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Abstract

This work of qualitative, phenomenological anthropological research investigates
the challenges that environmental activists (both Native and Mestizo, which is defined in
this study as a continuum, not a dichotomy), who are operating from nature-centric,
Indigenous worldviews have experienced in communicating those worldviews to those
who grew up within a Western worldview. How are Indigenous and Mestizo
environmental activists attempting to engage the political, corporate and institutional
decision makers in productive dialog during this period of climate crisis and species
extinction?

While Indigenous worldviews are simple to verbalize (i.e., "animals are our
relatives", "we must protect our Earth Mother", and so on), these worldviews have proven
very difficult for many non-Indigenous people to grasp and take fo heart.

This profound cognitive disconnect has been identified by others (Deloria Jr.
2006, xxv), but I realized during the research that the truly fundamental question is: what
is the precise source of this disconnect? My interviews with environmental activists
indicate that the disconnect is real, but is not merely based on linguistic, textual, cultural,
conceptual, ideological, or prevailing received bodies of knowledge propagated via
Western economic, political and educational systems. It is deeper than that.

For this paper, I interviewed 18 Indigenous and Mestizo environmental activists
in the U.S. Southwest (northern New Mexico and the Rio Grande Valley of Texas), and

British Columbia, Canada. All operate from a nature-centric worldview and have



received pushback, from people "politely turning away", to being labeled in the media by
politicians as an "extremist" or "ecoterrorist". This reception to the worldviews they are
trying to convey can be baffling and discouraging for them, despite years of working to
communicate effectively and developing thick skins. While some activists continue to
reach out, others will no longer waste their time. Some are educators, some write, speak,
engage in public policy, practice law or engage in protests, some simply do their personal
life work, (particularly agriculture), while sharing their knowledge according to their
personal values of respect for the land and life. All have expressed different levels of
frustration at being held back by the barriers they have encountered in communicating
their views—which, to them, are reasonable, rational, and based in empirical
observation—to those in the dominant Western culture who find these viewpoints to be
totally alien, and in some cases, threatening. All describe progress in their environmental
work as "slow".

It is my intention to contribute to a deeper understanding of the communication
challenges that environmental activists who operate from an Indigenous worldview face
in their work and to explore potential avenues to reach those who are deeply disconnected
from nature. Time is short for those attempting to convey an Indigenous longue durée
value system to non-native political, corporate and institutional decision makers who do
not value Indigenous land-based histories, knowledge or points of view. This gap is
seemingly intractable. Can this problem be improved upon or solved? Is this
communication breakdown conceptual, based in cognition and cultural norms, or is it a
manifestation of something else? Can this disconnect be bridged to avert climate

catastrophe and collectively build a better future for all life on earth?



Frontispiece

Hermit’s Peak in Northern New Mexico before the area north of Hermit's Peak

was decimated in a 341,471-acre wildfire that burned for four months in 2022 during a
time of extreme drought conditions exacerbated by climate change (Lentz, et. al. 2021).
The fire was unwisely scheduled and set by the U.S. Forest Service as a "controlled burn"
during a dry and windy period that immediately got out of control. Indigenous protocols
for controlled burns were not being followed.

Northern New Mexico today is comprised of ancestral homelands that Anasazi
(Ancestral Puebloan), Jicarilla Apache, Comanche, Paiute, Navajo (Din¢), Ute, 19 Pueblo
tribes, and other Indigenous peoples have roamed, lived and hunted on, and settled for

thousands of years.



This is also an area of historic land grants in New Mexico awarded by the Spanish
Crown to communities and individuals from 1598 to 1821, and by the Mexican
government from 1821 to 1846, prior to the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hildalgo,
between Mexico and the United States of America, which ended the Mexican-American
War.

Photograph © 2010, Roy A. Montibon
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Author's Biographical Sketch

In addition to having been a Harvard Teaching Fellow, I have taught Visual Arts,
Design, Digital Media and Creative Process at UCLA Extension and UC Irvine
Extension, Chapman University and Occidental College, and have run special programs
including international symposia at UCLA and UC Irvine. I am a lifelong artist, designer
and entrepreneur. I run the Entrepreneurs for Social Impact program at United World
College, a leading international IB school with its only U.S. campus in New Mexico.
United World College has been nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize twice in the last three
years. I have encouraged my students to tackle “seemingly intractable problems” for
years. It is my personal mission to see if somehow, I can help bridge the vast gulf in
comprehension and cognition between worldviews that is a significant roadblock to
effective communication and decision making regarding environmental issues. This

thesis is a part of that effort.
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retrospect, I believe this is the reason I was able to "see" them as the magical creatures
that they were and also the reason why the other kids, and all of the adults in the
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Chapter I.

Background and Research Questions

Three great events stand at the threshold of the modern age and determine its character:
the discovery of America and the ensuing exploration of the whole earth; the
Reformation, which by expropriating ecclesiastical and monastic possessions started the
twofold process of individual expropriation and the accumulation of social wealth; the
invention of the telescope and the development of a new science that considers

the nature of the earth from the viewpoint of the universe.

...innerworldly alienation has nothing to do, either in intent or content, with the
alienation from the earth inherent in the discovery and taking possession of the earth.

—Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 1958

This thesis is complex and wide ranging, so there are three types of background
that I will cover: the Researcher, the Problem, plus the root cause of the specific
communication challenge faced by environmental activists who operate from an
Indigenous worldview, (which I refer to as the Intractable Gap, which I will describe in
detail in Chapter IV). It has become clear in this research that there is an experiential and
cognitive gap that impedes substantive progress in the efforts of environmentalists to
create effective communication and opportunities for corporate and political decision
makers to make more informed, effective and widely beneficial decisions based on deep

insights about our relationship to nature.



Background of the Researcher

For the purposes of this thesis, it is important that I provide the reader with some
relevant context about my slightly unusual background as it pertains to this thesis and my
concluding theory about the gap in comprehension and cognition between Indigenous
worldviews and Western worldviews. This information is crucial to explaining my
relationship as a researcher with my Interviewees and the topics at hand.

I am not Native American, but am often mistaken—by Natives and non-Natives
alike—to be a Native American where I live in Northern New Mexico. This is due to my
Pacific Islander origins. I never correct hostile non-Natives as I'm interested to see how
far their hostility will take them. Will they attack me? Will they pull a weapon? I've had
food thrown at me by restaurant workers who didn't want "Indians" in their restaurant.
One avowed white supremacist tried to run me over in Santa Fe. It's important to
recognize how deep the hatred toward Indigenous people goes, even in politically liberal
pockets like Santa Fe. I explain to my Native friends that I was born in Hawaii, and my
ancestors hail from a variety of Pacific Islands, including Japan, and I have, at least, a bit
of Russian and Spanish thrown into the mix. My grandfather on my Japanese mother's
side had red hair and freckles. People in Tokyo would call him, "the Swiss", but he was
not Swiss. According to family histories, he was half Russian of the western empire
Lithuanian / Latvian / Ukrainian variety. This is likely the result of his father having a
child with a Russian woman during, or after, the Russo-Japanese War. Basically, I am a
global mutt. But my genetic background is less important to this study than the fact that I
have a foot in both the Indigenous world and the Western world. I grew up attending

Western schools designed and operated by Western political institutions promoting



Western worldviews. Yet, I live my life and make decisions based on an Indigenous
nature-centric worldview. How can this be?

In elementary school we read Ishi in Two Worlds and Island of the Blue Dolphins.
Those two books were the only information on Indigenous "Indians" that the school
provided, besides some lessons on the California missions and Father Junipero Serra
blessing the Indians. No one mentioned that Serra was an Inquisitor for the Spanish
Inquisition or that he may have enslaved Indians. In high school, we studied American
History, which focused on the typical lessons about Washington crossing the Delaware,
the Declaration of Independence, The Constitution, Jefferson's Monticello, the Wild
West, and the Civil War. Jefferson's slaves were not mentioned and slavery itself was an
afterthought. (I only learned about Jim Crow and the Civil Rights Movement from
teachers who had been '60's radicals). The only official mention of Natives had to do with
accounts of the Pilgrim settler colonists trading beads, pelts and knives with the local
Indians and fanciful stories about peace, harmony and Thanksgiving—as if Thanksgiving
were a kind of San Francisco love-in from 1967—with muskets. There was no mention of
scalp bounties, long walks, land theft or diseases imported by the settlers.

Despite my thoroughly Western schooling, as with many Indigenous people, I
have had the experience of growing up largely in nature, with an un-taught, non-verbal,
hyper-sensory ability to apprehend the world directly. I hiked a lot and rode my bike
everywhere. On excursions into nature, I paid attention to individual plants, flowers,
animals, rocks and landscape features—even very tiny ones. I would find rattlesnakes,

scorpions and tarantulas and would observe their behavior closely.



I have always been interested in the cosmos and would lay on the grass for hours
at night watching the movement of the stars, planets and the occasional meteorite
streaking across the dark sky. My father explained to me that the constellations, which we
perceive as two-dimensional graphic representations of mythical figures, are actually
extremely three dimensional. One star in the constellation may be relatively close,
another star in the same constellation may be much further away from us. My interest in
astronomy extended to the theories of an oscillating universe—the cyclic model of
expansion and contraction, destruction and rebirth—as opposed to the linear model, ruled
by infinite entropy, which results in a totally bleak, dead and dark universe at some point
in the future. The cyclical universe is the only universe that made sense to me. This, of
course, corresponds to Eliade's archetypal Myth of Eternal Return, contrasted with the
modern concept of linearity and historicity. In the section, The Terror of History, Eliade
explicates ancient and Indigenous archetypal, cyclical cosmological views borne of
empirical observation over millennia as opposed to the unidirectional, linear time of
"historical man", (i.e., Western man). Ancient peoples "periodically abolished history
through repetition of the cosmogony and a periodic regeneration of time or by giving
historical events a metahistorical meaning, a meaning that was not only consoling but
was above all coherent, that is, capable of being fitted into a well-consolidated system in
which the cosmos and man’s existence had each its raison d’étre" (Eliade 1954, 141).

Another concept that seemed logical to me was the concept of multiple,
simultaneous universes existing beyond the scope of our limited human understanding
and perception. These personal orientations may also explain why, as an adult, and

without yet having read Eliade, I formed a company with a partner and named it New



Archetype, a subjective reference to Indigenous worldviews. It also happens that my
partner at that time was 1/4 Native American.

As a child, the trees greeted me and spoke to me—not in English, but in their
ineffable tree language. I perceived three of the kids in my neighborhood as magical
creatures—literally—every time I encountered them. They didn't "do" magic, they
embodied the deep, magical quality of life itself. My relationships with those magical
creatures were entirely non-verbal. These moments were experienced directly and
spontaneously, without any verbal instruction from elders, mediation or mentoring.
Therefore, these experiences were neither cognitive or cultural. Particularly vivid through
elementary school, these experiences have continued, intermittently, throughout my life.

These perceptions always felt completely natural, and fully integrated into "real
life". There was nothing unusual about any of it. This was simply how the world was:
sparkling, alive, intelligent, ineffable. Eliade may refer to this experience as "the zone of
absolute reality". My experiences have been very similar to the direct, innate (i.e., not
taught, not cognitive) experiences with nature that many Indigenous people have
experienced. This is nearly impossible to communicate to those who did not experience
the magical qualities of nature in their early lives. In the Western world, these innate,
ineffable experiences are discounted, dismissed as hallucinations and discouraged in
children. Western worldviews are disconnected from nature through abstraction:
language, concepts, categorical thinking, linear time and systems design.

As a young child, I lived across the street from a major U.S. Strategic Air
Command (SAC) base. The fathers of nearly all of my classmates were pilots,

bombardiers, navigators or mechanics for a large fleet of B-52 nuclear bombers. We grew



up next to thousands of nuclear warheads stored on the base. By the second grade we
understood that our shared reality was that the SAC base was a major U.S. target and
we’d be among the very first to die in an all-out nuclear war with Russia. We endured
middle-of-the night MITO (Minimum Interval Takeoff) bomber alerts that would shake
our houses. Each time, no one knew if it was a test or a real attack. Knowing that we
could all be vaporized by Russian ICBMs in the next 15 minutes induced a profound
liminal state of total powerlessness—a precarious breach of normal existence. Suddenly
plunged into the infinite void between life and death, I would fall back asleep on MITO
alert nights having accepted the fact that I would not live to see the sun rise. It was a
nightmarish rite of passage that most children do not experience. I faced this breach and
experienced liminality alone, without true communitas (Turner, 1969). This threat of
imminent death happened so often that it nearly became routine. But not quite. I was
always happy to wake up in the morning.

I grew up with asthma and as a child have experienced the existential terror of
struggling to breathe, gasping for air. I can best describe this experience as drowning—
for days on end. It leaves one completely spent. The medications did not help. I was too
young to articulate what this experience was like to anyone, including my parents. I
would miss two weeks of school at a time, repeatedly. During those weeks, due to a lack
of oxygen, I would hallucinate. Sounds such as the metallic banging of a gas heater
would be magnified into a massive malevolent presence. Every night I felt that I was
being crushed under a giant wheel and knew that I would die alone in the dark before

morning arrived. Every night, I accepted my impending death and never complained.



My health was menaced. Terror came. For days on end I fell asleep and,
when I woke, the dark dreams continued. I was ripe for death. My debility
led me along a route of dangers, to the world’s edge, to Cimmeria, the
country of black fog and whirlwinds (Rimbaud 1873).

My mother survived the firebombing of Tokyo as a small child. She watched her
friends and neighbors burn to death. An entire branch of my mother's family was
obliterated in the nuclear attack on Hiroshima. The stories she told me of her memories of
her neighbors and small children on fire in the street were haunting. Her stories of
imminent threats of death and having to flee the bombings were a significant part of my
early childhood experience, helping to shape my view of life as transitory and often under
lethal assault, from incendiary bombs, nuclear war and asthma attacks.

For these reasons, I read Herman Kahn's book, On Thermonuclear War, in the
sixth grade and educated myself to became an anti-nuclear activist while still in high
school.

Lastly, my parents suffered grievous racism. I did not experience the same overt
racism that they did. However, I did have the experience in elementary school of having
had someone paint five swastikas on the white wall in front of our house. I imagine it was
an attempt to intimidate my family as someone also used to throw KKK pamphlets onto
our front porch. As much as I value growing up in my rough-and-tumble dysfunctional
neighborhood, filled with abusive alcoholic fathers and distant mothers stoned on
"mother's litter helpers" (Jagger and Richards, 1966), it is obvious in retrospect that
someone in my neighborhood had racist tendencies and did not want my brown family
there. When I mentioned the swastikas, my father barely looked up from the book he was

reading and said, "Well, paint them over". He was like that, very direct and not



intimidated by anyone. I was of course angry, not just because some racist had painted
five swastikas on our property but because I had to spend the entire afternoon in the hot
sun repeatedly painting them over to obliterate them. Every time people in cars slowly
drove by to gawk at me, I turned around to fully face the car and give the occupants my
best "death glare". Mostly I was irritated that I had missed out on an entire afternoon of
bike riding with my friends.

Several of my Native friends and colleagues refer to me as "brother". One even
calls me her, "cosmic brother". But I did not grow up with ceremonies on tribal lands, nor
did I have the benefit of shamanic guidance (Eliade 1964). Yet, the experiences I have
described above form the very deep connection I have with most Indigenous people. I
have experienced the country of black fog and whirlwinds. Indigenous people have faced
down existential threats of death and violence for 500 years. They have survived death by
smallpox and other unseen diseases that Europeans imported into "the new world".
Native and Mestizo peoples have also faced unrelenting racism, both overt and covert, for
centuries. Despite all of this, some of my interviewees stated, "We are still here" (Silva
2019). Cosmologically and physically, they know that no matter what others do to them
or our environment, the earth will still be here long after we are all gone. Yet, they still
want to do good in the world. They are attempting to save humans from the hubris and
shortsightedness of Western thinking, and save the land, animals, plants, and waterways
from harm along the way. This is truly a selfless cause given what the Western colonialist
program (Mills 2003) has done to them and continues to do. From their point of view,

they still have a role to play in maintaining the balance of the universe. I do as well.



Background of the Problem

This thesis is focused on the specific communication challenges, successes and
gaps that Indigenous and Mestizo environmental and social justice activists have
experienced in their work. (Environmental Justice and Social Justice go hand-in-hand).
The study is based on interviews with 18 participants: 11 Indigenous and Mestizo
environmental activists in Northern New Mexico (home to three Apache tribes, Navajo
Nation and 19 Pueblos) and Brownsville, Texas, (currently a flashpoint in the U.S. war
on immigrants), and 7 First Nations environmental activists in British Columbia, Canada.

The 18 Interviewees are all committed environmentalists who are up against an
immense challenge: there is a profound urgency to make substantive progress in altering
the destructive course that our world is on regarding global warming and climate
change. Many are working on this problem (Hawkin 2017), but we are inexorably
crossing the tipping point where climate feedback loops will take us into uncharted
territory of irreversible calamity that will be hard to comprehend and impossible to
mitigate. All life on earth will suffer the consequences. There is no time to spare,
significant changes in direction need to happen quickly.

When we talk about rapid increases in atmospheric carbon and the resulting
greenhouse effects, caused by human activity, it is important to remember that the human
activity we are referring to is air pollution. No one would want to breathe polluted air in
their neighborhood, or in their home, but many people accept air pollution on a national
or international scale as an unavoidable consequence of industrial/economic activity. We
have now reached the point where human-caused heat-trapping air pollution is being

exacerbated by natural feedback loops, such as melting glaciers and sea ice, causing the



dark ocean surface to absorb more solar energy at higher levels. A hotter ocean expands
causing coastal sea level rise (Hawken 2017), even without accounting for the volume of
the ice melt into the oceans themselves. Add in the volume of water from global ice melt
and sea level rise is further exacerbated. There are multiple feedback loops coming into
play at this point. Another example that impacts the economic viability of towns and
cities (such as in Central California and Mexico City) is land subsidence (Holzer 1984)
caused by the over-pumping of aquifers. When underground water pressure is reduced,
the sand and rocks compress causing surface subsidence. This damages roadways, tilts
buildings and increases the chances of catastrophic flooding during major storms, in
California, often caused by atmospheric rivers. Why are we over-pumping aquifers?
Water prices have been kept artificially low to benefit Big Ag and big developers
(Glennon 2002). Small farmers have to pay attention to every drop of water. Big
agricultural operations pump and spray, evaporating much of ancient aquifer water into
the atmosphere. Additionally Big Ag grows water hungry crops (and cattle) in huge
quantities. When exported to other countries, Big Ag is essentially exporting precious
water from North American deserts to other parts of the world.

Of course, air pollution is not the only form of pollution that environmentalists are
battling. Mineral mining employs and releases toxic substances onto the land that leach
into waterways. Toxic waste water spills kill fish, leaving dead rivers and polluted water
that is not suitable for river-adjacent agriculture (Department of the Interior 2015).
Uranium mining leaves radioactive mill tailings in, and adjacent to, mining communities
(U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 2020). Fracking injects an unidentified (due to

corporate Intellectual Property protections), toxic brew of chemicals into rock layers to
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release ancient organic material, as well as injecting fracking waste water back into the
ground. All of this leaches into aquifers (Environmental Protection Agency 2012).
Offshore oil drilling and oil spills leave coastal dead zones (Schenkman, Service and
Stokstad 2010). Pipeline leaks and spills pollute the lands and rivers that they cross, also
interfering with wildlife migration patterns (Diaz 2022). PFAS and other "forever"
chemicals (Kempisty and Racz 2021) are found in rivers, aquifers, crops and human
bodies. Lead is found in drinking water (CDC 2024). Elevated lead levels damage the
minds and nervous systems of growing children. There is an ongoing effort to adopt an
internationally accepted definition of the crime of Ecocide (UCLA Promise Institute for
Human Rights 2021). All of this damage is caused by irresponsible corporate executives
and shareholders enabled by corrupt, sociopathic politicians who have no concerns
beyond their time in office. The list of abject corporate and governmental harm is long.
The problem is that corporate executives, shareholders and finance do not care
about the future. They only care about margins and profits over the next quarter. (Klein
2014, 100) Political enablers of bad corporate behavior only care about "economic
development" in their home districts. Economic development initiatives often don't
differentiate between positive economic development that will benefit constituents over
the long haul vs. counter-productive and damaging economic development-derived "jobs"
that politicians can crow about, no matter how dirty, dangerous or deadly the jobs are, or
what the long-term social and environmental costs and consequences may be. Examples
include uranium, coal and mineral mining, particularly strip mining; logging in
environmentally sensitive forests; plutonium pit production for nuclear weapons; fracking

and other oil and gas extraction that causes both aquifer contamination and methane
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pollution; tire recycling plants; manufacturing that utilizes toxic and dangerous materials
such as PFAS and it's "forever chemical" relatives; endless plastic packaging; industrial
feedlots with toxic waste ponds that overtop during floods polluting the surrounding land
and polluting ground water; data warehouses, crypto mining and Al machine learning
operations that have enormous energy requirements; nuclear power plants which have
inherent supply chain, cooling, national security, nuclear non-proliferation and hazardous
waste problems; radioactive waste handling, transportation and long-term storage
projects; cleanup of radioactive releases and spills; and superfund-site cleanup.

Environmentalists have a very steep uphill battle to fight. Some of the
interviewees for this thesis file lawsuits and argue cases in court. Some protest in the
streets. Some write books or articles. Some run for office. Some work to raise up a new
generation of activists through experiential education, public education or higher
education. Some engage in public policy and draft new legislation. Some participate in
talks and panel discussions, hoping to reach the hearts and minds of those who may have
concerns about the environment but who have not yet been actively engaged in protecting
it, (i.e., potential environmental allies). All are very committed to their work.

These are all viable paths of action and resistance against irresponsible state and
corporate behavior, but unless the decision makers who control trillions of dollars in
capital, millions of employees and billions in tax subsidies fundamentally change the
basis on which they make decisions, and quickly, the necessary change in perspective to
avoid the irreversibility of climate change and environmental damage will not take place.
Some studies show what some of my interviewees and their elders fear—that we may

have already passed that tipping point (Armstrong et. al. 2022). We are at 1.5°C, and are

12



approaching 3 degrees Celsius in temperature rise over pre-industrial levels. Self-
centered and greed-driven human decisions will release a cascade of catastrophes across
the globe. Fifteen distinct self-perpetrating Climate Tipping Points (CTPs) have now
been identified. "... we are now heading for 3 °C of global warming by the end of the
century. Such a 'three-degree world' involves not a mere doubling of the adverse effects
of'a'l.5-degree world.' The effects of global warming are not linear but worsen
dramatically as temperatures rise. A three-degree world would have catastrophic impacts
on humans and other living beings all around the world" (Wiegandt, et. al. 2024).

Of course, corporate consultants can remind executives to make responsible
decisions regarding their operations, their employees, their customers, their communities
and the wider world. Collectively, these efforts have been buzz-worded into "DEI" and
"ESG." There has been extreme pushback from corporate shareholders and their political
enablers, including the White House, to destroy anything that hints at DEI or ESG.
(Kilgore 2025). As one of my Harvard professors admonishes students when dealing with
acronyms, "Say the words!" Diversity. Equity. Inclusion. Corporate Environmental
responsibility, Social responsibility and responsible Governance. Corporate executives
and their shareholders want full power to behave in totally irresponsible ways and
literally destroy everyone and anything in order to generate more short-term profits to
benefit themselves and themselves only. DEI and ESG initiatives stand in their way and
are being dismantled now in corporations, government agencies and universities,
ostensibly due to "outside pressure". But do these entities truly benefit financially from
not treating their employees, customers and communities fairly? Some company CEOs

and shareholder groups are pushing back on that assumption, and have stated that fairness
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and opportunity in their organizations does actually benefit their bottom lines. Why? It
gives them a more diverse range of talent and that range creates opportunities for varied
insights and better decision making (Hood 2025).

But, if reminding corporate executives and shareholders, in a vaguely parental
way, that they should behave responsibly in the world, because that's what good people
do, doesn't work, on what basis will corporate executives, shareholders and politicians
make decisions that are effective and responsible? (By the way, there is a huge difference
between being efficient and being effective. At a certain point efficiency becomes
counter-productive and destructive. Do MBA graduates understand the difference?) A
substantive positive change in decision making modus operandi will involve a wholesale
turn toward a way of being and a world view that has existed for tens of thousands of
years: rational and spiritual Indigenous nature-centric worldviews that value continuous
life on earth as opposed to a frenzied orgasm of exploitation, extraction and financial

gain that ends in complete ruin.

The Research Questions

So, how can we turn the tide of destructive inertia that multi-national
corporations, shareholders, politicians and their finance overlords have set in motion?
How do we initiate wholesale bona fide change, based, in part, on the inclusion of the
wisdom of Indigenous worldviews?

The research questions for this study are: How are Indigenous environmental
activists attempting to extend their influence and advocate for a radical change in
worldviews during a time of climate catastrophe and species extinction? What challenges

and pushback have they experienced in attempting to change prevailing mindsets to
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engender a vision for a more positive trajectory for all life on earth? Are their efforts at
dialog making make a difference? Some of the interviewees have indicated that face-to-
face dialog that respects differences and seeks to learn the different views among
opponents has been effective in changing previously held views—among individuals.
This is a process that slowly evolves over weeks, months or years. It involves a
commitment to building rapport with individual opponents in public policy and
sometimes in political contexts. In some cases, this has collaboratively produced new
knowledge and understandings between former opponents that can lead to more than
mere cooperation, it can lead to camaraderie and communitas in a common cause and
unanticipated political alliances. But this takes time, which is currently in short supply.

Several participants felt that education, particularly among very young students
can be effective in more inclusive plans and for revitalizing and saving the earth. Youth
energy is powerful and represents the future of environmental work. There are more
commonalities than differences between the challenges that Indigenous activists in
British Columbia and the U.S. Southwest face in their efforts at communication on a
daily basis. Despite the geographic and political distance between the First Nations
Indigenous people and the U.S. Southwest Indigenous people, the range of
communication methods they are using and the levels of frustration are nearly identical.
However, politically, the background context for Native interaction with their respective
governments is a bit different. Native Americans need to make a concerted effort at being
invited to the table at local, state and national political meetings and hearings. But if they
can make headway in this regard, they seem to be more likely to be heard and taken

seriously by governmental bodies. Canadian First Nations people are more likely to be
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sought out by their Provincial and national governmental bodies by an officially-
appointed liaison. Yet, their views are less likely to be taken seriously by the
governmental bodies that the liaisons are representing. At least one Canadian interviewee
reported that the official government liaisons themselves are frustrated and have
expressed that they are "tired of representing Rome" (i.e., the Roman Empire).

Each interviewee has different perspectives, and some acknowledge that some
progress has been made, but a common theme among both First Nations activists and
Southwest U.S. activists is the experience of frustration while attempting to communicate
Indigenous nature-centric worldviews to those who grew up in the prevailing Western,
text-oriented worldview. The purpose of this thesis is not to compare and contrast the
cultural or political differences between First Nations environmental activists and
activists from the Southwest U.S. I included Canadian First Nations Interviewees because
I wanted to see if differing political contexts significantly altered the efficacy of
Indigenous-to-Western communication and understanding. The interviews indicate that it
does not. What I found is that the difficulty in communicating Indigenous values and
worldviews to Western thinkers is grounded specifically in differences in how Indigenous
and Western individuals experience and value nature, land, water, air, and all life on
earth. Do these things exist purely for human use, enjoyment and exploitation, or does
nature have value in and of itself? This problem is crucial with political and corporate
decision makers whose personal ways of thinking and perceiving the world have the most
impact on laws, policies, regulations and responsibilities—or lack of responsibility—that
are exacerbating environmental degradation locally, regionally and around the world. As

I got deeper into this study, it became apparent that it is critical to identify the causes of,
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and the potential solutions to, this seemingly intractable communication problem. Given
that the 1.5°C global temperature rise target has been breached, (World Meteorological
Organization 2025) and climate-driven wildfires, floods, hurricanes are becoming more
common, widespread and destructive by the month, (UC Boulder 2024), this problem is
an existential problem on the way to an apocalypse.

According to the recent update to the Planetary Boundaries Framework, six of
the nine boundaries that are critical to the stability of the Earth as a complex biosphere
have now been transgressed, with a seventh factor, ocean acidification, on the verge of
being breached, “suggesting that Earth is now well outside of the safe operating space for
humanity” (Richardson, et. al., 2023)—as well as all life on the planet. Global warming is
no longer a projected crisis, we are now fully engulfed in a complex multi-faceted
climate catastrophe—literally a human-caused mass extinction event. Humans are a
species of animal, and as such, are not immune from mass extinction events, regardless of
the cause and despite our hubris.

Native and Mestizo land stewards and environmental activists, draw from the
wisdom, cosmovision and nature-centered worldview of their ancestors, going back
thousands of years in North America and well over a millennium of Roman, Visigoth and
Muslim influence on the Iberian Peninsula prior to the Reconquista in 1492. This
includes the development of acequias as both a means and a way of water sharing which
were imported by the Spanish into the Americas. They are attempting to guide the world
on a path away from prevailing Western political and extraction-oriented and
exploitation-based multinational capitalist paradigms (Smith 1776, Levy 2021) toward a

healthier, more balanced, less damaging and less resource intensive approach to life.
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How are Indigenous environmental activists attempting to engage the ongoing
globalist/colonialist mindset in more effective ways? The Oglala Lakota warrior and
medicine man, Black Elk, felt the responsibility "to bring to life the flowering tree of his
people," through story, in the hope "his own people, as well as the white men, would gain
a better understanding of the truths of their Indian traditions" (Brown 1989, 10). Megan
Minoka Hill (Oneida Nation of Wisconsin, Senior Director, Project on Indigenous
Governance and Development and Director of the Honoring Nations program at Harvard
Kennedy School) recounts that her father used to say, “The longest journey you can take
is from your head to your heart. Many don’t make it” (Minoka Hill 2023). Indigenous
worldviews are commonsense and are based on a close observation of nature with its
depth, dynamism, extraordinary diversity and surprises. Yet, Indigenous worldviews have
proven difficult for many non-Indigenous people to truly comprehend, or to fully "grok"
(Heinlein 1961). "Grok" is a pivotal concept in sci-fi writer Robert Heinlein's influential
novel, Stranger in a Strange Land. To grok means fo drink, deeply; to understand
something so thoroughly, profoundly, intimately and intuitively that it intrinsically
becomes a part of you as does the water you drink. Valuing nature, and thus feeling
compelled to protect the land, water, air and all life on earth, is not intuitive to many
Western thinkers who do not truly grasp these concepts. The Western mindset sees the
land, water, air and other living things as existing solely for mankind to exploit for its
own benefit. Significantly, the title of Heinlein's novel cuts both ways: Who was the
original stranger who arrived in a land that appeared strange to him? Who is now being

treated as a stranger in their own land? The journey from head to heart is obstructed by
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centuries of Western abstraction and colonialist propaganda, violence and persistence,
like a clogged artery.

Indigenous and Mestizo people everywhere live in a psychic and cultural
borderland of conflicting worldviews. Regarding the U.S. borderlands of New Mexico
and Texas, Gloria Anzaldua has said, "This land has survived possession and ill-use by
five countries: Spain, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the U.S., the Confederacy, and the
U.S. again. It has survived Anglo-Mexican blood feuds, lynchings, burnings, rapes,
pillage" (Anzaldua 1987, 112). This borderland is a longue durée (Braudel 1958), liminal
state (Turner 1969) between a traditional Indigenous land/air/water/sky-orientation
centered on an intimate human relationship with nature vs. the materialistic, exploitative
profit-seeking Western world. (The term longue durée refers to those things, practices
and concepts that have existed, or will exist for very long periods of time. The term was
introduced to anthropology and archaeology by French historian Fernand Braudel in
1958).

This study incorporates activists from the Southwest United States and Canada,
but is primarily centered in New Mexico, home to the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 and a
borderland microcosm of colonial incursion, violence and resistance (Liebmann 2012).
New Mexico is also the home to the Manhattan Project, the Atomic Bomb,
“downwinders” whose health and well-being were sacrificed for generations since the
first nuclear bomb test at the Trinity Site along the Jornada del Muerto (Leede and
O’Brien 2021), uranium mining on Native land (Genay 2019), the Long Walk of the
Navajo (Hornsby and McPherson 2009), and the establishment and expansion of Los

Alamos National Laboratories, where nuclear weapons development continues to this day
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(Gomez 2022). New Mexico’s Native American past and ancient cosmovision can be
found across New Mexico but is very apparent in the Anasazi architecture and
petroglyphs at Chaco Culture National Historical Park—once home to the Ancestral
Puebloans who were displaced by forced migration, most likely due to drought (Lenz, et.
al. 2021). Some of the petroglyphs at Chaco depict the bright supernova (SN-1054), that
appeared in the sky in the year 1054—the same year as the Great Schism between
Cerularius, the patriarch of Constantinople and Pope Leo IX, that split the Roman
Catholic Church from the Byzantine (Eastern Orthodox) Church by mutual
excommunication. New Mexico’s ongoing colonial future is exemplified by the US
Department of Energy’s Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (Dept. of Energy 2023) in the
southeast corner of the state—a temporary solution that is now considered by US
politicians and nuclear industry leaders to be virtually permanent. WIPP itself an example
of failed policy and indifference to the peoples of the colonial borderlands. Thus, New
Mexico is not just an historic contact zone between the Spanish and the original
inhabitants, to this day, it is a land of uncertainty, fluid identities (Anzaldua 1987),
environments in crisis and a national prototype for the apocalyptic radioactive borderland
of the future (Leede and O’Brien 2021).

This study is partly focused on Indigenous and Mestizo activists engaged in cases
related to land use and abuse: (e.g., uranium and coal mining; power generation; nuclear
weapons production, radioactive waste and resulting negative health effects). We
examine the breaches, crises and redressive actions (Turner 1990) taken in the form of
environmental activism, by those Native American and disempowered Mestizo

communities directly impacted by the military/industrial “sacrifice zones” (Genay 2019)
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in New Mexico. Sacrifice zone land use provides a context to illuminate not just
continuing manifestations of the colonial land-theft mindset, but a total sociopathic
disregard for defiling the land as a form of psychic and physical oppression.

Some of the interviewees are involved in both environmental activism and social
justice activism, to combat the “everyday violence” (Scheper-Hughes 1993), experienced
by Native Americans, borderland Mestizos and First Nations people. That everyday
violence in takes many forms, but is exemplified by the cancer-causing pollution left
upon the land and in the water by extractive industries and, in New Mexico, nuclear
weapons development.

I asked the participants if their potential challenges to current paradigms met with
hostility. Also, what forms of pushback have been experienced? The research examines
how Indigenous worldviews are being invoked in ways that are intended to be heard,
understood and taken seriously by non-Indigenous corporate and government leaders,
consumers, students, educators, scholars, policy makers—and responses to these efforts.
The interviews did not reveal an overarching strategy across study participants for
achieving the goal of breaking through non-Indigenous roadblocks, but many methods
(e.g., public speaking vs. public policy vs education) are being tried. Ineffective methods
are dropped, but whether any given method is effective depends upon context and the
skills and patience of the individual activist. In other words, what works for one
environmental activist with Indigenous worldviews may not work for another.

These methods cover quite a range from experiential education to aggressive

official tribal position statements submitted to state governments setting clear limits for
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land and water use on, and proximate to, Indigenous lands. A full list of the
methodologies that interview participants are using can be found in Chapter III.

Indigenous views are not uniform across various peoples, tribes and nations, but
in general are oriented toward an understanding of a very closely integrated relationship
of humans with the natural world—which provides all of us, regardless of how we view
nature, with sustenance and life. Indigenous environmental activists, regardless of tribal
affiliation, work in opposition to the irresponsible, profit-oriented industrial world which
believes that environmental degradation is just an inconsequential externality. What are
the factors that Natives identify as contributing to the marginalization of their efforts,
specifically regarding the fundamental issue of reimagining the relationship of humans
with the natural world? What approaches do they feel have been effective in their
environmental work? What has been difficult? From their perspective, what are the root
causes of active resistance to Indigenous environmental narratives regarding the natural
world? Can argumentation be replaced with forward-looking dialog, negotiation,
inclusive decision making and deep consensus?

What is deep consensus? Mere agreement among the humans around the table? Or
is something more needed? In describing Haudenosaunee (aka, Iroquois, a derogatory
term coined by French Jesuits) meetings, Phillip Arnold notes, there is "an address of
gratitude, acknowledging all the living beings who maintain their duties and
responsibilities for keeping the world alive. These beings are Human People, Mother
Earth, Water, Fish, Plants, Food Plants, Medicine Herbs, Animals, Trees, Birds, Four
Winds, Thunder Beings, Sun, Grandmother Moon, Stars, Enlightened Teachers, the

Creator, and Closing Words." Arnold continues, " After each nation of beings is thanked,
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the refrain "Now our minds are one" is spoken. This unifies all intelligence of the natural
world in a consensus" (Arnold 2024, 51). Deep consensus (taking into account the earth
and all life on earth) results in more informed and responsible decision making—
something entirely lacking in Western worldviews and decision making.

There is such a strong connection between Indigenous people and the natural
world that one of my interviewees stated that they do not consider their work to be
"environmentalism". She is simply expressing her lived reality. Being intimately
connected to nature through direct communication with other sentient beings, experience,
observation and later, cosmology (including stories of the time before humans) is natural
for Indigenous people. But non-linguistic innate experience is not something that is
learned in school. Being a part of—not separate from, and certainly not superior to—the
natural world is self-evident to Indigenous children. However, this reality is not self-
evident in Western worldviews.

My use of the word "innate" does not come out of cognitive studies, artificial
intelligence or biology/genetics, and is also not conceptual or cultural, or having anything
to do with "magic", as sociologists may classify certain categories of study from the
outside (known) to the inside (unknown, mysterious, exotic). Nor is this something that
can be conjured at will via "esoteric practices", meditation, divination or channeling. I am
referring to naturally occurring, spontaneous, vivid experiences that are fully integrated
with day-to-day life. In other words, it is also not psychological (these experiences are
not hallucinations, they are real) or related to mind-altering drugs. My views on innate
experiences come out of my interest in and observation of animals and wildlife, plus, my

own personal experiences with non-verbal, innate, direct communication with nature and
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other living beings. Animals seem to know quite a bit innately and immediately upon
birth, but later are taught to hunt, and so on, by their mothers. It turns out that even
human babies are not as helpless as they may appear. "...humans have a relatively
extended duration of helplessness in which their sensory systems are delivering rich
streams of information from which to build foundational mental representations."”
(Cusack, Rhodri et al. 2024), in other words, the beginnings of cognition. Artificial
Intelligence is not capable of this kind of innate relationship with the world, requiring
millions of exposures to cats, images of cats, or written texts about cats, to build a
sufficient base of pattern recognition to identify "a cat". Al can indirectly describe
"catness" only by scraping enormous quantities of cat images and descriptions, but does
not comprehend "catness" innately in the way a human baby does. On the other hand,
baby animals, such as kittens, not only recognize what a human baby is, they know
innately what they are supposed to be doing from the moment of birth. It can be argued
that this ability is programmed into their DNA. Yet, baby kittens can also very quickly
figure out what may be a threat without any training from their mothers. Is every
potential variety of threat pre-programmed into their DNA? This is doubtful. Yet, even
these examples are not what I am describing when I use the word "innate". I am referring
to trees welcoming you, animals warning you, sentient spirits engaging with you,
ancestors guiding you—directly, and unmediated by prior learning, language, mentors or
teachers. It is this direct apprehension of the magical qualities of nature that are innate
and ineffable. They fall outside the normal range of sensory apprehension of the world,
they are supra-sensory. Dr. David Carrasco has described historical anteriority as an

enigma (Carrasco 2007). Carrasco quotes French philosopher, Paul Ricoeur:
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...after exteriority and superiority, one runs up against the enigma of
anteriority; before the moral law, there is always a moral law, just as
before Caesar, there is always another Caesar; before the Mosaic law,
there are Mesopotamian laws, and before these are yet others, and so on.
Here we find a sort of always-already-present... (Ricoeur 1995, 151)

Carrasco's historic anteriority is real, and with some effort, can be identified and
traced. Along similar lines, I am describing a kind of cognitive anteriority, an enigma
based on very vivid direct experiences with nature that precedes all modes of knowledge
acquisition. This happens before, and in parallel with, cognition, like a creek that runs
under the surface of a mountain unseen, until it bursts forth as a spring. Because it is pre-
cognitive, it cannot be easily studied or analyzed. The innateness I refer to is not just
another form of knowledge acquisition, it is a form of pure experience, pre-linguistic, or
entirely non-linguistic and non-conceptual. German theologian and philosopher Rudolph
Otto references something similar, existing outside the realm of rational thought: the
numinous, "...which remains inexpressible—an dppntov or ineffabile—in the sense that it
completely eludes apprehension in terms of concepts..." He goes further to say, "This
mental state is perfectly sui generis and irreducible to any other; and therefore, like every
absolutely primary and elementary datum, while it admits of being discussed, it cannot be
strictly defined" (Otto 1917, 6).

I should clarify that the innate experiences I am referring to occur sometimes in
dreams and sometimes in the middle of the waking day. They may be discounted as
"visions" but in this case, that word has a pejorative flavor to it, implying hallucination or
something separate from day-to-day life. These experiences are also not religious, as
defined by anthropologist Clifford Geertz, as they are not elements of a symbolic system,
nor are they a part of any social organization (Geertz, 1966). Symbols, systems and social

organizations are intentionally designed. However, Otto would describe these
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experiences as "transcendent in terms of conceptual thought", "the unnamed Something."
He also said, "While it is complex, it contains a quite specific element or 'moment', which
sets it apart from 'the Rational', it is inexpressible. Otto was referring to "the Holy"—the
numinous—from the perspective of religion. He goes on to quote William James, from
The Varieties of Religious Experience: "It is as if there were in the human consciousness
a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of what we may call
"something there," more deep and more general than any of the special and particular
"senses" by which the current psychology supposes existent realities to be originally
revealed" (James 1901, 33).

Yet, the innate experience I am describing is not connected to concepts of
Western religion either as a social phenomenon, or as the private experience of religious
concepts or symbology (Durkheim 1995). It is also not a vision apart from physical
reality, a flight of fancy. It is an integral part of reality. It is embedded in day-to-day life,
a natural direct apprehension of the hierophanic specialness of day-to-day life. Yet, as
James alludes to above, "more deep and more general". The experience is real, yet like
the numinous, cannot be adequately be conveyed in words to someone who has not
experienced it. These states can only be experienced directly.

I emphasize that the innate / ineffable experience of nature is not "esoteric" or
"exotic". The very concepts of esoteric and exotic are relative. Innate relationships with
nature only appear to be esoteric or exotic to the Western mind, but that's only because
the innate experiences I refer to are not just outside of the realm of Western worldviews,
they have been actively eliminated from Western worldviews. They appear to be esoteric

or exotic from a Western perspective, but are neither to a young Indigenous individual. It
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is simply reality. Thus, what I am describing is not taught through language, and certainly
not through training, mentoring or formal systems of education. Thus, in its original form
is not only non-cognitive, it is also non-cultural—except for the fact that Indigenous
cultures do not tend to discount these innate experiences of interaction with the incredible
diversity of magical encounters with nature as hallucinations. They incorporate these
natural and spontaneous experiences, as stories, into their culture. In the western world,
the forms of innateness I am describing are generally accepted when discussing mammal,
bird, fish and insect life, but is subject to controversy when discussing human life.

This is because the Western world aggressively, continuously and often with
futility, attempts to abstract reality into a woefully inadequate vocabulary of structured
word strings, (primarily written text), which then requires mental effort, (i.e., compute
cycles, to borrow a phrase from computer science), to translate and re-interpret. This is a
hallmark of the Western mind, the dependence upon language and written text as a
foundational component of Western abstraction of reality—as reality. This is problematic
because it circumscribes the impact of direct experience. For example, when applying
this textualization function to art, (a painting for example), the life of the work is drained
and the work is rendered like an animal in a slaughterhouse into a dull, piecemeal textual
simulacrum of reality (Baudrillard 1981). Because, in the case of art, as in the case of
innate experiences, this is not merely a natural result of the West's fetishistic overreliance
on text, but is actually a hostile act of intellectual and spiritual dishonesty. I refer to this
as an inimical facsimile of the original work and the experience of that work. This is why
some painters such as Mark Rothko wanted viewers to sit in front of his very subtle color

field paintings for extended periods of time—to truly drink them in, not just to
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immediately identify them as "Rothkos" or "color field paintings", as much of the banal,
facile and aggravating pseudo-informed comments one overhears in art museums. Art is
not a parlor game of instant identification. Art made in a liminal state, such as Rothko's
work, can induce powerful liminal states in the viewer. Art is a gift. Artists create gifts
for people they will never meet, a gift to those who are capable of recognizing the nature
of the gift. Thus, the aggravation that many artists feel about people talking about their
work, but not actually seeing, experiencing, apprehending or valuing the gift was the
impetus for Marcel Duchamp's glass work and its title, 7o Be Looked at (from the Other
Side of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for Almost an Hour (MOMA 2025) and the
bronze sculpture, The Critic Sees, by Jasper Johns (Christies 2005), where within the
lenses of the critics glasses are not eyes seeing, but mouths speaking. Much music,
particularly instrumental music, from African drumming (Dor 2014) to Music in Twelve
Parts by Phillip Glass (Glass 1996), involves direct nervous system / synaptic stimulation
and can bypass this propensity to abstract reality into word—if one allows it to. Conlon
Nancarrow's Studies for Player Piano (punched paper player multiple piano pieces that
move in and out of sync) demonstrate this (Lawson 2021), as does 4'33" by John Cage
(Greenberger 2024) in very different ways. These works can be verbally described in
great detail, but the description is not the experience (or in the case of the Johns' piece,
the joke). Many artists have sought to subvert the Western fetish of textualizing
everything and every experience. The map is not the territory. Experience precedes
cognition. Humans cannot imagine something that they have never experienced. Hence
the use of analogies and metaphors. Rare and profound experiences are difficult to

convey in words. This is particularly true when we talk about innate experiences.
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Abstraction and language have value for cognition and culture propagation, but the value

is not equal in every context, and in some cases is entirely counter-productive.
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Chapter I1.

Literature, Definitions and Methodology

The monster is rooted in white supremacy, the white supremacy that tormented
Indigenous peoples of the world for centuries. It is driven by the false conviction that it is
ordained to have dominion over the earth. It has no principled conscience, in its arrogant

ignorance it has not a clue that it only accelerates the demise of the life of the planet.

—Chili Yazzie, Prophesy Happening, 2025

It's fascinating to do a deep dive into the literature surrounding indigeneity,
colonialism, Western concepts of dominion, environmental degradation, environmental
activism and social justice. The literature is deep. Beyond that, since my thesis topic is
directly connected to current events, there is a daily deluge of news reports, analysis,
commentary, executive orders, legislation, court rulings and official statements (for
example, out of the White House) to keep track of. As a result, in addition to the amazing
reflections, stories, thoughts and comments that my Interviewees provided, pulling this
thesis together has been a very dynamic process. Now that the thesis itself is nearing
completion, I realize that I could continue this process indefinitely and never exhaust the
topic, as the negative forces that constrain and challenge indigeneity and environmental
activism are constantly changing in real time. Conveying Indigenous worldviews to non-

Indigenous decision makers is an endless challenge.
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The Literature

There are many books, articles and research studies on the topics of colonialism,
de-colonialism, post-colonialism and anti-colonialism (Mbembe 2021); anthropological
and archaeological studies regarding Indigenous worldviews (Graeber and Wengrow
2021; Gill 2019); and scientific studies on the effects of extractive industries and
pollution on climate change (Richardson, et. al., 2023). Yet, much of the literature on
Indigenous nature-centric environmental activism tends, primarily, to be focused on how
specific identity groups engage in activism (e.g., women, Indigenous women, Latinas,
Hispanics, and so on), or on larger issues of social justice, environmental justice, class,
race (Rivera 1990; Minoka Hill, 2023), racial tropes of the extinct “noble savage” and
human rights (Prindeville 2004; Smithers 2015). Yet, literature specifically addressing
the root cause of active resistance to Indigenous worldviews by non-Indigenous
populations are comparatively rare.

For example, in a search for “Indigenous + environmental activism”,
beyond a handful of scholarly studies specifically pertaining to that topic, the returns
feature studies such as, The Role of Gender, Race/Ethnicity, and Class in Activists’
Perceptions of Environmental Justice (Prindeville 2004) and Indigenous Women Activists
and Political Participation: The Case of Environmental Justice (Prindeville and Bretting
1998/2008). These studies present valuable social context for this research project, but in
relation to the current literature, this study will be primarily focused on the challenges
faced by Indigenous activists in communicating a nature-centric worldview to the non-
Indigenous in their environmental work. An example of such a work is Land of Nuclear

Enchantment: A New Mexican History of the Nuclear Weapons Industry (Genay 2019).
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Only secondarily does this thesis examine the intersection of Indigenous
environmental activism with broader anti-colonial activism. The rationale for this
prioritization is that environmental activism and anti-colonialist political activism are not
the same thing. To limit the scope of this study and to avoid conflating proximate, but
indirect, topics and the rich complexities—and difficulties—that such conflation
inevitably invokes, I focus specifically on Indigenous worldviews in environmental
activism. My interview participants are men, women and LGBTQ individuals; younger
and older; individuals who grew up on tribal lands; individuals who grew up traditional
households in rural towns or mid-sized cities; Natives and Mestizos. For the purposes of
this study, worldview is prioritized over the personal identity characteristics of the
individual—specifically environmental activism from an Indigenous nature-centric
perspective.

However, three significant, complex issues often overlap and cannot be arbitrarily
disentangled: anti-colonial activism, social justice and environmental activism. It's not
possible to fully extricate these three areas of focus from each other as they are all
intertwined and impact each other. There are times when specific anti-colonialist
activities directly, or indirectly, strengthen—or subvert—the goals of specific instances
of environmental activism. Indigenous environmental activists have used sovereignty as a
legal tool (Wildenthal 2003) for opposing gas / oil pipelines though native lands or across
/ through / under waterways that provide water for agriculture, wildlife and human
consumption on Native lands (Mejia 2021). For example, the Standing Rock protests
against the Dakota Access Pipeline were significantly oriented toward both tribal

sovereignty and opposing the threat of pollution to the land, river and ground water. In
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that case sovereignty and self-determination were anti-colonial / social justice arguments
against the pipeline that strengthened the environmental argument. In other words, the
environmental argument was not just an isolated technical one, it was framed in
relationship with the context of tribal sovereignty and social justice. That particular
combination of approaches was very effective in generating widespread support and
media coverage for the Standing Rock Water Protectors. The official response was crude
and violent, which added to the strength of the anti-colonialist position.

On the other hand, local public policy hearings addressing very specific technical
and legal issues, such as metrics and reporting requirements for methane discharges at
specific drilling sites that are not near Indigenous sacred sites may not be the best forum
for introducing issues of, say, Indian Boarding Schools or Indigenous hierophanies with
limiting greenhouse gas emissions. This kind of non-proximate conflation can generate
frustration and pushback delaying progress on environmental issues. Of course, this is
very different if the drilling sites and methane gas emissions are directly proximate to
Indigenous sacred sites, such as near Chaco Culture National Historical Park (National
Park Service 2025), a significant settlement site for the Anasazi / Ancestral Puebloan
peoples from approximately 850 to 1250 CE, also a designated World Heritage Site. In
this case, the site's ancient cultural and spiritual significance were key to establishing
Chaco as a National Historical Park in the first place. Those same values were recently
invoked in protesting oil and gas drilling leases adjacent to the park and the resulting 20-
year ban on drilling. Yet this environmental victory also led to counter-protests by private
Diné landowners angry that a smaller and/or shorter and more equitable agreement could

not be reached which would also have protected their personal self-determination for
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future development (The Associated Press 2024). These issues are complex and can be
intertwined in unexpected ways.

Anti-colonial activism directly confronts entrenched and systemic 21st century
colonialism against the backdrop of 500 years of violence, abuse and oppression. It is by
nature, confrontational, sometimes physically, always psychologically and politically. As
Franz Fanon states, " ...since none can rob, enslave, or kill his fellow man without
committing a crime, they lay down the principle that the colonized subject is not a fellow
man." Fanon continues, "Colonial violence not only aims at keeping these enslaved men
at a respectful distance, it also seeks to dehumanize them. No effort is spared to demolish
their traditions, to substitute our language for theirs, and to destroy their culture without
giving them ours" (Fanon 1963, 40). On the other hand, decolonizing efforts tend to focus
on illuminating, deconstructing and mitigating colonial practices and power politics, with
the aim of eliminating the inherent colonial preconceptions (including racism) and
systems of oppression (including the unequal application of justice) against individuals
and communities. Decolonialization can be achieved through publicity, education,
lawsuits, public policy, effective argumentation and negotiation, and other practices that
are based on clear communication. As Phillip Arnold states, “Decolonization is an urgent
and necessary process and reality that connect with the land.” He continues, “this
includes materially supporting the return of Indigenous Lands... advocating for the
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women movement... the protection of water as an
embodiment of the sacred... recovering the remains from the hidden graves of lost
children who were in Christian-run Indian residential schools and Indian boarding

schools” (Arnold 2023, 284 and Bureau of Indian Affairs 2023).
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The end point of anti-colonial activism is also de-colonization. One could argue
that anti-colonial activism is a sub-set of de-colonization efforts, a different approach to
achieving the similar goals. Yet, they are not necessarily "nested", or sequential. In real
life, anti-colonial and de-colonial efforts occur simultaneously. What they have in
common is addressing a variety of related social issues including human rights (UCLA
2023), social justice, women’s rights, gender and identity issues, (Prendeville 2004;
Dickenson 2012; Prindeville and Bretting 1998), income disparity, racism and land theft,
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women initiatives (Bureau of Indian Affairs 2022),
and Truth and Reconciliation programs related to abuse in Indian residential schools,
particularly in Canada (Truth and Reconciliation Commission 2022). Both anti-colonial
activism and de-colonizing efforts address legal and social and legacy issues that are a
result of abusive colonial impunity. There currently exists a very large amount of
scholarly research on these topics. In much of the literature pertaining to Indigenous
environmental activism, the above topics are the primary focus with environmental
activism itself as the secondary or tertiary focus—featured not as a practice, process and
area of expertise, but as a framing device for examining other social issues related to
historic abuses of Indigenous peoples.

Yet, today, all life on earth is facing an existential crisis with very limited time
left to work out effective solutions. Incorporating the nature-centric Indigenous
worldview into government and corporate decision-making is our best hope to avert
environmental catastrophe. Without a global change in fundamental worldview, it is
unlikely that the accelerating environmental crisis and the resulting mass extinction event

will be avoided. For my Interviewees, this is not a job, they are on a life mission to avoid

35



catastrophe. Thus, it is imperative to gain a clear picture of the dynamics of Indigenous
environmental activism and its challenges in today’s world. Topics pertaining to
historically perpetrated abuse against the Indigenous are serious, bona fide issues. But
social issues are not always directly applicable to specific local environmental battles
such as funding for mine cleanup, or global environmental issues such as carbon and
methane mitigation, drought, or warming-induced species extinction. Conflating issues
can lead to confusion, pushback and a refusal to compromise.

On the other hand, there are many cases where the environmental crisis is the
direct result of underlying social issues, such as racism and prevailing power imbalances
(Fanon 1963; Trouillot 1995; Blackhawk 2006; Long 2018; Chibber 2022; Blackhawk
2023). Despite this very real history of abuse, conflating issues may create unnecessary
roadblocks during processes of dialog, debate, conflict resolution, negotiation and public
policy work. Such conflation may delay if not entirely derail consensus on solutions to
specific problems and devolve into intractable conflict. Does the deconflation of
legitimate topics help clarify the step-by-step art of diplomacy, which deals with sorting
out complex interrelationships between people, issues and their causes? “Diplomacy at its
best is about service, wisdom, consensus, and compromise” (The National Museum of
American Diplomacy, 2023). The impact of intentional, systematic deconflation,
pertaining to environmental problem solving specifically, would be worth pursuing in
future studies.

Gaps in the existing research include limited studies strictly focused on how
Indigenous environmental activists actually operate and what they experience—apart

from historic the above-mentioned social justice and identity issues. For the purposes of
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this study, I will treat historic oppression and Eurocentric white supremacy as a given,
and focus on the challenges of day-to-day environmental work. In this section, I have
introduced a plethora of questions that could inspire dozens of research projects. This
study acknowledges the 500-year history of colonialism, violence and oppression against
the Indigenous peoples of the Americas—as well as African slaves imported to the
American continents from El Caribe (Carrasco 2024), and continuing racism and injustice
against Mestizo peoples, but will focus on the variety of actions undertaken by nature-
centric environmental activists attempting to change hearts and minds and the reactions
they experience in real time.

This study will help fill in some of the gaps in existing scholarly literature by
focusing on what Indigenous and Mestizo environmental activists are actually doing; how
they are approaching and framing their work; what they are experiencing on a day-to-day
basis; and their reflections on their challenges and successes. By necessity, Indigenous
environmental activists must engage effectively with prevailing powers locally and across
the globe to somehow change the way that those powers view the world to inform better
and more effective decision making. The Indigenous environmental activists in the New
Mexico, Texas and U.S. / Canadian borderlands have a unique history and much of value
to contribute to protecting the earth and saving all life on our planet—not just human life.

The Indigenous worldview is rooted in longue durée history, tradition and
cosmovision, including ancient stories of a time before humans were created—even
before the sun existed (Mills, et. al. 2002; Carrasco 2023). Yet environmental work is
future oriented—imagining a better future here on earth and bringing it to life. Those who

are navigating the winding path of the apparent dichotomy between ancient and future
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warrants further investigation. The Mesoamerican concept of time was cyclical, not

linear. Is ancient time vs future time really a dichotomy?

Definition of Terms

The definitions I am using are current “functional” and contextually relevant
definitions, not dictionary definitions that may not take into account contemporary issues
or Indigenous contexts.

Borderlands

The outer limits of colonial territorial claims or political reach. The terra
incognita: the outer limits not just of cartographic documentation, but of fundamental
comprehension by invaders, colonialists and settlers. Alien lands populated by as yet un-
subdued “savages”, “devil worshippers”, sub-human “beasts” and unbelievers at the
bottom of the Great Chain of Being (Carrasco 2023; Mills, et. al.; 2003; Anzaldua 1987).

Liminality and Communitas

Liminality is a disorienting break with day-to-day reality that can be caused by a
serious breach (rape, murder, invasion, war, natural disaster) or a more personal, internal
disruption, such as sickness, which may result in transformation, organically or by ritual
processes. Anthropologist Victor Turner's model of Social Drama further detailed that a
breach can be followed by crisis (a recognition that the breach is shared and widespread)
and redressive actions (negotiation, resistance, revolt, war) which may lead to
reconciliation and reintegration—or if unsuccessful, to schism and further cycles of crisis
(Turner 1969). Liminality can be a creative phase that can lead to communitas, an
unstructured (leveling) communal bond in opposition to the usual hierarchical power

structures.
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Trinity

Trinity was the first live test detonation of an armed prototype atomic bomb. This
took place in New Mexico in the Jornada del Muerto region, just west of the Oscura
Peaks. New Mexicans who lived downwind of the Trinity test (east and northeast of the
test site) were not warned of the dangers of radioactive nuclear fallout. The site of the test
is today a National Historic Landmark that is only open to visitors once a year. There is
not much to see there except a marker. The Trinity Test was dramatized in the recent
Academy Award-winning film, Oppenheimer by Christopher Nolan, but the impact on
Downwinders was not addressed in the film. Nor was the impact of the atomic bombing
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki on Japanese civilians addressed in the film.

Downwinders

Downwinders are those who lived or currently live, downwind from nuclear test
sites. The Tularosa Basin Downwinders in New Mexico represent the generations of
mostly ranching and farming families who reside downwind from the Trinity Test site.
Their lands were covered with radioactive fallout, which has led to generations of
elevated cancer levels, even among young children. (Department of Justice 2023). The
long-awaited expansion of the Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA) for
Downwinders was recently removed from the National Defense Authorization Act by
Congress on December 8, 2023, an “injustice” according to US Senator Ben Ray Lujan, a
New Mexico native (Lujan 2023).

Native American
Native Americans are the peoples and tribes who originally populated what is

currently the continental United States of America. Many of these tribes previously
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ranged across what we now know as Canada, the U.S. and Mexico. Some still live “cross-
border” lives which are currently being disrupted by political battles, border and
immigration legal disputes and border walls. New Mexico alone is home to 23 Native
tribes: three Apache tribes, Navajo Nation and 19 Pueblos. It is also the historic
homelands of the Comanche, Ute and Piute tribes and is the land where the Ancestral
Puebloan cultures dispersed to form the Pueblos along the northwestern quadrant of the
state; and 13,000 years ago, home to the Clovis People (Waters, et. al. 2020), long
considered by archaeologists to represent the earliest evidence of human inhabitants in
the Americas.
Orientation

According to cultural historian and scholar of religious studies, Charles Long,
Orientation is, “the manner in which a culture, society, or a person becomes aware of its
place in the temporal and spacial order of things" (Long 2018, 14). He asserts that
Orientation is a dialectical process that “expresses creativity and critique in the face of
the given orders...”, the act of creating one’s own world. This concept is key for
Indigenous activists to critique the given power structures and create alternative futures.

Reservation

U.S. Reservations are a system to force “Indians” off of their lands and onto
unfamiliar, unproductive lands defined and designated by the U.S. Government in order
to forcibly conduct land theft for European settlers by government fiat.

Pueblo
Native pueblo dwellers were able to continue to live in their villages which

existed before Spanish/Catholic colonization but with caveats. They were subjected to
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colonial rule and its violent abuses, along with forced conversion to the Catholic religion,
which entailed efforts to force the loss of their culture. This cultural genocide resulted in
the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, where the yoke of Spanish rule was thrown off and Spaniards
and Catholic priests were driven out of northwestern New Mexico until 1692 (Grimes
2013).
Indigenous

For the purposes of this study, Indigenous does not refer to only the card-carrying
members of U.S. Government-recognized tribal groups—classified by U.S. Blood
Quantum laws. In terms of DNA analysis, Indigenous and Mestizo are not two discrete
classifications, but instead represent a continuum of DNA and worldviews overlaid on a
complex spectrum of ancestry. The differences from one end of the spectrum to the other
are cultural and familial. Many Native Americans and First Nation people in the United
States and Canada are of mixed ancestry. The same is true of Mestizos (see definition
below) who, by definition, are partly (and in many cases, significantly), Indigenous.
Indigenous refers to the peoples who were living on what we today call North, Central
and South America before the arrival of the Europeans, in particular the arrival of
Spanish Conquistadors in Mesoamerica, but also the British, French and Dutch who
sailed across the Atlantic Ocean to settle, raid, trade, claim lands and fight Indigenous
peoples across the continent we now call North America. Historically, the Pacific Coast
of the continent also saw the presence of Japanese and Russian explorers, traders and
settlers. This research will focus on the worldviews of the original people living in the
ancestral southwestern homelands of Native Americans in the U.S. Southwest

(particularly the state of New Mexico) and First Nations people in the British Columbia
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province of Canada. Indigenous peoples, of course, are found across the globe and have
similar aspirations to impact the world in positive ways while preserving their cultures
and traditions. In very similar ways nearly all Indigenous groups have been subject to
similar abuses from a variety of colonialist incursions, invasions, contact and conquests.
Regarding climate change, many Indigenous peoples, particularly Pacific Islanders,
populate small islands and coastal areas that are especially vulnerable to sea level rise.
They face immediate existential decisions about their future and the dreaded possibility
of forced migration in a world where migrants are not welcome.
Mestizo

A Mestizo is a mixed-race person with Indigenous ancestry: the genetic/cultural
product of Mestizaje: Latin American, La raza cosmica (Vasconcelos 1925). For the
purposes of this Thesis which is centered in Northern New Mexico, an individual with
Mesoamerican and/or North American Indian ancestry, mixed with Spanish or other
colonial European ancestry. Despite politically motivated attempts to define indigeneity
in the United States, such as the arbitrary, fractional U.S. Blood Quantum laws
originating in eugenics and defined by the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1884 (Spruhan
2006), and despite tribal citizenship rules (which vary from tribe to tribe and often utilize
blood quantum concepts), for the purposes of this study, there exists no fixed
demarcation between those who identify as Indigenous and those who identify as Mestizo
(i.e., partly Indigenous by ancestry Hispanic, Mexican, Latino or Chicano). This thesis
treats these categories as a continuum not a dichotomy. In New Mexico many Latino/a
individuals have Native relatives and many Natives have ancestors that produced mixed-

race offspring with colonial invader / settler decades, if not centuries ago (Anzaldua
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1987). If Mexican philosopher José¢ Vasconcelos were alive today, he may describe
contemporary Indigenous/mestizo environmental activists as Eco Caudillos of The

Cosmic Race, in reference to their nature-centered worldview and ancient cosmovision.

Methodology

For the research, I interviewed a total of 18 environmental activists who operate
from an Indigenous worldview: 11 in Northern New Mexico, 1 in Texas and 7 in British
Columbia, Canada. I had planned to interview 10-12 activists, but interviewees were
generous with their referrals. All referral outreach was handled directly by me via email
or phone call describing the thesis project, followed up, in some cases, with phone calls
and pre-interview face to face meetings. The identities of all interviewees have been
anonymized to enable them to express their thoughts and opinions freely.

Interviewees range in age from their 20's to their 80's. All are committed
environmental activists (even if one Interviewee stated that they don't refer to themselves
as such) with professions ranging from educators (public school teachers to university
professors) to farmers; from an investigative journalist to a lawyer; from wildlife
conservationists to non-profit founders; from young activists without children to mothers
with children and grandchildren. Some are elected representatives in government, some
are engaged in public policy advocacy. Some grew up in multi-generational activist
households. Educational levels range from some college courses to PhDs. Some
Interviewees have some background in the sciences, (biology, botany) or the arts. Some
are focused on women's rights, social justice and environmental justice. Three are anti-

nuclear activists—in different ways. Some write or present publicly, (live presentations
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or on panels and webinars), some have testified before Congress, some prefer to do their
work of seeding future environmental activists, one-on-one, face-to-face.

What they all share is a deep love for nature, and a land-based, place-based
approach to life that prioritizes traditional knowledge and practices. They value their
family histories, communities and cultural practices, land stewardship and healthy food
production. All work hard to protect the land, the water, the air, the animals and plant
life. All of the interviewees have described experiencing some form of pushback: from
mild and polite, to public defamation of character, to aggressive and threatening.

Despite the fact that some operate small businesses (the farmers for example, who
sell into local markets), all see their lifework as a form of resistance in opposition to the
prevailing profiteering globalist/capitalist/colonialist extraction paradigms that are
destroying life, communities and the planet. This includes destructive oil and gas
companies, mineral and coal mining companies, Big Ag, and multi-national corporations
such as Bayer / Monsanto (maker of glyphosate-based herbicides and patented
genetically engineered seeds). All study participants are grounded in empirical reality as
opposed to abstract / ideological concepts.

This thesis was not based on a pre-existing hypothesis or theory that I was trying
to prove. It was my intention to listen closely to what was being expressed, reflect on
those expressions of actual experience. What I have found during the course of this study
is that environmental activists who operate from Indigenous worldviews are not just
dealing with communication or language issues, they are dealing with a gap in

comprehension and cognition between worldviews.
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They are using virtually every modality and media option available to them and
are still facing pushback. So, it's not that they are not getting the word out, people who
grew up with a Western worldview do not grasp what is being expressed, not just because
it is different than what they are used to, but because they literally cannot comprehend
what is being said—they appear to be unable to understand the message and take it to
heart.

The qualitative, phenomenological approach to the study worked well. As the
researcher, my personal views and experiences influence my interpretation of the
statements, views and experiences my interviewees expressed. Relevant portions of my
personal experiences that effect my views are outlined in my Background of the
Researcher section earlier in this thesis. About half-way through the interviews, I had a
personal epiphany about the origins of the disconnect between those with Indigenous
worldviews and those with Western worldviews. While reflecting what my participants
were expressing, I distilled that sudden insight into a theory about the specific,
fundamental origins of the conceptual, cognitive and cultural disconnect between
Indigenous and Western worldviews. As a result, it has become my overall purpose to
propose this theory in the last section of this paper.

The 18 Interviews were held in person or over Zoom, and recorded. All
recordings were transcribed using MAXQDA transcription software. However, my
primary approach was to spend many hours listening to the interview recordings, over
and over, to really absorb what the interviewees were expressing about their experiences.
The MAXQDA transcripts were far from perfect, but since I had taken the time to really

listen to the recordings carefully (in some cases, as many as three times), I was not
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completely reliant on the transcriptions. I used a combination of MAXQDA coding
functions and manual coding to identify various themes and sub-themes as well as
significant discrepancies (fundamental differences of opinion between various
interviewees). Theory and methodological triangulation with different information
sources in addition to the interviews was employed to assure validity. As one would
expect, most of the themes grew out of my interview questions, but other themes became
apparent, organically, through conversation as the interviews progressed.

From my perspective, these interviews were insightful and compelling, revealing
the depth and ongoing difficulty of the work these activists are doing on behalf of all of
us and future generations. A sprawling myriad of potential research topics and themes
could be expanded upon. However, for this thesis, I will focus on a small set of themes
and sub-themes that I found to be particularly significant. Then I will describe the basis
for my theory and suggest further investigation that can be explored in future research by

myself or other researchers.
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Chapter II1.

Findings: Six Themes

We were always out there helping with whatever was needed on our farm. I grew up
cattle raising, riding horses, just having animals around all the time. And, you know,
1 think that that experience of learning from a culture that really does center
the land and water and community, it was a starting point for me.
—Interviewee
In the course of the active listening that I have been engaged in for this thesis, six
underlying themes became apparent across all of the interviews I conducted for the
research, regardless of whether the Interviewees were from the New Mexico, Texas or

British Columbia. These six shared experiences are described and discussed below.

1. Nature and Place

All 18 Interviewees talked about growing up with nature: on farms, near rivers,
caring for animals, gardening, fishing, hunting and gathering with parents and
grandparents, as well as exploring the land freely with their siblings. They had all
conveyed happy memories of growing up this way. A lasting effect of these kinds of
experiences is this: as adults, all still prefer being outdoors.

This was the start for all of them in learning about the land, water, plants and
animals from their parents, grandparents, and in some cases, aunts and uncles, elders and
other community members. We can refer to this learning process as personally acquiring

a received body of knowledge from others, particularly family members. This was
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consistent across all 18 interviewees. What was expressed was mostly guided experiences
with older family members. I mention this because some of the Interviewees also
mentioned exploring, which is a form of unguided learning experience. In my childhood
most of my exploration was not guided experiences but things I did on my own. I would
walk or ride my bike alone for miles and find pollywogs or scorpions, and try to identify
different kinds of rocks or minerals. I would lay down and watch the clouds moving past
and listen to the wind. There were several occasions where my father would take me out
on his motorcycle for trips as far away as the Mojave Desert to teach me about plants,
animals and geology. He would pick up rocks and explain to me what kind of minerals
the rock was composed of, and how to identify those minerals visually. So, experience
with nature can be both guided (e.g., how to care for horses properly and how to identify
plants, rocks and minerals) and unguided (e.g., finding and observing the behavior of
birds, deer, pollywogs and scorpions).

The following five comments from Interviewees illustrate the foundational
experiences of growing up with and within nature. This is how they came to understand
the value of nature and natural processes, gained a visceral understanding of the natural
order of things and how to care for the land. All interviewees had fond and vivid
memories of growing up in nature and expressed a sense of freedom as young children.

We lived in the country on 20 acres. My dad was a farmer. He has a part
time job as a ferry driver, but his vocation was a farmer and my mom was
a nurse. So, we grew up on acreage. And yeah, we spent all of our time

just running around and of course fishing and looking at moss and all the
things.

We are grounded in this place. And I believe that in many ways we know
what our natural order is and everything that has taken place to disrupt
that, whether it's mining or testing, it disturbs that. And we've been left to
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deal with that afterwards. And some people don't understand that. They
don't value it. They don't understand it.

We have a vast amount of species at risk here. Threatened and endangered
species. To a lot of our people these are our relatives. So, we are also
maintaining our land for them. But, it's just like the switch, you hop off of
the rez, and, it's a completely different world. We don't have anywhere
else to go if we don't have land. This is our land, and we have to show a
higher level of responsibility to place.

When I was born, I was being introduced into culture the very next day,
being out on the land. I am an older millennial. I feel like our generation
was the last to really be out and about, just kind of running around within
our landscapes and being connected to place. Having that connection with
our surroundings really helped broaden my perspective and my love for
the land.

I grew up with my cousins, playing outside. That was an important part of
my upbringing, having that accessible and close access to being outside.

Growing up deeply engaged with nature is clearly a foundational aspect of my
interviewees as environmental activists operating from a nature-centric world view. In
other words, prioritizing the protection of nature and all living things is not merely an
intellectual or political position, justified by arguments about the economic value of clean
water or clean air, it is a profound and visceral relationship that involves reciprocity for

the multitude of gifts that nature provides for us and all living creatures every day.

2. How Indigenous nature-centric worldviews are acquired
Induction into traditional cultural practices don't just happen through experiential

education and training. However such learning is one of the crucial foundations to
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acquiring an Indigenous nature-centric worldview shared by both Indigenous and Mestizo
environmental activists. Storytelling also plays a role. (I should point out that I use the
article "an" above to make clear that there are many different varieties of Indigenous
nature-centric worldviews.) The "nature-centric" portion of that description is nurtured in
the mentored experiential education and training I have mentioned above. The Indigenous
portion of the description is mainly conveyed to young members of the community
through stories. Many of the Interviewees mentioned the stories family members would
tell (mostly grandmothers). These stories may take the form of cautionary tales, (e.g., La
Llorona, the weeping woman by the river that parents would warn their children about to
discourage them from going out at night, particularly near the river), but also are used to
convey histories of the people and deep truths about the relationship between humans and
the land, the universe, and the histories of the universe (e.g., cosmology, cosmovision).
Some of these stories may seem dreamlike or fantastical (e.g., the coyotl / coyote stories,
One Hundred Years of Solitude, Places Left Unfinished at the Time of Creation), but
convey the profound beauty, mystery, terror, and sometimes the humor of the world we
were born into (Bronner 2018, Garcia Marquez 1967, Santos 1999).

Several interviewees mentioned ceremonies in Native communities (including
dances such as the Taos Deer Dance) and other kinds of shared community events such
as matanzas (i.e., an ancient, days-long pig sacrifice and roast, similar to pit roasted
Kalua Pig in a Hawaiian /i7 ‘au) in Mestizo communities. This can be considered
mentored experiential education and training which also functions as an induction into
traditional cultural practices and activities. As children, they would not just observe,

they would learn how to participate in the ceremony, or the matanza. This direct
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participation also can be considered mentored experiential education and training. For
example, the wood-fired pits for a Matanza are extremely hot (1,200 degrees Fahrenheit),
which means that the process can be quite dangerous unless you are trained in how to
perform your role properly. This is not something that is feasible to learn through trial
and error. The training process itself is a community effort. This kind of learning is
something that has been explored to a great depth in myriad ethnographic anthropological
studies. There are practical limits to being an auto-didact, but self-learning also has its
place in one's world. That thought is a precursor to discussion of non-guided, non-
mentored, non-linguistic, or even pre-language-based experiences, which I will describe
later in Chapter IV.

The following four comments from Interviewees, describe how they came to
understand Indigenous worldviews from their parents, grandparents, family members and
also from participation in ceremonies and mentored experiences growing food.

We were always taught that we're special, that we're people of this place,
and that our land has natural laws and rules that we have to live by. And

that was very much taught through our hunting practices, even how we
prepare foods.

My worldview started with my grandparents. I remember being there, in
the field with my grandma. And I was just totally annoyed by the insects
and the spiders. I was dealing with sinus congestion and my eyes were
itching. I said, "Grandma, I wish there was no bugs, no mosquitoes, no
spiders." And she said, "What? Why do you say that?" I was just sharing
with her how they're a nuisance. She was telling me, "Don't say that." She
was saying that they're people too, that they have a purpose, they want to
be here, that they're here living just like you, here on this earth.

The sun is so important to me that [ have to mention our solstice, the
position of the sun every day so that people can realize it. I know where

51



the sun sets on November the 21st. I know where it's at over my horizon.
I'm very cognizant of what's up in the sky.

My father was 52 when I was born and he was an excellent farmer. He
would tell me that this area, northern New Mexico, is a special place but
we would always have a lack of rain. And so, we had to be very careful
how we utilized our water and how we plant, because we didn't have
irrigation. He would say when we planted, we were depending on the
clemency of the sky. We had to pay attention to that.

In the '30s and '40s and '50s there were a lot of ceremonies in my
homeland here. People would come and ask for help to have ceremonies.
And so they would offer their hogan and things of that nature. And
sometimes the ceremonies are nine nights. They're called Y¢ébichai
ceremonies.

Learning about our relationship to nature from family and community members—
outside of formal (public and private) educational settings and curricula—is also core to
the development of a nature-centric inner value system that Indigenous and Mestizo
environmental activists embody. This internal value system is manifested as a balanced
approach to resource use vs. replenishment that may be economically sustainable, but not

driven by unconstrained profit or control motives.

3. How nature-based worldviews being communicated to others
Individual study Participants employed specific means of communication for their
environmental communication. This varied between their backgrounds and what they are
familiar with and good at. This includes:
e teaching at public and private schools, universities, and experiential education
e advocacy and public policy work at the local tribal and state government level
e drafting state-level legislation
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speaking engagements, guest lectures, panel discussions, webinars

printed handouts, flyers and newsletters

emailable PDFs and electronic document sharing (i.e., Google Docs, etc.)
website content, e-newsletters and blog posts, member communications (CRM)
getting the message out via other organization's newsletters (affiliate marketing)
Facebook posts and other social media posts

live event production

documentary films, post-screening Q&A sessions

podcasts

interviews (television, radio, articles, news coverage)

investigative journalism

book and article publishing

academic research and papers

lawsuits and legal challenges in court

legal advocacy and consulting

physical land stewardship and restoration projects (i.e., rivers, forests, acequias)
wildlife advocacy and conservation

advocating for a "place at the table" at state-level legislative meetings

meetings with state Governors

testifying before the U.S. Congress

private and group meetings with U.S. Senators, House members and staffers
attending national and global climate conferences (i.e., UNFCC COP)
participating in protests (Standing Rock / DAPL)
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e leading commemorations (Chokecherry Massacre, Farmington, NM)
e spontaneous conversations

There is no shortage of efforts at communication here! Some Interviewees
indicated an interest in learning how to work in other media, such as producing videos for
YouTube and TikTok. One Interviewee mentioned having student participants at live
events and experiential education programs post their own photos and videos to
Instagram, Facebook or TikTok (i.e., user-generated content). Some of them are the
"face" of their organizational efforts, some work in the background. None of the
Interviewees were YouTube or TikTok influencers. Yet.

Individual Interviewees tend to utilize more than one of the above methods of
communication and content propagation. Overall, they are employing nearly the full
range of available options available to them, including advocating for a seat the table at
all State government meetings and decisions that impact Tribal lands, adjacent lands and
Native American/First Nations cultural traditions.

In doing this work, all Interviewees have received pushback to differing degrees
from respectful dismissal to very aggressive hostility and vague threats of violence. The
difference in the nature of the pushback may lie in whether one was invited into the
discussion (e.g., as a guest speaker at a formal event) or whether one is inserting oneself
into a debate (e.g., in the course of investigative journalism or filing a lawsuit to block
mining). The following Interviewee quote describes respectful declining in discussion:

Generally, you know, when I talk about these things, the people who
receive my thoughts in a positive way, will want to engage in discussion,

but people who won't accept these thoughts, will just do a respectful
declining by not saying anything or doing anything.
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Yet, in some cases, a non-response can be just as damaging as a negative
response, for example when advocating for funding in front of lawmakers, such as the
effort by representatives of Downwinders to get the U.S. Congress to extend and enhance
the Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA) for those Americans who were
exposed to cancer-causing radiation—without warning and without consent—during U.S.
nuclear weapons testing on U.S. and territorial soil. This Interviewee quote expresses the
frustration of trying to work with people who simply do not care:

There have been hundreds of people working on this from across the
affected states, (advocates and) the uranium miners. So, it's me and lots of
other people. Senator Hawley has shown photos of children without hair

who are going through chemo. And there are those (in Congress) who can
absolutely look away from that and not feel any sort of empathy.

Congress allowed the Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA) to expire
on June 7th, 2024 leaving many Americans with medical bills for chemotherapy, other
medical treatments and funeral expenses that they cannot afford. Before the first atomic
bomb was detonated at the Trinity site in New Mexico, the U.S. government essentially
pretended that "no one lives there", despite the fact that some New Mexicans had their
land seized by eminent domain and thousands of New Mexicans lived downwind from
that test (Wheeler and Sterchi 2023). Robert Oppenheimer moved forward with the
detonation. The Trinity Test was depicted dramatically in the Academy Award-winning
film, Oppenheimer. This demonstrates that Indigenous and Mestizo people are not only
considered to be expendable, if it's inconvenient to an arbitrary goal or timetable, they
don't even exist.

These two interviewees have reported receiving far more direct hostility including

being branded as extremists in the media:
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At one point in my life, I ran for state Senate and ran on a very
environmental platform, they pushed back and I got major backlash. I was
called all sorts of terrible names and was labeled an extremist.

Yeah. I've definitely received (pushback), all the way to being named in
videos featuring politicians calling me an eco-terrorist.

Obviously, being labeled as an extremist or terrorist by a member of the U.S.
Congress, or any elected official, is a very serious act with the potential to bring criminal
charges that goes beyond the childish name calling that seems to have become the norm
in U.S. political life. This kind of facile labeling, because it may may invoke serious legal
consequences, falls into the category of defamation of character and could be the basis
for lawsuits. Some of my Interviewees have indicated having a developed a thick skin
against insults but they are still very cognizant of the potential risks involved in their
environmental advocacy work:

But I will say just in my work and as an internationalist, the land
defenders and water protectors in Central America and the global South
are far more disproportionately targeted and murdered than any other
group of (activists) in the world. And so, you know, if we're getting, like,

little media stabs here and there, that's really nothing compared to what's
happening to our southern relatives.

This particularly chilling Interviewee quote, expresses the vulnerability to threats
and violence that many participants experience on a daily basis:

Every time I walk home, it's a mile from the main road. I always feel like
someone is watching me. I can feel that bullet in my back.
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Nearly 2,000 environmental activists have been targeted and killed between 2012
and 2022, many of them Indigenous land and water defenders, mostly in Latin America
(Global Witness 2023). The threat is real.

When I asked the Interviewees, why they think some people are so driven to
respond with indifference, dismissal, mockery or hostility toward them for simply trying
to protect the environment, the land, the water, the plants and animals, and of course,
future generations of human children, they had interesting answers. Here are three
thoughts from Interviewees on why they think there is pushback from outside of
Indigenous and Mestizo communities:

When we're pushing for our worldview that decenters individualism. or
capitalism. or white supremacy. or patriarchy, or, you know, any systems
that consolidate wealth and power, any rhetoric or ideas or worldview that

threaten that will get pushback from some of the people that benefit from
those systems.

I'm working on three different national monument campaigns. In every
one of those protection campaigns, there's opposition. And a lot of it is the
red and blue fight. We're just trying to permanently protect it. But people's
first impression is just like you see in the media with politics, there's a lot
of misinformation.

Resistance movements are always challenging those systems of power.
The work that we're doing is also challenging those systems. And so,
there's definitely a negative response.

Some Interviewees identified fear of the unknown and self-centered apathy (as
opposed to ideology or political beliefs) as causes of hostility or indifference to their
message, and even their warnings of impending environmental disaster. Some keep

pushing on despite others not being willing to listen, but other Interviewees indicate that
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they are weary of the pushback. The following two comments from Interviewees
illustrate these two perspectives:

I think it's just fear, fear of the unknown. They see a group of people that
are different, that are out there putting themselves on the front line to be
ridiculed, and it's easier to laugh at them than to join them, right? They see
us out there. We've got people wearing beads and feathers and it's
different. And different is scary. So, you know, they become hostile.

When you talk to non-community members, some things you just won't
get through. They're like, well, "What's in it for me? Nature isn't going to
serve me now. It's not going to pay my bills." They're in it for the now.
And that kind of seems to be the pattern, you know, of modern society.
What we live in today is like, serve me now, get it to me now, [ want it
now. Like we're not thinking about the next generations. We're not
thinking about the future. I don't bother wasting my breath. It's a waste of
energy, you know?

There was discussion about pushback within their own communities that are being
harmed by mining and oil and gas extraction. For some activists, pushback from your
own people can be especially disappointing. The following thoughts address internal
community pushback, particularly when the activists are going up against big employers
who are damaging the environment. As the following Interviewee quotes indicate, fear of
retaliation and fear of losing one's job have been identified as drivers of resistance
among their own people to environmental messaging and even warnings of specific
threats, including a potential mine tailings pond breach that can wreak havoc downstream
(Department of the Interior 2015):

We have a big mine here, near the headwaters of our river with the second
largest tailings pond in Canada. A lot of our members of our community
work there. There's this massive effort from our community to try to
preserve our land and ensure our children's, children's, safety and health.
That mine tailings dam has a 1 in 100 chance breaching. But they just

don't really see that. All they see is, "I have a livelihood, I need to make
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this money, and I need to pay my bills." Fair enough. We all need to do
that. In my experience, it's hard.

Some people fear retaliation.

Listen to the miners tell their stories. And they say, if I had known back
then what I know now, I would have never taken the job. And in these
communities, all you see are women raising children alone and
grandchildren alone because their husbands are long gone, long since
dead. And that's how this industry works. It produces a lot of widows and
a lot of fatherless children.

Many have indicated in the interviews that outside economic development, driven
by corporate or political imperatives and imposed on Indigenous or economically
challenged Mestizo communities, create jobs, but also create conflict within those
communities. This is partly due to the dangerous nature of the jobs created, as well as the
legacy of pollution that is left behind by extractive processes. Many corporations,
particularly in extractive industries behave in irresponsible ways. Even if safety and
environmental conditions are imposed during negotiations, those conditions are often

ignored or overtly broken.

4. Land use: uranium mining, weapons testing, nuclear waste
One of the most significant issues in environmental advocacy work is the one
with the most immediate, and long-term potentially catastrophic impact: nuclear weapons
development and nuclear power. The entire chain of the nuclear industry is damaging to
the environment and potentially catastrophic to all life on earth, from uranium mining and

transport, plutonium pit production (Guzman 2025), nuclear weapons development,
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radioactive fallout from testing, cancers in humans and animals, radioactive pollution in
the soil and water, the massive expense of building nuclear powerplants, temporary and
very long-term storage of nuclear waste materials for at minimum, tens of thousands of
years, not to mention the existential threat of global nuclear war. As the home to the
Manhattan Project, the birthplace of nuclear weapons, the nuclear industrial complex has
a very significant presence here in New Mexico.

It is profoundly self-serving and irresponsible for major Silicon Valley tech
companies (e.g., Google, Amazon, Meta, Microsoft) to push for nuclear power plants to
power... what? Children's hospitals? No, to power energy intensive Al development so
that they can generate billions more in profit at the expense of the rest of us. If we all
survive this thoroughly psychopathic moment in history our descendants will look back
on us with incredulity and horror at the abject greed and short-sightedness of human
beings. These two Interviewee comments address the nuclear power industry:

Well, you know, Roy, for all those people that think that that's a solution,
they need to decide if they'd like for us to store the waste in their
backyard. Right? Because what happens is they want to store it in

somebody else's backyard, and they oftentimes look in this direction.
Yeah. We're done with that.

These are not good solutions. We have no place to take nuclear waste. A
power plant produces nuclear waste. Well, what are we going to do with
all the nuclear waste? Somebody, please solve that issue before you come
here.

Nuclear waste is a problem that no one seems to be serious about solving. The
nuclear power industry and the U.S. government have not demonstrated any dedication to

creating solutions to disposing of, or containing nuclear waste products safely, that will
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be viable for thousands of years. Corporate leaders are focused on the next quarter, and
elected officials, in general, are only concerned about re-election or finishing out their
terms. Once they are out of office, it is no longer their problem. Kicking the can down the
road is the preferred modus operandi for those that reap the profits from nuclear energy
production. In the meantime, Indigenous and less wealthy (or thoroughly impoverished)
communities bear the generational burden of cancer-causing materials in their back yards.
The Interviewee below addressed the push by the United States and Russia to

engage in a new nuclear arms race when we haven't even dealt with the radioactive waste
from the last arms race or figured out how to do atmospheric weapons testing without
spewing radioactive fallout across the United States. Even underground testing is
dangerous.

I have brought it up over and over and over again that we're in the middle

of a nuclear arms race. We haven't cleaned up the mess from before.
They're going to start testing in Nevada again. There's no safe way to test.

The Interviewee comment below addresses the massive cost to taxpayers, and to
society, of nuclear weapons development, and the lost opportunity to redirect that money
into investments beneficial to society:

So much of our money is into developing weapons, and we're not doing
enough to develop planet saving devices or ideas.

The quote below addresses two related issues: the lack of sufficient awareness
regarding the operations of nuclear/industrial complex; and the fact that a lot of
Americans are not aware that New Mexico is one of the 50 U.S. states, therefore people

of the borderlands of New Mexico repeatedly have had their lands used as a sacrifice
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zone, in the same way that we nuked the people of the Marshall Islands (Niedenthal

1997), a U.S. Territory, while doing nuclear weapons testing there, without warning the

islanders of the long term damage the testing would do. An Interviewee put it this way:
They say that it's safe and seemingly it is till the moment it's not, and then
it's catastrophic. You don't put the toothpaste back in the tube and they
don't come back. We're 79-year-old proof they don't come back. And if
you think industry is going to do that because it's industry that's proposing
these high-level waste facilities, they're not going to come back. They're
going to close up shop, they're going to change their name, they're going

to file bankruptcy, they're going to leave. And, you know, and we get to
hold the bag.

This level of political and corporate irresponsibility is intentional. Communities
are lied to, then betrayed years later after the land has been destroyed and the air and
water polluted. Corporate liability is limited by design through weak environmental
regulations and ineffective enforcement. Whatever environmental regulations exist, are
being further gutted by the current self-serving and sociopathic U.S. Administration.

Many people will endure sickness and death as a result. Families will be destroyed.

5. The role of education and youth in environmental engagement
Nearly all of the Interviewees all have said that education is important. But they
have differing views on what that means. For some, that means including much more
Indigenous history, and histories of the oppressed, into public school curricula. But as we
know we are living in a time where there is already huge political pushback against those
kinds of topics. Some U.S. states, and the Federal government are seeking to punish
librarians, teachers and professors for even talking about The 1619 Project, settler-

colonialism, slavery, racism, civil rights, women's rights or genocide against Indigenous
9 b
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peoples. In some states, if you are a librarian who does not pull The Wizard of Oz, A
Wrinkle in Time, Bless Me Ultima or The Handmaid's Tale off of the shelves, you could
be fired—or worse, potentially prosecuted as a law breaker. Who knew that being a
school librarian would require bravery? For other Interviewees, it means more in-the-
field, experiential education for young children. But are public school systems in the U.S.
and Canada interested in the extra effort to provide those opportunities? Insurance costs
and transportation are always automatically thrown out by most school districts as
objections to such programs. Another option mentioned is more education on related
nature-centric topics for older, retired life-long learners who have the time and interest to
explore important issues. This is certainly a possibility as a lot of that kind of work can be
done independently of local and state school programs as well as the U.S. Department of
Education, which is currently under attack. Of course there are always symposia, panel
discussions, webinars and TED talks. But those kinds of programs tend to attract the
same people. Will more talking to the choir be effective enough to change the course of
planetary history? What about more Indigenous literature in schools? Or classes about
environmental justice and consumerism? Some are working on documentaries and film
festivals. Regarding higher education, at least one Interviewee feels that academia at the
university level is itself a capitalist project, beholden to donors and susceptible to
political pressure and therefore represents limited viability as a mechanism of change.
Some universities will have the willpower and legal resources to resist the pressure to
conform to variable political winds, but others will not.

Education can be a safe place for having these conversations, building our

theories in a way that settler folks can understand. I fully believe that

literature is the way to communicate broad ideas and to link our values
together. Our program was one of the first in Canada that was a fully
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Indigenous cohort taught by Indigenous instructors. So, this was a test of
community learning.

The education sector really needs to step up and start putting terms like
environmental justice in people's heads, right? And discussing
consumerism and values. Why do we need to shop local and invest in local
communities? Because we absorb all the environmental impacts. There's a
political strategy and then there's a technical strategy, so there's these
levels of work. What is that message that we're having to broadcast? One
of our elders kept reminding us: understand the ground that you speak
from, understand your land, understand who you are and where you fit in
your land.

We have the Nuclear-Free Future Award with Claus Biegert, who's a great
ally of ours, who's been working with Indigenous peoples since late 60s
and early 70s. He's a photojournalist, a very close brother. We do the
International Uranium Film Festival every year with these groups from
around the world. The leaders, that started this, they're from Rio de
Janeiro. They've been working with us, hosting these film festivals. We're
seeing that we need more of our educational work to go to Europe.

There are a multitude of educational options that can be explored. A wider range
of quality curricula starting in elementary school, focused on Indigenous and Mestizo
history, black history, world history, colonialism, social justice and economics would be
a good start. Specific in-the-field, experiential education programs that are mentored by
experts, would also be extremely helpful. With the current dismantling of the U.S.
Department of Education, it will remain to be seen if it will be easier, or more difficult to
initiate such programs.

The following Interviewee expresses something that is somewhat surprising and

very illuminating: The support from older vs younger participants off the reservation is
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different than it is on the reservation. It's a mirror image. This offers a clue to potential
approaches with developing allies among youth vs. older retirees:
My colleagues that I worked with in developing our aggressive water
statement are all older individuals, mostly Anglo, a few Hispanics, but
they seem to understand why we need to say those things. It was more the
young people who had issues, like one young man who was concerned

that our position would be averse to industrial development, energy, and
extraction. He asked, "Are we not biting the hand that feeds us?"

I don't know if that's a phenomenon of the bigger world out there where
older people seem to gravitate to appreciating nature more so than the
young people who seem to be all about the technical aspects and financial
considerations.

But, with young people here within the Indigenous community, it's the
opposite. Our young people gravitate to this discussion about taking care
of nature. They don't hesitate to be aligned with that position. The
resistance that we get here comes from older people who may have been
employed by the government or industrial corporations.

It's possible to custom tailor educational programs for youth vs. retirees on and
off reservations, pueblos and smaller communities. They are at different stages in life, so
programs that address their needs and interests, while empowering them as allies in the
environmental fight makes good sense. Retirees tend to have more money and time to
spare than youth, but youth may be more interested in creating solutions and building a
healthier future.

The following quote from an Interviewee who is an educator represents how
seriously the Interviewees take the education of young people who may be from a
Western mindset, particularly when learning about nature. This Interviewee expresses a
total commitment to "developing minds" no matter who they are or where they are from.
This approach can be very effective as many people not only learn from, but are forever
influenced by the special teachers they hold in high regard.
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To me, students are the people that I work for. I do not work for a
principal. I do not work for a board of education. I don't work for the state.
They have to figure out my pay. I work for the needs of a developing
mind.

There could be so many ways of teaching. I don't know how in the world
my mother encouraged me to tie my shoes, but I remember how she did it.
I'll never forget it. Parents have unbelievable, interesting ways to get their
children to learn. That's what we do as teachers. We've got to make them
safe and make sure that they are not afraid. If you don't know anything,
well, you're not supposed to. We help you learn these things, and then you
can utilize (knowledge) as you go.

Educational programs may indeed a part of the solution, potentially a crucial part,
but how effective can be if they are a product of a profit-driven, capitalist, military-
industrial, globalist financial, bureaucratic complex? Are our educational systems
themselves a foundational expression of Western worldviews and systems design? Our
public school system certainly is. What about higher education? At least one interviewee
feels that formal education should not be the primary focus. The real work is in
politicizing people, and organizing mass movements to directly confront the machine that
is grinding the world down—creating voting blocks that have the power to vote
politicians who are beholden to finance and corporate interests out of office and replace
them with elected representatives who actually represent the people. Yet, this view
embodies faith in democracy. We have to ask ourselves, is democracy itself a fabricated
bit of seductive propaganda, myth as soma (Huxley 1932), to help assure compliance

with the kleptocracy? At this time in history, does bona fide democracy still exist?
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6. Thoughts on the future: until the last of our people

Overall, the Interviewees were somewhat optimistic, but in a very cautious,
guarded way. Some indicated that they have no alternative but to keep on doing what
they are doing for their children and grandchildren. They don't have the option of giving
up. Therefore, I would not say that they are truly optimistic about the current global
environmental situation. They are not happy or celebrating, they are heads down,
focused, determined and have no plans for ending their efforts. There are some
accomplishments yet in general, they are frustrated with the slow progress in their work.
It is not easy work.

The scale of the environmental problems that the world faces are massive.
Humans have brought this upon themselves through their own actions, their own
decisions. Major earthquakes and tsunamis are acts of nature that are completely separate
from anything that humans are doing. But droughts, wildfires, floods and hurricane
frequency and strength are the result of what humans are doing to the atmosphere, land
and oceans. We don't have much time and even the idea of "a little time" may be an
illusion. We won't know until we look back on these pivotal years. We are at 1.5°C above
pre-industrial levels for the first time in 2024, the hottest year on record (United Nations,
2025). Incredibly devastating wildfires are occurring everywhere with shocking
frequency. At least 12,000 homes and buildings burned in the city of Los Angeles in a
period of two days driven by some of the most severe Santa Ana winds and record low
levels of soil moisture ever recorded (Pan 2024). And as we approach 3.0 degrees above
pre-industrial temperatures the strength and frequency of temperature exacerbated

weather events will become exponentially more destructive. Insurance companies are
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already pulling out of areas vulnerable to wildfire and hurricanes. The costs of
environmental losses for national governments keep climbing (Charlton 2023). Any
government can only respond with so much disaster relief. As the costs of disaster
response climbs to unsustainable proportions of GDP, no nation can just keep incurring
these costs indefinitely. But, of course, most politicians, corporate leaders and
shareholders are only thinking about short-term gain. Who is thinking long term?
Environmental activists operating from an Indigenous nature-centric worldview. Their
worldviews encompass cosmic cycles that are measured in longue durée timeframes:
millennia.

Thus, despite small, personal successes in reaching hearts and minds of Western
thinkers, the overall global scale of the challenge and the sheer urgency of very short
timeframes for reaching any kind of consensus on better, more coherent decision making,
much less implementing effective solutions, may be out of reach. But we have to keep
trying in every way possible, big and small—until our last breath. The following five
Interviewee comments exemplify not giving up in the face of hostility:

Looking at the way the world is going, it's not positive. It stands to reason
that if the world doesn't change, given all of these disturbing trends, then
the end result is not good. So, I'm pessimistic in that way. But, also
optimistic in that, if we can get people to begin understanding that we
need, as humanity, to go back to our original instructions. That's what it's
going to take. And, from my experience with getting people to understand

that and the positive response that I get, you know, there is hope. But, it's a
very challenging thing to do.

We're at a tipping point. I was optimistic—until this presidential election
cycle seeing how humans are really acting and behaving and treating each
other with no respect. "I'm with this party, and you're with that party, and I
can't talk to you because you're one of them." And, "I care about what you
do in your home so much because it affects my life, so I'm going to get my
nose in your business." I mean, I've kind of lost faith. I'm worried. It's not
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that we don't have people with good ideas out there. People don't know
how to behave and play together well in the same sandbox. We're all
siloing ourselves. Then, this earth is going to shake us off her back like
dust and start all over again with whatever evolves.

We are traveling worldwide and live in different countries. At first, I didn't
know how to feel about that, but now I feel optimistic. I feel like we need
more of our people out there everywhere.

I think we have to be (optimistic). I mean, the fact that we are doing the
work means that we can't afford to be pessimistic. We can be pessimistic
about relationships. We can be pessimistic sometimes about the hurt that
we feel for place. But, I mean, I think the ultimate way that we can go
wrong when we use that word, that ultimate wrongdoing, is hopelessness,
right? In the sense that we've given up and so effort is no longer required.
I think effort will always be required until our last breath, until the last of
our people. Our job is to instill hope, is to instill pride, is to instill strength
to instill determination. How we do that, I don't think matters.

The Interviewees will continue their work until "the earth shakes us off her back
like dust." This is both an inspiring, determined "fight to the end" and a disheartening
reality-check for those attempting to turn things around. So, what is the key to turning
things around? What is holding these environmental activists back? What is the

disconnect and why is there a disconnect?
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Chapter I'V.

The Intractable Gap: A Theory

Observations were not enough. People had dreams in which aspects of
the living universe came forward to urge them to take certain well-defined
paths of behavior. Often, in dreams, a bird, animal or stone would
speak to them, offer its friendship or advice, or reveal the future,
information they could not possibly derive from the most intense
observation of the physical world.
—Vine Deloria Jr.
I have spent time pondering the nature and source of the profound disconnect that
I have identified in the research. All research participants expressed frustration at the
difficulty of communicating what should be obvious concepts and perspectives to non-
Indigenous people. The pushback from non-Indigenous decision makers ranges from
subtle to virulent, but it is consistently present. The incredulity and hostility are

impossible to ignore. This can be discouraging for environmental activists.

The Question of Dominion
It is known that the structural sources of strife — what I will refer to as the gap —
between Indigenous worldviews and Western worldviews has been, and continues to be
manifested as divergent concepts about land ownership, resource expropriation, women
as property and without rights, the accumulation of wealth, submission to kings,
obsession with money, and power over "lesser" humans and other living things. There are

exceptions, but in general, Indigenous people do not believe it is right to: own land
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because the land is sacred; scar your Earth Mother with mining and extraction; or view
women as property (many Indigenous cultures are matriarchal). The Indigenous do not
offer unlimited power to kings. They don't tend to worship money over their nature. They
value animals as relatives (who sometimes speak with them), and plants as life giving,
healing or illuminating. Humans are a part of nature, not separate from—and certainly
not superior to—nature. Humans cannot exist apart from nature. Indigenous approaches
are commonsense, rational, logical and informed by empirical observation.

In their book, The Dawn of Everything, David Graber & David Wengrow discuss
the Indigenous Critique of European Society. The authors focus on the conversations
between Lahontan (a disgraced French chronicler of his adventures in New France) and a
Native American Wendat statesman named Kandiaronk (aka “Adario’), which were
recorded in Lahontan’s widely read book titled, Curious Dialogues with a Savage of
Good Sense Who Has Travelled, published in 1703. This book is one of many writings
from that period that document the perspective of several Native Americans on the topic
of European society—in addition to other books that feature imaginary/theoretical
conversations between European thinkers and American “savages”—used as foils to raise
controversial positions about the structure and character of European society by European
thinkers of the day.

Based upon third-party research, (Mann 2001: 55), there is no reason to believe
that the statements attributed to Kandiaronk in Lahontan’s book were fabrications by
Lahontan. Kandiaronk had traveled to Europe and was well known for his eloquence and

rhetorical prowess.
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Kandiaronk had voiced many observations and strong criticisms of European
society, chiefly: a slave-like fear of, and obedience to, kings, priests and other
“superiors”’; laws and sanctioned punishments; constant fighting and quarreling; rampant
envy, thievery and deception caused by the use of money and property ownership; and a
lack of kindness and generosity toward their fellow Europeans, not to mention Native
Americans and slaves—critiques that were taken very seriously during Europe’s Age of
Reason (Graber and Wengrow 2021).

Western colonial practices manifested the biblical concept of "dominion over the
fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the
earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth"” (King James Bible, Genesis
1:26 and Genesis 1:28). The Western worldview as a whole is obsessed with dominion—
over lands, people, resources and everything else. To the Indigenous people of the world
this endless striving for dominion is at best, misguided, and at worst, insane.

At the beginning of this study, I assumed, like many, that the source of strife —
i.e., the gap — between Indigenous worldviews and Western worldviews lay in the
biblical concept of "dominion". This concept has been extrapolated further in the
formalized Medieval concept of the Great Chain of Being (Lovejoy 1932-33) and later,
the Papal Bull known as the Doctrine of Discovery (Castanha 2015), and the Casta
system of racial categorization (Cope 2006) produced by invading Spanish Conquistadors
when they conquered the continents now known as the Americas. These concepts and
documents have had a tremendous impact on Western worldviews and behaviors within
and far beyond Christianity. Dominion over the earth and all living things is taken as a

given, a fundamental fact, something that is not to be questioned. According to Hannah
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Arendt, this dominion worldview was amplified by the "discovery" of "America" and led
to the "alienation from the earth inherent in the discovery and taking possession of the
earth" (Arendt 1958, 251). The concept of dominion and its brutal manifestations acted
out by fallible, self-serving, sociopathic humans, not as caretakers of the earth, but as
dealers of death, violence, racism, abuse of women, animal cruelty and the defilement of
the earth is widespread and rampant. Expressed as colonialism for 500 years in the
Americas, since Hernan Cortés strode onto the beach in Vera Cruz (Cortés 1520), this
impulse is today manifested as globalist capitalism and rising state imperialism that
facilitate exploitation of people and extraction of resources through violence and threats
of violence.

But after conducting this study, I propose a theory that the source of the
conceptual and cognitive disconnect between Indigenous and Western orientations is far
deeper than the biblical concept of dominion, underlying Medieval feudalism, political
ideologies, Marxism and capitalism, or official documents and proclamations. It arises
out of an impulse in Western cultures that prioritizes a self-limiting variant of
"rationality” that is itself irrational. Living during this period of environmental crisis, |
am concerned that the source of this disconnect may, in fact, be unbridgeable in the short
amount of time we have before the climate crisis inexorably transforms into an unending
series of climate catastrophes. We may have already crossed that threshold.

I am the genetic and cultural embodiment of mental and spiritual nepantilism
(Anzaldua 1987, 100), which is an ambiguous state with one foot in Indigenous
worldviews (through my Pacific Islander ancestors and my personal innate experiences)

and the other foot in Western worldviews, (having grown up in the U.S. public education
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system and having spent years of my professional life working with corporate leaders,
politicians and bureaucrats). According to Gloria Anzaldua, nepantilism is, "an Aztec
word meaning torn between ways, la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the cultural
and spiritual values of one group to another to another. Being tricultural, monolingual,
bilingual, or multiligual, speaking a patois, and in a state of perpetual transition, the
mestiza faces the dilemma of the mixed breed: which collectivity does the daughter of a
darkskinned mother listen to?"

I live in both worlds and understand both worlds, one primarily intellectually, one
primarily viscerally, yet I do not embody one at the expense of the other. However, this
study has made clear that there is an apparently insurmountable conceptual and cognitive
disconnect between the two worlds. Why? Is there a void in Western educational systems
where Indigenous Studies and History of Mesoamerica should live? Yes, but that hardly
explains everything. The disconnect lies in a fundamental gap in human experience,
conception and cognition between Indigenous worldviews and Western worldviews. Why
does this gap exist, why does it make attempts at communication maddening, and why
does it appear to be unbridgeable?

After conducting the interviews for this study, I spent some time wondering why
it is that I can work effectively with research scientists at Los Alamos National
Laboratory, in some ways the very embodiment of Western culture and higher education,
and Native activists who value our Earth Mother above all, without any issues and zero
friction? (I don't even bother to "code shift" as I don't think about presenting myself
differently to different people). After all, I did not grow up on tribal lands participating in

Indigenous ceremonies, I grew up playing baseball and riding motorcycles. Yet, it has
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always baffled me how so many that grew up with a Western orientation have such
difficulty valuing Indigenous orientations. Why has it been natural and straightforward
for me to grasp, value and most importantly, make decisions based on Indigenous
worldviews? Why can I do this naturally when most who grew up in the same schools
and institutions as I did have difficulty even grasping basic concepts about land, water,
animals, plants and the sky? Is it simply because I am a Pacific Islander who was born in
Hawaii? Not likely. I grew up in Southern California. Are Indigenous worldviews
programmed into my DNA? That is also doubtful. Following much reflection, I had a
personal epiphany: I can grasp the entire spectrum of human experience, conception and
cognition because / have had non-verbal, innate / ineffable experiences with nature since
I'was a small child. Significantly, my parents never discouraged that side of me, most
likely attributing it to me being "imaginative" or "creative", which they valued. In
addition to that, like my interviewees, I grew up in nature, often exploring the land for
hours on my own. The most pushback I ever received for not conforming to Western pre-
conceptions of behavior was a third-grade teacher who called my parents in to let them
know that I wasn't paying attention in class. She said I would stare out the window "day
dreaming". But I wasn't day dreaming, I was observing how the trees swayed in the wind,
each branch and every leaf moving in sequence, not all at once, as the clouds
continuously changed shape in the distance. This was far more interesting to me than
whatever we were discussing in class. I wanted to be outside. If I day dreamed about
anything it may have been about heroic seafaring Polynesians cris-crossing the vast
expanse of the Pacific in outriggers long before the Sextant was invented, only using

ancient wayfinding techniques based.
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This Innate / Ineffable Relationship with Nature is fundamental to the Indigenous
worldview, the source that precedes sacred lore and ceremony. But this deep personal
connection with nature has been intentionally eliminated from the Western worldview. It
doesn't conform to Western notions of rationality. There are rare exceptions: European
mysticism, e.g., Meister Eckhart (Schiirmann 2001); total immersion in the observation
of nature bordering on mystical communion with the natural world, e.g., Leonardo Da
Vinci (Isaacson 2017); or serious attempts to directly experience the innate/ineffable
through the use of "heroic doses" of naturally-occurring psychoactive agents, particularly
ayahuasca / DMT, e.g., Terence McKenna (McKenna 1991).

Yet, it is possible to experience a non-religious communion with nature directly,
unmediated by language and concepts. I am describing experiences that are non-cognitive
and non-conceptual, therefore non-cultural—anterior to cognition and beyond
categorization and analysis. It is obvious to one within this ineffable state that humans are
one with nature; nature is aware of and recognizes each of us as individuals; nature
provides for us and guides us, but does not exist for our selfish use; we are more than just
connected to it, we are an intrinsic part of it; nature forms our bodies, our minds and our
spirits; without nature we would not exist. There is nothing esoteric or exotic about this
perception of nature, it is simply reality. Like many Indigenous and Mestizo people who
are close to the land, (particularly farmers), I don't just have an appreciation for nature, |
have an innate relationship with nature.

To clarify further what I mean by being an intrinsic part of nature, I had
mentioned above that three of my neighbors would appear to me as "magical creatures". |

would perceive them this way consistently anytime I would encounter these three. They
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were fully integrated with normal reality and normal perception. In other words, the other
kids, parents or teachers in proximity would be present as normal people in my normal
environment. The three magical kids (together or separately) would simply be among the
others, in the neighborhood, in school, wherever they happened to be. Reality would not
fade. The magical kids would be speaking or interacting with the others in real time and
space just as [ was doing. They were not mystical visions, spirits or ghosts. The magical
three were simply special beings who existed in reality in the same time and space with
everyone and everything else. They had no self-awareness of being special, much less
magical. For me, there was nothing startling or unusual about having magical creatures in
my life other than the fact that encountering them would bring me happiness and remind
me that nature is far deeper and more mysterious than anyone can imagine. I have the
same inner response when I look up at the stars and planets circling the heavens. They
bring me happiness. I have recently reconnected with all three of these magical creatures
from my neighborhood and have told them about how I perceived them as we grew up
together. They were surprised and have confirmed my specific recollections—but were
not aware of my perception of them as magical. This includes the fact that we would
sometimes simply stand in close proximity with each other without uttering a word.
Language was not necessary to communicate with each other. Our direct interactions
were essentially non-verbal despite the fact that all of our interactions with other kids,
parents and teachers were very verbal. This is how I know I was not hallucinating: my
recollections of specific moments in time when growing up with them were confirmed
years later as accurate. My encounters with these three specific magical beings continued

through high school. Even if I were having a conversation with someone else in the
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crowded quad, if one of them appeared on the far side of the quad, I would immediately
notice them. They stood out. No other kids in school appeared to me to be magical
beings. I never spoke about these ineffable experiences until years later because I didn't
think about them as being anything unusual. Today, I understand that this was a
tremendous gift.

It occurs to me that I am open to Indigenous worldviews because / have also
experienced the existential precarity of life due to threats of death from the leaders of
distant lands, and a sickness that cannot be seen. These are quintessential Indigenous,
life-changing, culture-defining, liminal, ground-of-culture experiences (i.e., expressed in
the statement many Indigenous people make, "We are still here", or more fully, "We are
not supposed to exist, we were supposed to have been exterminated. But we are still
here"). These things that can be talked about but cannot be fully understood unless one
has experienced them directly and viscerally. For the Indigenous peoples of North
America, this is an outcome of sudden and a brutal colonialist invasion, (particularly here
in the US and Mexico), that has likely also forever altered their essence, due to
transgenerational trauma, down to their very DNA (Youssef, Lockwood, et. al. 2018).

From the Indigenous orientation, the point is to live in and value this ineffable
reality, this deep connection and communion with nature and all non-human life as
sentient beings as much as possible. This is reflected in the stories that are told by the
elders and storytellers, the messengers who pass the stories down (Kimmerer 2013, 3).
All of the Indigenous and Mestizo people I know who live from a nature-centric world
view, look up at the night sky, pay close attention to individual plants and animals, and

listen to the wind. When a curandero says, "The plants tell me", this is not a strange
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statement to me, any more than the thought that "in Hawaii, every botanical, zoological
or inorganic form that is known to have been named (and personalized) was some thing
used..." and furthermore, "living was experience fraught with exact and definite
significance" (Levi-Strauss 1962, 2). What a profound description of living! One of my
earliest memories is of golden maple trees in the autumn gesticulating, greeting and
speaking to me. This is similar to the story of The Golden Carp in Bless Me Ultima by
Rudolfo Anaya (Anaya 1972, 98-100, 126-146). When Indigenous and Mestizo activists
talk of facing daily aggression, racist threats and death threats, these are also not
particularly unusual statements to me. My immediate response, is not, "Wow, that's
terrible" it is, "Yes, of course, it happens." I have long understood this about myself, but
had not associated it with indigeneity until recently. The root of indigeneity is being so
deeply a part of nature that one is not separated from the earth, the land, the water, the
animals the wind, the stars, at all. We don't just see the stars in the sky, we are the stars,
literally. The basic elements of the stars are the same basic elements of life: carbon,
hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen, sulphur and phosphorus, which make up 97% of the mass of
the human body (SDSS/APOGEE 2017). Knowing this makes threats from other humans
less potent. Tracking the movement of stars and constellations figure prominently in the
astronomy of Indigenous peoples. This ancient Indigenous (and now scientific)
perspective on the power of stars, was expressed in song by Moby:

Growing in numbers

Growing in peace

People they come together

People they fall apart

No one can stop us now
'Cause we are all made of stars

(Moby 2002)
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A Fundamental Experiential and Cognitive Asymmetry

Another way to look at the innate / ineffable is that it illuminates a fundamental
experiential and cognitive asymmetry: people with an Indigenous nature-centric
orientation can learn Western languages, attend Western schools and successfully
participate as professionals in Western institutions—but the reverse is rarely true.

Part of this is due to typical modern life. If someone grows up in an urban /
suburban environment in an air-conditioned home, drives to work in an air-conditioned
car, to an office in an air-conditioned building—with windows that cannot be opened—
stops at an air-conditioned shopping mall or grocery store and arrives home after dark,
they spend their days entirely disconnected from nature. In urban areas like Los Angeles,
people rarely look up to see the stars at night. Even if they did, they can't see the stars due
to smog, wildfire smoke, ubiquitous city lights and six months of "June gloom" coastal
haze. In many cities the "vault of heaven" cannot be seen fully because the view of the
sky is blocked by skyscrapers. In North American 83% of people live in urban
environments (Galan 2025). This is a problem because it leads to a lack of correct
perspective as nearly insignificant living beings in a gigantic universe, as well as the
direct knowledge that humans are a part of nature, not separate from nature. Our day-to-
day concerns are insignificant compared to the vast depth of the universe. Not looking up
at the stars leads us to think we are more important than we really are. Disconnection
from nature, or as Hannah Arendt put it, "alienation from the earth” (Arendt 1958, 251)
is the source of self-destructive human hubris.

It can be argued however, that growing up in nature is not enough, it does not

guarantee that an individual will be open to environmental causes. Many people who
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vehemently oppose environmental causes (and not just the Indigenous and Mestizo
environmental activists) also grew up in nature. Many anti-environmental people have
grown up in a rural environment, hunting, fishing and exploring the woods as kids. As
adults they may become ranchers, hunters, trappers, dog owners and firearm enthusiasts.
In other words, they also enjoy being outdoors. They may even describe themselves as
"outdoorsmen". Some may become big game trophy hunters, killing animals for sport
merely to hang their heads on their wall while leaving the remaining carcass to rot in the
sun—something that no Indigenous hunter would likely do (Huber 1995). Beyond the
llano, they likely drive a lifted pickup truck, wear camo, attend mud bogs and read Field
and Stream and Guns and Ammo, but are not likely to read Outside Magazine, drive an
electric car or shop at REI. I exaggerate slightly, but this would make a great topic for
field research! If I had multiple lifetimes, I would do the research myself. I've known
many people who fit this general description. It would be interesting to compare their
worldviews to Indigenous worldviews. But none of their bona fide enjoyment of the
outdoors pre-disposes them to becoming protectors of nature, much less environmental
activists. For them, nature exists for them to use as they please as a source of enjoyment
and entertainment, but not necessarily something to be venerated and protected. There is
no reciprocity involved. Even the term, "wildlife conservation" means different things to
different people—from protecting wolves and coyotes, to killing wolves and coyotes in
state-sanctioned "hunting competitions".

The point I am making is that there are millions of Americans who are a part of
the "outdoorsman" sub-culture, (an identity group with specific in-group markers), whose

worldview truly does not overlap with the Indigenous and Mestizo nature-centric
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worldviews I am exploring in this study. Growing up in nature may lead to an Indigenous
worldview, but does not necessarily do so. Culture-specific mentored experiential
education and training (primarily through stories and histories and ceremonies, but also
through rites of passage) are also required. But is there more that is required?

My theory is that more is required. Growing up in nature is a necessary precursor
and life context (the ground) of Indigenous worldviews, but is not, in and of itself, the
defining characteristic of Indigeneity. So, what is? If growing up in nature is the ground,
and precedes learning Indigenous worldviews (cognition and culture) via storytelling,
ceremony, cultural events and arts (including clothing, music and culinary arts), what is

the seed?

The Direct Apprehension of Reality

My theory is this: since experience precedes cognition, the seed is the direct
apprehension of reality, un-mediated by language and abstract concepts, through
communion with the land, air, water, sky, animals and plants, all experienced directly as
sentient beings. Unless one has experienced this direct innate / ineffable connection to the
intelligence and wisdom of nature, it cannot be reclaimed or recreated later in life via
reading books, through training or educational systems based on texts or through
"esoteric practices." It is almost like growing up without a mother and never experiencing
a mother's love. One can study early childhood development all they want, but that
received, abstract knowledge does not replace the direct experience of a mother's love.

The Indigenous way of acquiring knowledge by directly apprehending reality
through communion with other living beings—hierophanies all (Eliade 1982, 14)—is

beyond the spectrum of the modes of Western knowledge acquisition systems which frame
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prevailing Western worldviews. In other words, the second part of my Innate / Ineffable
Relationship to Nature theory is this. the models of Western knowledge acquisition are a
sub-set of the total Indigenous means of knowledge acquisition. By this | mean that the
total spectrum of Indigenous experience and knowledge acquisition is both wider and
deeper than Western modes of experience and knowledge acquisition. (I should point out
that models and means are two different things. Models are conceptual. Means are a way
of action). Anyone should be able to experience nature as myriad hierophanies, naturally,
even before they learn spoken and written languages, including non-Indigenous people.
However, Western modes of knowledge acquisition are constrained for cultural, and
today, political reasons. In the Western world, it is not acceptable to have these
experiences or to talk about them. This denial of a fundamental state of reality beyond
conception and cognition circumscribes Western apprehension of, and attitudes toward,

nature. This is not just unfortunate, it is dangerous. (See Figure 1 on the following page).
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Oral Storytelling
Spoken Languaage
Cosmologies

Images / Symbols
Runes / Petroglyphs
Interpretative Meaning

Figure 1. Full-Spectrum of Experience and Cognition: Indigenous vs. Western.

<--- The Gap --->

Figure © 2025, Roy A. Montibon
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The Innate / Ineffable Relationship with Nature is something that many people
who grew up in Western cultures tend to dismiss as "crazy talk", "it doesn't exist", "it's a
hallucination", even "Indians do mushrooms and see things". But the experience I am
referring to is not drug induced, it is a fundamental aspect of reality that I have personally
experienced, and when combined with guided learning from elders through storytelling,
is core to Indigenous cosmovision: the axis mundi and non-linear cycles of time: cycles
of life, the universe before humans and the cycles of cosmic creation and destruction.

The following story from an Interviewee is mysterious, wonderful and thought
provoking. Could a Western child who has been actively discouraged from direct,
ineffable experiences with nature have had this dream and come to this conclusion?
More importantly, would a Western mother have responded in the way her mother did?

I love this question! I was a very young age. We were playing with frogs,
right? We used to collect frogs when we were little, put them all in a
bucket and punch holes in the bucket to make sure that they can breathe,
but not thinking about the consequences of confining those tiny little
spirits, those little animal people that serve a purpose on the land. And just
leaving them there. We just were kids, and we don't realize those
consequences that we experience when we intermingle with our
surroundings. And so that night I went home and I had this dream that I
was in this really dark room, and there was this bucket on the ground and
on the top of the bucket the lid was kind of like trying to poke out, there
was this frog that was trying to get me. And as I was getting closer to it, it
got bigger and bigger and bigger right in my face. I got up and I cried and
I screamed and I was, really upset about it. I ran to my mother. I told her
about this dream and she's like, "Well, you know, it's because you guys
were playing with those frogs. You were hurting them." And so that's the
first kind of connection. It taught me a lesson, and I never did that again.

The Innate / Ineffable
Not everyone, Indigenous or otherwise, experiences spontaneous innate /

ineffable communion with nature and its endless multitude of living hierophanies, yet, it
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is theoretically possible for anyone, including those who are non-Indigenous, to have
these experiences, particularly as young children. But in Western societies, this is socially
unacceptable and actively dismissed out of hand. Children who have these experiences
and talk about them with others run the risk of being diagnosed with ADHD, or worse,
then prescribed stimulants, non-stimulants or anti-depressants to suppress their vivid
subjective experiences with nature. The innate / ineffable experience I have been
describing is literally threatening to some because it is seen as subverting Western
worldviews. But to those who have experienced the ineffable of any variety, describing
them to those who have not is a seriously problematic endeavor. Rudolph Otto
understands that the ineffable must be experienced directly and is not illuminated by the
uninitiated, "with the help of such principles of explanation as he knows." For example,
"interpreting 'Aesthetics' in terms of sensuous pleasure," as the artist will reject such
facile theories as linguistic simulacra—an inimical facsimile of the experience, not just
inauthentic, but hostile to the very notion of the experience. Nor is the experience subject
to analysis. In Otto's case, he is not even willing to try to bring those who are not
experienced along. Boldly, he stated early (in the second sentence of Chapter Three in his
book, The Idea of the Holy), "Whoever cannot do this, whoever knows no such moments
in his experience is requested to read no further" (Otto 1917, 271).

At the other end of the spectrum, the current hostility toward science, scientific
research, epistemology and higher learning here in the U.S., particularly as it relates to
social and environmental issues, tragically, will constrain the cognitive range for those

growing up within a Western orientation even further. The current anti-science bias will

86



impact research budgets and expose the vulnerable to further harm, as well as contribute
to a future generation of cognitively impaired youth.

This fundamental asymmetry between Indigenous and Western ways of acquiring
experience, concepts, knowledge, culture and internal values is an existential challenge
for humans to solve. The future of life on earth may depend upon bridging this seemingly
intractable disconnect in the brief time that we have left. It is a rich, multidimensional
topic for future scholarly research and debate. I plan to investigate this fundamental gap
in the formation of Indigenous and Western worldviews further as a transformative
anthropological project in my PhD research.

I will end this thesis with this wonderful story from an Interviewee. As told to her
by a dying tree outside her window, the ultimate goal is life—not necessarily human life
and not any particular being's life. This is a clear example of a natural and spontaneous
innate / ineffable experience with a non-human sentient being communicating with us. Is
the interviewee crazy, or more alive, in more dimensions, than the average person in
today's world?

I was looking out my window and I was looking at these trees. I was
feeling really sad for them because, you know, with global warming trends
we were starting to see mountain pine beetle outbreaks and these just giant
stands of trees that are dying. And I could feel it. I was looking out that
window. And I could see this tree that was beside my house, and it was
dying. And I just could just feel the pain of it, like, that hurt. And I think I
was crying, but then it spoke to me and it said to me, "No more tears." It
said, "I'm dying. But this little being that's just burrowing away through
my veins and all of these hollows and places in the bark and through my
shell, my armor." It said, "These little beings, they are in this place in life
where there's they just have plenty so you can't be sad for me because
there's so many of them and they're so happy they're moving and their
numbers are in the hundreds of millions." Then it said, "The ultimate goal

is life, and yes, I'm dying and I'm a single being. But these little beings,
there are millions of them. And the ultimate goal for the earth is life."
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And it was just really a really powerful message for me. I was feeling bad
for this tree because it was dying, not thinking, oh, there's these other little
beings. They live there too. They're not sad. They're just they're in the
prime of their society's development, right? So, you know, it just made me
happy to think that this being spoke and it had that kind of empathy for
other beings that live. I think that that was one of the most powerful
messages for me, that in the world that the primary directive is just life.
And it doesn't have to be human, it doesn't have to be tree, it can be insect,
it can be any form of life, that's the goal. So, I think that it really
influenced my thinking about doing this work that I do.

For most Indigenous people, the land speaks to them, the trees speak to
them. These different beings speak to them, you know, their ancestors
speak to them. And so, most of us are diagnosed as mildly or moderately
schizophrenic, right? Because we see things that most people don't. And
so, we talk about it amongst ourselves, but we we're a little careful. But
I'm not as careful anymore. As I get older, I don't care if people think I'm
crazy, right? Right.
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