
group of approximately 20 “Bushmen” in Gemsbok Kalahari Park 
in 1941, were seen as “part of fauna of the country” (and hence an 
attraction), but were no longer allowed to hunt with their dogs.26 
In 1934, Japan created eight national parks, including two—
Daisetsuzan (the country’s largest) and Akan Mashu National 
Parks—in Hokkaido, the homeland of the Indigenous Ainu peo-
ple. One scholar notes that “the early twentieth-century founders 
of Japan’s national parks confronted no removal of people because 
the Ainu in Hokkaido had already been sequestered in the early 
Meiji years [1870s and 1880s],” a popular assumption that nation-
states make when they carved out protected spaces of nature from 
Indigenous homelands.27 Yet, a sufficient number of Ainu peoples 
were evidently around in 1916 to create the Kawamura Kaneto 
Ainu Memorial Hall, the nation’s oldest Ainu museum, located 
just outside Daisetsuzan’s park boundaries. Today, advertisements 
for these national parks regularly tout Ainu presence and herit-
age as one reason to visit—tourists are encouraged to visit Kawa-
mura Kaneto Ainu Memorial Hall, and the Kussharo Kotan Ainu 
Folklore Museum and the Akanko Ainu Kotan village in Akan 
Mashu.28 Indigenous peoples were welcome, as long as they served 
the needs of the park and the visiting tourists.
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After World War II, the intertwined constructs of wilderness, 
preservation, and the ecological Indian took on new life amid 
the rising popular and scientific interest in ecology and environ-
mental causes. These interests helped justify preservationist cre-
ations of even more national parks and other protected spaces, 
particularly ones set aside for wilderness preservation. Many 
nations captured this increasing focus on wilderness preservation 
through legislative acts. For example, the 1952 National Parks Act 
in New Zealand focused on preserving the county’s unique flora 
and fauna while giving the public access to parks, objectives that 
were not uncommonly at odds with each other. Concurrently, the 
county’s largest national park, Fjordlands, which at the time was 
a public reserve, became part of the newly anointed park system. 
In 1977, the Reserves Act allowed the Department of Conserva-
tion to create reserves, including ones for wilderness preservation. 
Two years later, the New Zealand Forest Service, the Department 
of Lands and Survey, and the National Parks Authority agreed 
to manage wilderness areas in consultation with the Federated 
Mountain Clubs of New Zealand, reflecting the growing power 
of Pākehā upper- and middle-class users of protected spaces of 
nature. A new National Park Act (1980) reiterated the dual objec-
tives of parks, but prioritized wilderness preservation, stating that 
the purpose of the act was to “[preserve] in perpetuity as national 
parks, for their intrinsic worth and for the benefit, use, and enjoy-
ment of the public, areas of New Zealand that contain scenery 
of such distinctive quality, ecological systems, or natural features 
so beautiful, unique, or scientifically important that their preser-
vation is in the national interest.” The public would continue to 
have freedom of entry, but subject to “such conditions and restric-
tions as may be necessary for the preservation of the native plants 
and animals,” with gazetted wilderness areas having even stricter 
protections. An influential poster published by the government in 
1980 summarized the New Zealander wilderness philosophy of 
the time, defining wilderness areas “as those large tracts of land 
unaltered by the hand of man, remote from centres of population, 
and where man enters only on nature’s terms.”29 This definition of 
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wilderness continued to efface Māori stewardship and manage-
ment of their homelands.

More concerning, Māori rights or management of these spaces 
only appear twice and in very limited capacities in these acts. The 
National Parks Act 1952 acknowledged that the eight-member 
Tongariro National Park Board would have one Māori member, 
the paramount chief of Ngāti Tūwharetoa, as long as he was a lin-
eal descendant of Te Heuheu. The Reserves Act 1977 had a brief 
section empowering the Minister of the Department of Conser-
vation to grant Māori the right to take or kill birds, as long as  
the land of the reserve had been Māori land immediately before the  
creation of the reserve and that the prey was not already protected 
by the Wildlife Act 1953. Additionally, if the reserve contained 
a Māori burial ground, the Minister could grant the continuing 
interment of Indigenous remains. However, the act also granted 
the Minister the unilateral power to withdraw or modify these 
rights at any time. The scant mention of Indigenous rights in  
these acts reflected the limited state of Māori self-determination 
within New Zealand at the time.

In the United States, wilderness preservation notably gained 
congressional interest in efforts that culminated in passage of the  
Wilderness Act (1964), and white Americans shared the same 
ideas of wilderness with those expressed by Pākehā and others 
during the post-war era. The act defined wilderness as a sizeable 
area of at least 5,000 acres “where the earth and its community of 
life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who 
does not remain.” Moreover, a designated wilderness area will be 
“protected and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions,” 
while encouraging “outstanding opportunities for solitude or a 
primitive and unconfined type of recreation.”30 Like national parks, 
wilderness areas are supposed to meet the dual purposes of public 
access and nature preservation, with even more of an emphasis 
on the latter. Intersecting with the white environmental move-
ment from the 1960s onward, Western notions of an unpeopled 
wilderness continued to erase Indigenous management of their 
homelands.31 Moreover, this kind of legislation in New Zealand  
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and the United States provided a legal foundation for providing 
nature, embodied as wilderness areas unspoiled by humans, with 
rights, a key tenet of later 20th-century preservationist philosophy 
that gained momentum internationally.

After World War II, international organizations also began to 
focus on protected spaces of nature, thereby providing an insti-
tutional platform for the further proliferation of preservationist 
philosophy. With support of the United Nations Educational, Sci-
entific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the International 
Union for the Protection of Nature—later renamed the Interna-
tional Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)—was formed at 
a conference in Fontainebleau, France, in 1948. The new organiza-
tion took a preservationist stance as it sought to address the loss 
of species and habitats, and its influence grew rapidly. Establishing 
more national parks and other protected spaces of nature was a 
key strategy of the IUCN, which by 1959 was annually tabulating 
the world’s parks and reserves for the United Nations.32 During the 
1962 Seattle World’s Fair in Washington State, the organization 
convened the First World Conference on National Parks. President 
Kennedy’s welcome letter to the conference delegates reflected 
the contemporaneous values of preserving nature through parks 
and reserves, as he declared that “permanent preservation of the 
outstanding scenic and scientific assets of every country, and of 
the magnificent and varied wildlife which can be so easily endan-
gered by human activity, is imperative.”33 Unsurprisingly, several 
delegates spoke about the role of parks and reserves in helping 
the general public learn to value the preservation of the “pristine” 
state of nature through protected spaces.34

Although there appeared to be not a single delegate representing 
any Native nations or Indigenous interests, speakers did occasion-
ally address the perceived place of Indigenous peoples in these 
protected spaces of nature. Some statements presented Indig-
enous peoples as threats to the wildlife and ecological balance of 
the parks and reserves. For example, M. A. Badshah, a wildlife 
officer for India, warned of the dangers of “unscrupulous” local 
peoples whose “presence in the sanctuaries has been fraught with 
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danger to wildlife … [from] their bows, arrows, and traps.” Simi-
larly, Jacques Verschuren, a Belgian conservation biologist who 
specialized in national parks in Africa, noted in his remarks that: 
“Every attempt in the national parks to maintain so-called primi-
tive societies in proper balance with the environment has proved 
itself a failure, whether it was with certain pastoral peoples in East 
Africa or with the pygmies of the great equatorial forest.” But oth-
ers seemed to embrace the durable stereotype of the ecological 
Indian, usually in juxtaposition with the environmental harms 
caused by modern societies. For example, Maria Buchinger, an 
Argentinian forestry advisor, explained that “Indian tribes never 
fish or hunt more than necessary for their maintenance, they 
always respect young animals … [unlike] modern man [who] 
cannot be considered part of the biotic circle; he brutally upsets 
the balance.” John Pile, a public relations officer for the Natu-
ral Resources Board of Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), echoed 
Buchinger’s sentiment, supposing that “indigenous population[s] 
… are naturalists by tradition” because “in many tribes, the very 
names given to the children reflect strong appreciation and aware-
ness of the importance of nature.”35 Whether speaking positively 
or negatively about Native communities, these delegates presented 
Indigenous peoples as static primitives who had no place in the 
modern world, much less in park management.

The situation had not changed much ten years later for the Sec-
ond World Conference on National Parks, which also marked the 
centenary of Yellowstone’s founding. Both the US and Canadian 
delegations did include one or two park officials who did outreach 
with Native and First Nations, but the views about Indigenous 
peoples still remained exceptionally limiting. One British profes-
sor reminded delegates that some national parks or reserves, such 
as Xingú National Park (est. 1961) in Brazil, exist “for the pro-
tection of primitive Amerindian tribes.” UNESCO ecologist Kai 
Curry-Lindahl argued that “primitive tribes” living outside park 
boundaries should be allowed to hunt, fish, and gather within the 
protected spaces because they “make use of the environment as 
collectors, scavengers, and hunters in exactly the same way as wild 
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animals; they utilize resources without destroying them. They are 
a natural part of the ecosystem.” Yet other delegates, like Argen-
tinian Italo N. Constantino of the International Commission 
on National Parks, complained of “indigenes” whose practices 
“[detract] from the unspoiled nature of the national park and, 
consequently, from its raison d’être.” Venezuelan Alberto Bruzual  
explained that Indigenous peoples residing in parks should be 
resettled because “they are almost bound to develop activities 
incompatible with park philosophy and this creates conflicts of 
a political nature which interfere with the development of parks, 
by degrading the scientific, natural, and touristic values.”36 In 
the minds of these delegates, Native peoples appeared either as 
part of the parks, just like the “wild animals,” or as a threat to 
the very existence of these protected spaces of nature. Their atti-
tudes helped to codify preservationist philosophies and a style of 
“fortress conservation” that prioritized nature—and white park  
visitors—over Indigenous peoples.37

While officials and representative of governments and non-
governmental organizations convened high-profile international 
discussions about the state of preserving nature and wilderness, 
white environmentalists also grasped at the durable stereotype 
of the ecological Indian to add some authenticity to their claims. 
As historian Philip Deloria, Jr. (Standing Rock Sioux) argues, 
counterculture white environmentalists “played Indian” in their 
attempts to address the “postmodern crises of meaning,” in which 
they questioned the “existence of God, authenticity, and real-
ity itself.”38 Preferring icons such as the ecological Indian rather 
than actual Native individuals, whites—like their contemporar-
ies attending the world conferences on national parks—turned 
to symbols of Indianness to root themselves authentically in 
the landscape that they felt was under assault by development 
and corporate interests. One popular touchstone was the sup-
posed speech of the 19th-century Duwamish/Suquamish leader, 
Seeathl, more popularly known as Chief Seattle. On January 12, 
1854, Seeathl addressed Washington Territory’s commissioner 
of Indian affairs and governor Isaac Stevens, likely positioning 



Replacing Rights with Indigenous Relationality to Reclaim Homelands   277

his people to make the best of the upcoming treaty negotiations.  
Dr. Henry Smith, present at this event, took notes on Seeathl’s stir-
ring speech, which had to be translated from Lushootseed, the 
chief ’s native tongue, into English, likely through Chinook jargon, 
a local trade language; more than 30 years later, Smith wrote an 
English-language version, which he published in a local newspa-
per. In the late 1960s, a white poet revised Smith’s version, and 
then film studies scholar Ted Perry drew from this latest version 
for a screenplay he wrote for the Southern Baptist Convention; the 
organization went on to make the eco-friendly film Home (1972), 
crediting Chief Seattle for the speech written by Perry.39

The 1972 Perry appropriation of Chief Seattle’s speech made 
Seeathl into a global icon of the ecological Indian of this era and 
shaped international expectations for Indigenous relations with 
nature. This is the version that included words that inspired white 
environmentalists: “How can you buy or sell the sky, the warmth 
of the land? The idea is strange to us … The earth does not belong 
to man. Man belongs to the earth. This we know … What befalls 
the earth, befalls the sons of the earth. Man did not weave the 
web of life; he is merely a strand in it. Whatever he does to the 
web, he does to himself.”40 At the time, excerpts from the 1972 
speech and even the entire text proliferated through print cul-
ture, films, music, and the radio and were especially popular in 
Europe. Seeking to add credibility to his own film script, Perry 
transformed Seeathl into the model ecologist of the 1970s. This 
speech generalized Indigenous cultures according to Western ste-
reotypes and importantly placed Native authenticity in the safety 
of the past. As Deloria notes, “Seattle’s words erased contempo-
rary social realities and the complicated, often violent history of 
Indian land loss. Instead, all people were one, bound by a univer-
sal web of blood connections and their relations to the earth.”41 
Chief Seattle embodied the ecological Indian in symbolic ways 
for a white public that had a seemingly “bottomless” appetite for 
environmentally correct Indians.42 Perniciously, the environmen-
tal movement then used (and continues to use) this form of the 
ecological Indian—supposedly authenticated by the words of a 
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respected American Indian historical figure—to chastise Native 
nations and Indigenous communities for failing to live up to the 
stereotype when they engage in practices that white environmen-
talists find troublesome.43

By the last quarter of the 20th century, nation-states around the 
world had been drawing on the white-settler social constructs 
of wilderness, preservation, and the ecological Indian to create 
protected spaces of nature for more than a century. In the 21st 
century, this wilderness preservation ethos has even expanded 
to marine spaces, such as with New Caledonia’s establishment 
of the National Park of the Coral Sea in 2014, as part of France’s 
signature contribution to the Pacific Oceanscape.44 Protected by 
laws enforced by the courts and military, these national parks and 
reserves often removed and continue to dispossess Indigenous 
peoples from their homelands, while simultaneously privileg-
ing white and middle- to upper-class users of these iconic tour-
ist attractions. White settlers and elites in power prioritized the 
rights of nature (or, more accurately, their rights to enjoy nature) 
over those of Indigenous peoples. The largely white environmen-
tal movements of the 1970s and 1980s only appreciated symbolic 
Native ecologists, conveniently confined to the distant past, as 
authentic primitives whose values aligned with their own—real 
Indigenous peoples, however, threatened the natural sanctity of 
protected spaces. With the rise of international institutions, these 
white-settler social constructs proliferated across many parts of 
the world as growing numbers of nation-states sought to mark 
themselves as modern through their preservationist sensibilities, 
all at the cost of Indigenous peoples.

The Growing Influence of International  
Indigenous Rights

Although Native peoples had always resisted infringements on 
their sovereignty and dispossession from their homelands, from 
the 1960s onward, Indigenous leaders in settler colonial coun-
tries mobilized in very public ways to push for their rights. They 
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began by pushing for Indigenous rights, often tied to historic 
treaties signed with colonial and federal governments, within  
specific nation-states. Foundational movements from fish-ins in 
Washington State in the 1960s and 1970s, to the 1972 Tent Assem-
bly outside Parliament House in Canberra, to the 1975 Māori Land 
March from Auckland to Wellington, among others, galvanized 
Indigenous activists to advocate for treaty rights and land rights. 
Iconic occupations and confrontations—the Indians of All Tribes 
at Alcatraz (US, 1969–1971); the American Indian Movement at 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs headquarters in Washington, DC, 
and at Wounded Knee, SD (US, 1972 and 1973); Ngāti Whātua 
at Takaparawhā (Bastion Point) of the Ōrākei block in Auckland 
(New Zealand, 1977–1978); Sámi and Folke-aksjonen (People’s  
Action) in Alta (Norway, 1970–1981); and Mohawks at Oka  
(Canada, 1990)—helped bring Indigenous concerns to white audi-
ences. Key court cases, such as the Calder Case (Canada, 1973), 
US v. Washington (1974), and Mabo v. Queensland (2) (Australia, 
1992), began to provide legal justifications for Indigenous rights 
in high-level, federal, and national courts. The activism and legal 
victories prodded governments to establish new mechanisms, 
such as the Waitangi Tribunal (New Zealand, 1975) and the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (Canada, 1991), for investi-
gating Native claims.45

The various national movements for Native rights took on 
global dimensions during the last quarter of the 20th century, 
especially with the inclusion of Indigenous activists from Latin 
America, Africa, and South Asia. Yet, global Indigenous identity 
and political formations have much older histories than just those 
of the post-war decades, illustrating how Indigenous rights move-
ments have been simultaneously global and local.46 As Michi Saa-
giig Nishnaabeg scholar Leanna Betasamosake Simpson argues, 
“Indigenous internationalism” is defined by deeply historical rela-
tions between humans and other-than humans and among many 
Native nations, long before the expansion of European colonies.47 
By the 18th century, Native nations were regularly sending dip-
lomats abroad to appeal directly to monarchs about colonial and  
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settler colonial encroachments on their lands and rights.48 Inter-
tribal international efforts grew in the 20th century, such as when 
the Society of American Indians sought unsuccessfully to partici-
pate in the 1919 Paris peace talks ending World War I and to be  
represented at the League of Nations.49 At the urging of Native 
activists in North and South America, the United Nations held its  
first conference on Indigenous peoples, the International Non- 
Governmental Organization Conference on Discrimination against 
Indigenous Populations in the Americas, in Geneva, Switzerland, 
in 1977. Native delegates collectively authored the 13-point “Dec-
laration of Principles for the Defense of the Indigenous Nations 
and Peoples of the Western Hemisphere,” which called for rec-
ognition of Indigenous nations, guarantee of Indigenous rights, 
respect for territorial claims and integrity, and environmental  
protection of their homelands, among other priorities.50 Like a 
counterpoint to the internationalization of preservationist philos-
ophy that blamed Indigenous peoples for spoiling national parks  
and reserves, Native activists argued that Western development and  
colonialism polluted the environments of their homelands.

The efforts of Indigenous activists continued to gain traction 
internationally, resulting in two critical developments for the pro-
tection of Indigenous rights. In 1989, the International Labour 
Organization adopted ILO Convention 169, the only legally bind-
ing international treaty on Indigenous peoples.51 This document 
affirmed the rights of Indigenous peoples to exercise control over 
their own institutions, ways of life, and economic development and 
to maintain their own identities, languages, and religions. Impor-
tantly, ILO Convention 169 articulated the requirement of consul-
tation with Indigenous peoples as an obligation of nation-states. 
Over almost the next 20 years, Indigenous leaders worked to draft 
and then secure final state approval in 2007 for the UN Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).52 The decla-
ration drew from many pre-existing international human rights 
standards, adapting them to Indigenous peoples. Reaffirmed in 
2014, UNDRIP strengthened the consultation requirement from 
ILO Convention 169, framing it as free, prior, and informed 
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consent for issues affecting Indigenous peoples and their lands. 
In addition to drafting and negotiating for the passage of these 
transformational international documents, Indigenous leaders 
also worked with the United Nations to establish mechanisms for 
monitoring their rights. In 2001, the United Nations appointed the 
first Special Rapporteur on the human rights of Indigenous peo-
ples. This official conducts high-profile country visits to prepare 
thematic reports. The following year, the United Nations first con-
vened the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, which helps 
the organization’s agencies implement the rights of Indigenous 
peoples. Finally, in 2007, it established the Expert Mechanism on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which, like the Special Rappor-
teur, conducts thematic studies. Together, these mechanisms have 
evolved into dynamic tools for examining Indigenous rights con-
cerns. Despite continuing challenges, particularly at the recogni-
tion of Indigenous self-determination, the “international space 
has been important for transnational mobilization and efforts to 
establish global norms on indigenous rights.”53

Indigenous internationalism sought to transform the way in 
which nation-states conceived of and managed national parks 
and other protected spaces of nature, specifically through the con-
tinued dispossession of Native peoples. Held in 1992, the Fourth 
World Congress on National Parks and Protected Areas included 
a workshop dedicated to Indigenous views of protected areas. 
Organized by the Dene Cultural Institute of Canada and chaired 
by Chief Bill Erasmus (Yellowknives Dene), this workshop aimed 
to “demonstrate how the knowledge held by local people can be 
applied to management problems, and how the perceptions of 
indigenous people can be incorporated within protected area 
management.”54 The formal recommendations emerging from 
this conference included a number shaped by Indigenous con-
cerns, particularly those related to customary resource manage-
ment practices, traditional land tenure systems, consultation, and 
marine areas.55

While these recommendations represented a step in the right 
direction, the IUCN continued to advocate for management of 
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protected spaces of nature along Western ideas of wilderness, 
preservationist philosophy, and the ecological Indian stereotype, 
which together continued to exacerbate tensions with Native 
peoples. At the next gathering in 2003, about 150 Indigenous 
activists participated in the Fifth World Parks Congress, the first 
time that such a large number had attended. They offered a more 
pointed critique of the international organization, condemning 
past preservationist practices. Drawing from their strengthen-
ing international position on human rights and the increasingly 
important rhetoric on Indigenous consent—as articulated in ILO 
Convention 169 and being discussed in what eventually became 
UNDRIP—Native delegates pushed the IUCN to recognize and 
respect their rights, responsibilities, and conservation contribu-
tions. In the closing plenary statement of the Indigenous Peoples 
Ad Hoc Working Group, Otovalo Kichwa (Quechua) intellectual 
Luz María de la Torre reminded delegates that:

The declaration of protected areas on indigenous territories with-
out our consent and engagement has resulted in our disposses-
sion and resettlement, the violation of our rights, the displace-
ment of our peoples, the loss of our sacred sites and the slow but 
continuous loss of our cultures, as well as impoverishment. It is 
thus difficult to talk about benefits for Indigenous Peoples when 
protected areas are being declared on our territories unilaterally. 
First we were dispossessed in the name of kings and emperors, 
later in the name of State development, and now in the name  
of conservation.56

This resulted in one of the official outcomes being the creation of 
a Truth and Reconciliation Commission to promote the “restitu-
tion of indigenous peoples’ lands, territories and resources that 
have been taken over by protected areas without their free, prior 
informed consent, and for providing prompt and fair compensa-
tion, agreed upon in a fully transparent and culturally appropriate  
manner.”57 In 2008, the IUCN endorsed UNDRIP, and during 
the 2016 World Conservation Congress they changed their gov-
ernance structure, creating a new category of membership for  
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Indigenous Peoples’ Organisations. The IUCN currently partici-
pates in the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, one of 
the key bodies for monitoring Indigenous rights. In their most 
recent statement to the Permanent Forum, the IUCN declared: “It 
is an absolute priority to address the situation of indigenous peo-
ples in protected areas that do not recognize their rights and that 
create restrictions and hardship to inhabiting and user communi-
ties.”58 Along with numerous other initiatives supporting Indig-
enous environmental rights, this represents a substantial change 
from the 1970s rhetoric castigating Native peoples for spoiling 
national parks. Indigenous leaders and activists drove this change.

The Limits of the Western Rights Framework

Indigenous scholars and others have critiqued the ways in which the 
Western rights framework fails to protect Native nations or reflect 
Indigenous values.59 Many of the case studies in this volume also 
highlight these shortcomings. Even with the substantial progress 
of Indigenous rights at nation and global levels, a rights framework 
continues to enable white settlers and elites to use a preservationist 
philosophy to protect nature at the expense of Native peoples. By 
privileging the rights of nature, those in power continue to situate 
Indigenous rights as inferior to those of white settlers and elites. 
As Brad Coombes demonstrates through the example of Te Ure-
wera, one of four national parks in Aotearoa, New Zealand, that 
has or will be personified through legislation, bestowing person 
rights on national parks simply repackages the old preservationist 
“for the common good” argument (Chapter 2, this volume). It is 
more difficult for Māori, in this case, to secure rights to a newly 
embodied person than to fight the New Zealand Government 
for restoration of stolen land. Moreover, it writes Ngāi Tūhoe out 
of Te Urewera’s history because the latter is now a new person. 
Similar rights of nature, whether they are defined specifically as 
people or as analogous to people, have appeared in a number of 
countries in the 21st century, including Ecuador, Bolivia, India, 
and local jurisdictions in the United States. Some of these, such as 
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those in Ecuador, Bolivia, New Zealand, and in some US cases, are 
assumed to be connected to or emerging from Indigenous activ-
ism and epistemologies.60 For example, Christopher Finlayson, a 
New Zealand MP who helped negotiate the Whanganui River Set-
tlement, lauds the 2017 government act conferring personhood on 
the Whanganui River as “using a novel legal theory that was in 
alignment with the ancient beliefs of the Māori who lived along-
side the river.”61 Yet, Coombes reveals that this assumption must 
be questioned as those in power often deploy their understandings 
of Native epistemologies to frame the rights of nature. As he con-
cludes, bestowing personhood rights on the Whanganui River and 
Te Urewera is another Western construct.

Similarly, Elsa Reimerson (Chapter 3, this volume) explains 
how reforms to the management of protected spaces usually 
affirm preservationist assumptions and values, often while simul-
taneously claiming to protect Indigenous rights. For example, 
the 2010 Norwegian reforms of protected area management gave 
Sámi new opportunities for influence and participation while 
failing to reconsider the preservationist discourses that underlay 
protected spaces themselves, thereby reinforcing asymmetrical 
power relations and colonial stereotypes. It seems like the 2010 
Norwegian reforms, 2014 Te Urewera Act, and 2017 Whanganui 
River Claims Settlement Act (Te Awa Tupua) repackaged the old  
stereotype of the ecological Indian, while strengthening the 
hands of government elites to limit Sámi and Māori claims to 
their homelands. In other words, the ecological Indian contin-
ues to be a useful foil to distract from calls for Indigenous self- 
determination and decolonization.

While the national and global Indigenous rights movements 
have resulted in growing co-management strategies in some 
national parks and reserves, those in power still manage to pro-
tect or restore preservationist discourses at the expense of Native 
nations. As the two case studies from the Maya Region in Central 
America demonstrate, local Maya communities hope to profit from 
managing parks and reserves, benefiting financially from tour-
ists and employment in the parks and for archaeological surveys.  
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In other contexts, Native peoples hope that co-management may 
restore treaty-reserved hunting, fishing, and gathering rights. Yet, 
Coombes and Reimerson warn that co-management agreements 
often impose a ceiling on Indigenous rights. Drawing on the 
right of the “common good,” preservationist values and practices  
prevail when Indigenous uses threaten Western-defined conser-
vation goals. This results in entrenching the hierarchical and dis-
proportionate power relations that co-management was supposed 
to replace. More insidiously, this kind of limited co-management 
tokenizes Indigenous participation and gives the new manage-
ment approaches the validation of supposedly being aligned with 
Native priorities and values.

The Western rights framework also risks setting up a false equiv-
alency. Meaghan Peuramaki-Brown and Shawn Morton argue for 
a collaborative co-management, inclusive of Indigenous commu-
nities, non-profits, government agencies, foreign researchers and 
archaeologists, and even tourists (Chapter 4, this volume). While 
the authors recognize the need to differentiate among rights-hold-
ers, stakeholders, and interest groups, the fact that many govern-
ments, including Belize (the site of their case study), claim that 
they hold the rights to protected spaces in the name of the people 
or the common good continues to efface the unique political status 
of Indigenous peoples in their homelands. Nor does this big-tent 
approach to co-management engage critically with the complic-
ity of non-organizations, academics, and tourists at propping up 
unequal power relations. As Reimerson and Coombes convinc-
ingly argue, the participation of Indigenous peoples without the 
dismantling of power relations and repatriation of land perpetu-
ates the problem (Chapters 3 and 2, respectively, this volume).

Together, the case studies in this volume show that under a West-
ern rights framework, Indigenous protections are only as strong 
as the will of the government, despite the many gains made by 
Native activists in the last several decades. Pirjo Kristiina Virtanen  
and Lucas Artur Brasil Manchineri’s example (in Chapter 6, this 
volume) of the Manxinerus’ efforts to protect the Yine Hosha 
Hajene, one of the isolated Indigenous peoples of the Amazon, 
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along the Brazil–Peru border demonstrates this. Recently, govern-
ment officials and institutions have failed to implement or follow 
the international Indigenous and human rights laws and policies; 
this has only worsened under the current Bolsanaro administra-
tion of Brazil. The authors’ fears that these failures may lead to 
genocide are not overstated. With the limited protection offered 
by the rights framework to Native nations and Indigenous com-
munities, a new approach is needed.

The Need for a Different Framework: Indigenous 
Relationality and Homelands

All of the chapters speak to a range of efforts Indigenous peoples 
have made to maintain relations with homelands now claimed 
by protected spaces of nature. Popular historical understandings 
tell an incomplete story, that these protected spaces dispossessed 
Native peoples and have done so for a long time. This creates a 
totalizing and problematic narrative that makes it difficult for non-
Natives to understand that these areas remain important to tribal 
nations because they continue to be crucial parts of Indigenous 
homelands. Historically, Native peoples and communities shaped 
landscapes and waterscapes into homelands to provide a “good 
life” for themselves, and homelands remain essential for Indig-
enous nations today.62 In the past, homelands supported both sub-
sistence and commercial uses, particularly in the exchange and 
sale of natural commodities to neighboring Indigenous commu-
nities and eventually non-Native newcomers, such as European 
explorers, traders, colonists, and settlers. Today’s Indigenous 
nations seek to continue developing homelands in ways to sup-
port their economies and cultures and in alignment with their 
specific values.

But homelands had a deeper meaning than just practical use 
of terrestrial and aquatic resources. Indigenous peoples were in 
relations with these places and the flora and fauna found there. 
At the risk of engaging too closely with sweeping generalizations, 
one commonality that many Indigenous epistemologies share is 
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an understanding that humans are not separate from nature—we 
are an integral part of nature. Kettunen and Cuxil explain that this 
core belief, shared by many of the Maya peoples with whom they 
work, would greatly benefit sustainability practices in the Maya 
Region, which is why local Indigenous communities should be 
co-managers in protected spaces (Chapter 5, this volume). Native 
societies articulated—and continue to express and maintain—
these relations through specific practices that differed from one 
community and region to another. This should not be understood 
within the limited Western construct of the ecological Indian. As 
explained earlier, there are numerous problems with this dehu-
manizing stereotype, specifically in limiting the opportunities for 
real Indigenous peoples to manage relations with and practices 
relative to their homelands. Instead, we should see Indigenous 
relations with nature as specifically grounded in and anchored to 
homelands. These relations are historical and political, and remain 
relevant today.

Indigenous relationality and homelands offer a counterpoint to 
the dominant Western-oriented rights framework when it comes 
to understanding humanity’s integral place in nature. The chap-
ters in this volume suggest several important components of this 
different framework based on Indigenous epistemologies. These 
include the ways in which homelands shape identity; how Native 
societies use Indigenous knowledge to know and maintain their 
homelands; that Indigenous governance of homelands often 
focuses on environmental health; and that these relations and 
practices, even the homelands themselves, are adaptable.

Being in relations with homelands, inclusive of both terrestrial 
and marine spaces, occupies a foundational component of spe-
cific, placed-based Indigenous identities. For many Native socie-
ties, the homelands themselves are closely related to who they are 
as a distinct people. This is what Blackfeet elders express when 
they state that Glacier National Park is both the Backbone of the 
World—what they call Mistakis—and themselves (Carbaugh and 
Grimshaw, Chapter 7, this volume). Powerful spirits, such as Wind 
Maker, Cold Maker, Thunder, and Snow Shrinker (the Chinook 
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winds) lived in Mistakis, along with Napi, the trickster creator of 
the Blackfeet themselves, and Thunderbird, who gave them their 
first Medicine Pipe.63 Similarly, the Manxineru of eastern Brazil  
describe the headwaters of the Yaco River, part of the reserve they 
manage, as the “source of life” and an important “place of ances-
tors” (Virtanen and Manchineri, Chapter 6, this volume). Mistakis 
and the Yaco River’s headwaters are places where the Blackfeet and 
Manxineru became a people. Sites like these remain important as 
elders seek to teach new generations about specific Indigenous 
identities. For example, the Maya villagers with whom Peuramaki-
Brown and Morton work cite this as one of the reasons why they 
want access to and management over nearby protected spaces of 
nature—these locations continue to be important places of “being 
Maya” and remaining Maya for future generations (Chapter 4,  
this volume).

Native societies come to know and manage their homelands 
through Indigenous knowledge, also called traditional ecological 
knowledge.64 Indigenous peoples develop, accumulate, and refine 
this kind of knowledge across many generations of place-based 
practices related to hunting, fishing, gathering, and cultivation. 
Blackfeet elder Rising Wolf reminds us that one method for gain-
ing and maintaining Indigenous knowledge is through listening 
to the landscape (Carbaugh and Grimshaw, Chapter 7, this vol-
ume). Careful observations of lands, waters, and the other-than-
human members of extended communities offer many lessons 
that help to sustain relations with homelands. Native practition-
ers apply Indigenous knowledge through practices and activities, 
such as the creation of culturally specific material objects and 
medicines from plants harvested from homelands. This explains 
why Ngāi Tūhoe sought the ability to gather flora in Te Urewera; 
these important usufruct rights were affirmed in the 2017 Ure-
wera Board’s management plan (Coombes, Chapter 2, this vol-
ume). Dependent on material from homelands, Native arts, such 
as basketry and weaving, help to codify Indigenous knowledge 
and pass it on from one generation to another.65 As Hanna Ellen 
Guttorm explores in Chapter 8 in this volume, language similarly 



Replacing Rights with Indigenous Relationality to Reclaim Homelands   289

encodes Indigenous relationality with homelands, connecting 
peoples, places, knowledges, and practices. Traditional ecological 
knowledges are also central to the exercise of Indigenous govern-
ance over homelands.66 Through organizations such as the Inter-
national Union for Conservation of Nature and meetings like the 
2010 Convention on Biological Diversity, Native activists have 
made this argument with some success, which has encouraged 
Norway, for example, to support Sámi co-management of pro-
tected spaces along the lines of traditional ecological knowledge 
(Reimerson, Chapter 3, this volume).

In exercising governance over their homelands, most Indig-
enous authorities seek to restore or maintain the health of the  
environment. Because Native peoples are in relations with their 
homelands and the other-than-human members who also share 
these same spaces, Indigenous authorities engage in numerous 
protocols to maintain these relations. For example, the various 
Coast Salish tribal nations of the Pacific Northwest observe the 
First Salmon Ceremony. Once the first salmon of the season is 
caught in the early spring, the fish is carefully handled, prepared, 
and shared among the community. Its bones are specially arranged 
on a cedar-bough raft and returned to the sea so that it will tell the 
Salmon People that this particular village had been “good to us, 
[so] let’s be good to them.”67 Practices such as the First Salmon 
Ceremony reflect layers of Indigenous knowledge specific to 
salmon and the water. By respecting the Salmon People, keeping 
the rivers clean, and ensuring that plenty of fish return upriver to 
spawn, Coast Salish authorities—owners of specific fishing sites—
are exercising governance, while taking an active role in responsi-
bly managing the health of their homelands.

For most, if not all, Indigenous societies, ownership rights come 
with many reciprocal responsibilities that usually relate to main-
taining the health of the environment. Among Māori authori-
ties, these responsibilities are an important part of rangatiratanga 
(chieftainship).68 As Coombes explains, Ngāi Tūhoe leaders pur-
sued the restoration of Te Urewera so that they could once again 
exercise rangatiratanga over this important part of their homelands  
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(Chapter 2, this volume). While most Tūhoe favorably recognize 
that the new co-management arrangement helps to protect treas-
ured and unique species, such as the kererū (native woodpigeon) 
and the iconic kiwi, they remain concerned that the governance 
rooted in the rights of nature may inhibit rangatiratanga. Similarly, 
in taking the lead for reserving a large portion of their homelands 
for the preservation of the related Yine Hosha Hajene, Manxineru 
authorities see this as an important way to maintain healthy rela-
tions of the human–environment assemblage that is connected by 
interactions, reciprocity, relatedness, and dependency (Virtanen 
and Artur Brasil Manchineri, Chapter 6, this volume). Moreover, as 
Reimerson’s case study highlights, the Sámi Parliament continues 
to push the Norwegian Government for greater participation and 
inclusion in protected area governance so that management prac-
tices will safeguard their homelands, waters, and natural resources 
along Indigenous values and priorities (Chapter 3, this volume). 
Numerous studies beyond this volume have shown that recogniz-
ing and supporting Indigenous peoples’ rights to and epistemolo-
gies about their homelands and waters, along with benefit sharing, 
is critical to meeting conservation and biodiversity goals.69

Finally, the case studies in this volume illustrate the many ways in 
which Native nations and Indigenous communities adapt to main-
tain relations with homelands, especially in the face of colonial and 
settler colonial expansion. Analyses of Indigenous relations with 
homelands can overstate the fixity of Native peoples.70 But nearly 
all Indigenous communities exercised a high amount of purpose-
ful mobility annually, such as in seasonal rounds, and across longer 
periods of time. Archaeological field studies of Northwest Coast 
winter villages in the North American West, for example, demon-
strate that “people … return[ed] to these older villages, sometimes 
after 10 years, 100 years, or even 1,000 years”—they did not always 
just stay in one winter village.71 As Peuramaki-Brown and Morton 
learned in their work in Central America, more than 40 years ago, 
some Mopan Maya families moved 100 kilometers into the Stann 
Creek District, alongside other settled Maya relations and a few 
Garifuna (Chapter 4, this volume). Within a decade, they were 
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making territorial claims and proposing “homelands” status for 
their villages. These Maya villages have also sought to share in the 
profits from ecotourism related to nearby reserves, representing 
another adaptation of their relations with homelands. Ngāi Tūhoe 
and Sámi peoples are trying new co-management strategies with 
governments in order to restore some measure of governance over 
their homelands that are currently defined as national parks and 
reserves (Coombes and Reimerson, Chapters 2 and 3 respectively, 
this volume). And when the state ultimately fails to manage pro-
tected spaces, such as is the case in Brazil, Indigenous peoples like 
the Manxineru step in to exercise their authority over these por-
tions of their homelands (Virtanen and Artur Brasil Manchineri, 
Chapter 6, this volume). Manxineru leaders have worked collabo-
ratively with non-governmental organizations, other Indigenous 
communities, and even foreign governments in their protection 
efforts. Toward the end of Chapter 8, Guttorm asks: “How does 
the meaning of traditional ecological knowledge change if or 
when it turns from a nomadic necessity, ecological responsibility, 
and reciprocal respect to strengthening cultural identity?” While 
it is probably more accurate to note that Sámi cultural identity 
has long been tied to their mobility, ecological responsibility, and 
reciprocal respect (these are not mutually exclusive), Guttorm is 
correct in noting that Indigenous knowledges and practices do 
adapt in response to many factors, including settler colonialism. 
Indeed, scholars of traditional ecological knowledge often note 
that Indigenous peoples adapt their knowledge systems and prac-
tices to meet the challenges of changing environmental, social, 
and political conditions.72

• • •

As long as our understanding of humanity’s relationship with 
nature is defined by the mutable white-settler social constructs 
of wilderness, preservation, and the ecological Indian, Native 
nations and Indigenous communities will continue to have trou-
bled relations with national parks and reserves. White settlers 
and other elites used, and continue to deploy, these constructs to 
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privilege their rights over those of Indigenous peoples. At best, the 
entire rights framework only offers limited protections for Native 
nations, denying them the opportunity to exercise self-determina-
tion over their homelands. This has become even more pressing as 
consortia of nation-states and non-governmental environmental 
organizations push to protect 30 percent or more of the planet for 
biodiversity by 2030.73 As several of the chapters in this volume 
have revealed, current gains in co-management and participatory 
governance over protected spaces of nature remain limited as long 
as they are bound by a Western rights framework and premised 
on models that keep humans separate from nature. Despite these 
limitations, Indigenous peoples covered in this volume’s case stud-
ies continue to maintain relations with the portions of homelands 
from which they have been dispossessed by national parks and 
reserves. Governance and management models based on histori-
cal and contemporary Indigenous relationality to homelands offer 
a foundation for moving forward in a new way.
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