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SINCE THE LATE 1960s, the fields of indigenous and 
environmental history have boomed.  In the United States these 
large, nuanced, and often-overlapping historiographies have 
provided college educators with enormous scope to re-evaluate 
the past and contextualize contemporary political and social issues 
related to Native peoples and the environment.  Since the Civil Rights 
Movement of the 1950s and 1960s energized a new generation of 
professional historians, topics such as race, gender, sexuality, and 
social justice have become staples of historical scholarship and 
instruction in college classrooms.  The social movements that 
followed the civil rights struggles, such as the counterculture, third-
wave feminism, and the modern environmental movement, provide 
us—college history professors—with the historiographical tools to 
rethink what it is we want our undergraduate students to get out of 
indigenous and environmental history.1

There are good pedagogical reasons for weaving indigenous and 
environmental histories into the historical narratives that we ask our 
students to critique.  To begin with, the roiling social atmosphere of 
political protest and consciousness-raising of the 1960s and 1970s 
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constituted an era when Native peoples asserted their historical and 
political voices on issues related to place, land rights, and ecological 
sustainability.2  For instance, the American Indian Movement (AIM), 
founded in Minneapolis, Minnesota in 1968, became one of the most 
publicly visible American Indian activist organizations of the 1970s 
in raising popular awareness about environmental racism, especially 
as it related to the preservation of sacred sites.3

Major political developments also helped to increase the visibility 
of both Native American and environmental issues and, therefore, 
warrant our students’ careful consideration.  The Endangered 
Species Act (1973) and the Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act (1975) were two of the most important pieces of 
federal legislation to play significant roles in bringing issues of 
environmental (and, specifically, species) sustainability and Native 
governance into mainstream political discourse in the United States.  
At an international level, the decolonization of Africa, Asia, and the 
Pacific raised similarly pressing questions about Native governance 
and environmental management.  In more recent years, the United 
Nations has recognized that the issues of Native self-determination 
and climate change are not mutually exclusive historical and 
political issues; they are inextricably bound together by the reality 
of global warming and the potentially devastating consequences of 
rising sea levels on disproportionately large numbers of indigenous 
peoples throughout the world.4

Given the synergies between indigenous and environmental 
histories, it seems only reasonable that we as college instructors 
challenge our students to think critically about the historical 
complexities of contemporary indigenous and environmental 
issues.5  This essay presents readers with historiographical 
examples of the types of reference points that might be effectively 
deployed in the college classroom to encourage students to 
develop historical frameworks that enhance civic engagement 
and sociopolitical decision-making on issues related to Native 
ecological knowledge and environmental sustainability.  Striving 
for such learning outcomes is not mere pie-in-the-sky idealism; it 
is, or at least should be, part of the core mission of a history (and, 
indeed, humanistic) curriculum that seeks not only to invest in 
students a sense of historical consciousness, but also to nurture 
the analytical skills necessary to critically reflect on, and develop 
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potential solutions to, the ecological challenges facing indigenous 
communities around the globe.6

My analysis builds on the insights of historian Mark Carey, who 
posits the need for a “critical climate history” that incorporates 
historical analysis into the science and politics of climate change 
discourse.7  I agree with Carey, but would like to expand on his 
conclusions by proposing a framework that I refer to as “Native 
ecologies.”  By “Native ecologies,” I refer to the development 
of a deeper historical appreciation for indigenous modes of 
environmental stewardship and ecological thinking that enables 
historians to analyze the local (or comparative) dimensions of 
climate change, while still recognizing the global, transnational 
nature of rapid environmental change.  The following analysis 
begins by considering theories of Native ecologies.  It does this 
by drawing insights from traditional ecological knowledge in 
North America, and transitions to take a global perspective of 
the historical significance of indigenous ecological knowledge 
among Native people outside of North America.  My analysis 
seeks to balance ecocentric perspectives on climate change with 
reflections on the anthropocene, or human action—a balancing act 
that indigenous people throughout the world have a long history 
of engagement with.8

Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)
and Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK)

When I ask undergraduate students about indigenous people and 
the environment, I routinely read or listen to anecdotes about the 
“ecological Indian.”9  Many students admit that Native American 
history is a mystery to them.  As a result, students often fall back on 
popular culture understandings about indigenous people being more 
attuned to the environment than Europeans and Euro-Americans.  
The trope of the ecological Indian is deeply rooted in Western 
culture.  It is a trope that dates back to the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries and European perceptions of American Indians living as 
“noble savages” who have virtually no impact on the environment.  
Such was the environmental awareness of Native peoples that 
they lived in perfect harmony with nature.  Or so the trope of the 
ecological Indian asserts.10
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While the idea of the ecological Indian situates indigenous 
people as part of nature and tends to give primacy to environmental 
agency over human action, it nonetheless has some analytical utility, 
even if that utility is only to get students thinking about Native 
ecologies.  Prior to regular contact with Europeans in the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth century, Native people in the Americas lived 
communal lives that were guided by the principles of balance and 
harmony.  Indigenous Americans were not guided by Western 
linear conceptions of time/progress, nor were they motivated by the 
pursuit of profits.  Instead, Native people sought ways to balance 
the needs of their communities with the ecological limitations of 
the local environment.  This is not to say that American Indians 
did not attempt to shape and reshape their environment; they did.  
Instead, it is an acknowledgement of how indigenous people tried to 
understand and respect the ecological limits of a given environment 
or ecosystem.11

The pursuit of balance and harmony between Native American 
communities and local ecologies existed both before and well after 
European colonization took root in the Americas.  In fact, the quest 
for human-environmental balance and harmony can also be identified 
in other parts of the world where Europeans colonized indigenous 
lands.  Whether scholars refer to pre- or post-contact periods, the 
ecological practices of Native people are often conceptualized as 
traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) or indigenous ecological 
knowledge (IEK).12

TEK/IEK revolves around the ideals of balance and harmony 
between human populations and the environmental capacity of local 
ecologies to meet the needs of humans.  This is what environmentalist 
and political leaders often refer to as “sustainability.”  For 
indigenous people, sustainability, or balance and harmony, did 
not involve a romanticized connection to the natural world—as 
the trope of the ecological Indian posits.  It instead centered on 
adaptive ecological skills and knowledge.  Native people knew, 
and continue to acknowledge, that the environment is not static; 
therefore, ecological knowledge—of which I include territorial, 
maritime, and riverine ecologies, in addition to horticultural and 
agricultural knowledge systems—cannot be unchanging or static 
if balance and harmony between human needs and ecological 
sustainability is to be achieved.13
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Native Ecologies Approaches

This dynamic framework for understanding TEK/IEK applies 
to Native North Americans as much as it applies to indigenous 
people throughout the world, and is the intellectual foundation for 
the Native ecologies approach.  For instance, anthropologist Ben 
Campbell refers to the ideal of balance and harmony in relation to 
the indigenous Himalayans as “indigenous eco-relational sensibility 
expressed in stories of an animated landscape of interacting, 
diverse beings,” be they human beings, animals, rocks, spirits, 
or vegetation.14  Using TEK/IEK to inform Native ecologies thus 
provides a historical framework for understanding species-ecologies 
interactions at a spiritual and material level of analysis.

For the world’s indigenous peoples, local ecologies have never 
simply been resources that make economic growth possible; they 
are living systems that connect human societies to the global 
biosphere and a spiritual sense of being.  As such, the introduction 
of TEK/IEK into the college classroom opens a space for students to 
consider indigenous environmental thinking in relation to Western 
ideas about environment, agriculture, science, and commerce 
more broadly.  For example, can Native ecological thinking be 
effectively meshed with concepts such as biocentrism, or the 
proposition that all living things have moral standing?  Perhaps.  
Native peoples in North America and other parts of the world have 
long histories of talking about the connection between the souls 
of animate and inanimate objects.  Thus, just as a biocentric view 
of environment posits a world that is delicately balanced, so do 
traditional concepts of balance and harmony capture the concept 
of ecological interconnectedness.15  For example, when Australian 
Aborigines go “walkabout,” they follow the same routes that their 
ancestors took, becoming as one with both their forebears and the 
land upon which they journey.16

Ecocentric Approaches

What about the concept of ecocentrism?  The American ecologist 
Aldo Leopold developed the concept of ecocentrism.17  Ecocentrism 
posits an evolutionary model for understanding the interrelatedness 
of all species, including humans.  While ecocentrism strives to be 
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more holistic than biocentric perspectives, and ecocentrists insist 
that ecosystems have intrinsic (as opposed to instrumental) value, 
critics charge that the term is often associated with conservation, 
an ideal that raises questions about the significance of evolution in 
understanding ecosystems.  Can ecocentric models be effectively 
meshed with Native ecologies and the adaptive ecological strategies 
of Native people as they strive to achieve balance and harmony 
between human society and the environment?18

Why should such questions matter to history majors?  Given 
that many of our students will ultimately embark on careers in 
which their historical knowledge and analytical skills are used 
for purposes other than historical writing, preservation, or even 
teaching, a working historical framework for indigenous and 
Western environmental conceptualizations constitutes an invaluable 
analytical skillset.  Such skills can be deepened not only by engaging 
students with indigenous history and Native studies paradigms, but 
by integrating environmental historiography into reading lists and 
classroom discussions.  Since the 1970s, environmental history 
has grown dramatically.  Increasingly sophisticated studies provide 
our students with ever-more detailed insights into the historical 
dimensions of horticultural and agricultural development, the 
ecological consequences of resource extraction, and climate 
change and global warming.  Indeed, the future impact that global 
warming could potentially have on all species in our own time has 
become the most significant challenge of the twenty-first century.19  
Understanding the pitfalls and potentials posed by twenty-first-
century climate change requires historical perspectives that enable 
our students—the future scholars, scientists, and policy makers of 
the world—to have the intellectual tools and multicultural literacy 
to develop informed solutions to a challenge that is global in scope 
and local in its consequences.

Inviting students to consider the relative merits of ecological 
frameworks such as TEK/IEK, biocentrism, and/or ecocentrism should 
be done with a view to nurturing creative analytical thinking.  Asking 
students to reflect on whether these frameworks can be effectively 
merged, or getting them to consider if concepts such as ecocentrism 
are too deeply entrenched in Western epistemologies of nature, has 
the potential to produce original insights in student thinking.20
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Ethnohistory Approaches

We as professional historians have many methodological 
tools at our disposal to open our student’s minds to new learning 
opportunities and enhanced historical insights.  The continued 
growth of ethnohistory, for example, is an exciting form of historical 
analysis.  Ethnohistory is the product of much closer collaboration 
between historians and anthropologists (particularly cultural 
anthropologists), especially in the field of indigenous history, since 
the 1960s.21  The result is a large—and still growing—library of 
case studies, methodological innovations, and dynamic narratives 
that invite our students to think critically and practically about 
indigenous and environmental histories.  One of the best and most 
profound insights to come out of ethnohistory (and Native studies 
more broadly) is the development of frameworks that insist that 
non-Native scholars work not only in the archives, but collaborate 
with indigenous communities.  Such an approach opens up worlds 
of analytical possibility through the incorporation of indigenous 
oral histories with written archives of Western history.22  Applied 
in the classroom, such an approach encourages students to be more 
empathetic to the world outside the classroom, and to draw on 
indigenous oral traditions to challenge the fragmentary nature of 
written archives.

Transnational Approaches

Other methodological innovations also provide our students 
with models for deepening their engagement with indigenous and 
environmental histories, while also developing analytical frameworks 
that will help them make important interpretive connections.  
Transnational indigenous history is one area of scholarship that has 
started to grow dramatically over the past decade.  Important literary 
work by Chadwick Allen and historical analysis by scholars such as 
Richard Feinberg, Lynette Russell, and Nancy Shoemaker reveal how 
Polynesians, Aboriginal Australians, and American Indians worked 
on whaling, sealing, and merchant vessels as early as the eighteenth 
century.23  These studies demonstrate how indigenous people have 
experienced different environments and innovated their ecological 
knowledge based on geographical and historical context.
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The historical study of maritime and riverine cultures has also 
become an important development in indigenous and environmental 
studies.24  In Latin America, for example, historians have revealed 
the importance of riverine cultures in indigenous systems of 
ecological knowledge.  In northern Brazil, historian Heather Roller 
observes how rivers played a vital role in post-contact indigenous 
community formation.  Native peoples in northern Brazil adapted 
to the political and military realities of colonialism by using rivers 
not only to maintain a sense of their collective identities, but also 
to engage actively in what one scholar labels “social reproductive 
strategies.”25  As Roller observes, “colonial Indian men” canoed and 
trekked through the Amazon’s interior, using mobility “as a means of 
consolidating and sustaining colonial Indian communities.”26

Some scholars caution that a transnational—or a transcolonial—
approach to indigenous history that uses water as a means of connecting 
Native pasts must remain careful not to fall back on Eurasian models 
of agricultural development.27  However, focusing on Native mobility 
and agricultural adaptability need not flatten indigenous historical 
experiences and ecological engagement if caution is taken to highlight 
the importance of how indigenous people incorporated the agricultural 
and livestock practices of outsiders in geographically specific contexts.  
In North America, for example, there exists a long history of Native 
agricultural change that tested the limits of local ecologies.  From the 
introduction of the Three Sisters—corn, squash, and beans—from 
Central and South America, to the raising of livestock introduced to 
North America by Europeans, Native people have tested and rethought 
their ecological knowledge over thousands of years.  In other words, 
Native North Americans shaped, and were shaped by, their respective 
ecologies in addition to new ways of thinking about agriculture and 
livestock in different ecological zones.

The above discussion leads me to posit that the growth in original, 
innovative indigenous and environmental scholarship over the 
past two decades should have a major impact on the way we teach 
history to our undergraduates.  Teaching that is actively informed by 
research makes it possible to frame the overlapping historiographies 
of indigenous and environmental scholarship around the concept of 
Native ecologies.28  The phrase “Native ecologies” can effectively 
frame a broader understanding of the relational nature of the 
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human-environment dynamic.  It is dynamic because it is ongoing—
something that TEK/IEK articulates when emphasizing the quest to 
balance human needs with ecological limitations.  Just as importantly, 
the term “Native ecologies” underscores how invoking “tradition” 
does not preclude adaptation, change, or the incorporation of new 
ecological knowledge or practices.  Scholars write about all sorts 
of ecologies—from the biological to the political—and all of these 
ecologies change over time.  Ecologies, like human societies, are not 
static, but exist in a perpetually delicate state of flow.  Put another 
way, Native ecologies are diverse, adaptive, and interconnected.

Indigenous Historical Perspectives

Conceptions of Time, Place, and History

How might Native ecologies be incorporated into undergraduate 
history courses?  Answering this question begins by observing 
that if history focuses on change and/or continuity over time, it 
follows that inquiries into indigenous historical perspectives on 
environment must begin with a deceptively simple question: what 
is time to Native peoples?  In many Native cultures, time does not 
have a linear direction, but moves in cycles.  For the Southeastern 
Indians of North America, such as the Cherokees and Creeks, time 
was measured according to the cyclical rotation of the seasons.  For 
coastal peoples, such as the Salish in the Pacific Northwest, the ebb 
and flow of tidal waters provided a sense of time.29  The idea of time 
therefore connects indigenous historical consciousness with a sense 
of place, be it a physical place such as a town; a spiritual or sacred 
space; or a sense of place that is more abstract, but no less real, such 
as belonging to clan or moiety.30  Moreover, a Native sense of time 
often rolled into a “seamless unity,” with the cycles of life giving 
meaning to being in ways similar to how the physical and spiritual 
sense of place anchored one’s identity as part of a local community 
or kinship network.31

Understood in these ways, Native conceptions of time overlap 
with the standard conceptualization of environmental history as the 
“history of the role and place of nature in human life, the history 
of all the interactions that societies have had with the nonhuman 
past, in their environs.”32  Indigenous conceptions of time and 
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place challenge us to think critically about the utility of Western 
linear notions of time and place.  Does time always move forward?  
Must learning, as the post-Enlightenment Western world maintains, 
always result in “positive knowledge” that increases, for instance, 
profits?  Importantly, how do Western conceptualizations of time 
and place square with ideals of sustainability?  In Hopi culture 
in the Southwestern United States, success in getting a job done 
is not measured by the accumulation of profits, or efficiency at 
completing a task, but in the balancing of collective needs with 
natural resources.33  Among Aboriginal Australians, a linear sense 
of time has less utility than a spiritual connection to the land.  This 
connection in turn informs the accumulation of knowledge in oral 
tradition that nurtures gathering information about the spiritual and 
medicinal significance of, for example, specific plants while also 
providing Aboriginal people with the flexibility to adapt to changing 
ecological circumstances.34

Horticulture/Agriculture and the Oral-Aural System

The ecological and agricultural activities that buttressed many 
Native communities throughout the Americas and other parts of 
the world often went unnoticed or underappreciated by Europeans 
when they began their colonizing ventures from the sixteenth 
century.  The knowledge that informed these activities was many 
millennia in the making, and often the product of human migration 
and innovations in horticulture and agriculture.  In 2003, Jared 
Diamond and Peter Bellwood argued in Science that the rise and 
migration of early horticultural societies “constitute collectively the 
most important process in Holocene human history”—or the period 
after the Pleistocene epoch, beginning about 11,700 years before the 
present.35  In the Americas, as horticultural populations dispersed 
and resettled throughout the Americas, indigenous communities 
adapted agricultural practices to local ecologies.  For example, 
Iroquoian farmers adapted crop rotation techniques that were likely 
introduced to the Northeast from Native farming practices in the 
Midwest.36  Farther South, Algonquin-speaking people in southern 
Maryland adapted their agricultural practices as populations grew.  
Indeed, with the introduction of corn, squash, and beans, the practice 
of “encouraging” plants gave way to more systematic forms of 
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horticulture, often known as “digging stick horticulture.”  By the end 
of the seventeenth century, Native peoples up and down the Atlantic 
coast had also started cultivating crops introduced from Europe, such 
as turnips, carrots, and onions.37  In other words, Native ecologies 
adapted and innovated over time and as indigenous peoples migrated 
and resettled throughout the Americas.

In the Americas, then, traditional Native agricultural practices 
varied from region to region.  In tropical regions of the Americas, as 
in the Caribbean, root crop cultivation was fairly common.  Root crop 
agriculture was not confined to Native communities in the tropics, 
but tropical ecologies appear to have been well suited to root crops.38  
Root crop agriculture involved the cultivation of sweet potatoes, 
yams, and cassava—all crops adapted to tropical ecologies.  Native 
peoples grew root crops because they produced anywhere between 
five and ten times the bulk of seed crops in tropical climates.39

The links between indigenous culture and their adaptive 
horticultural practices, or what is known as arboriculture, highlights 
the close relationship that indigenous people developed with local 
ecologies over many thousands of years.  Knowledge of trees, 
shrubs, and plants provided both a sense of time and place, just as 
it enabled Native people to remain focused on balancing human 
needs with environmental limitations.40  In the pre-contact Americas, 
Native people were non-literate as far as written records; yet their 
literacy revolved around the oral sharing of knowledge.  Ecological 
knowledge was therefore part of the oral and aural cultures of Native 
communities, cultures that are capable of both conserving knowledge 
and innovating.41

In the rainforests of Brazil, for example, indigenous people 
developed oral-aural traditions that allowed for the communication and 
innovation of intricate knowledge about rainforest ecosystems.42  The 
connection between indigenous people and Amazonia has occupied 
a mythic space in Brazilian culture for some time.  Accordingly, the 
writer Lucio Paiva Flores wistfully describes how “it is in the forests, 
in the rivers, and alongside the animals” that indigenous people 
gather their spiritual strength.  Flores’ remarks may sound like a 
romantic re-articulation of the ecological Indian trope, but the notion 
of the Amazon’s indigenous people actively cultivating communities 
that sought out knowledge to balance social needs with ecological 
limitations is one of the hallmarks of Native ecological knowledge.43
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Native ecological knowledge is therefore one area in which students 
can clearly see the utility of oral-aural ecological understandings.  This 
is particularly true in the study of Native agriculture.  Anthropologists 
distinguish between two major types of crop cultivation.  Swidden 
(or slash-and-burn) horticulture, which required little in the way 
of work, can be done using basic technologies, and generally does 
not alter the landscape dramatically if horticulturalists use the land 
for a relatively short period.  In contrast, plow agriculture required 
farmers to engage in more labor-intensive work, such as clearing 
fields, using plows to turnover topsoil, and altering the landscape 
through the construction of irrigation systems.  Agriculture thus has a 
much greater impact on the landscape and local ecologies, something 
that is reinforced when twenty-first-century farmers use pesticides 
and herbicides on crops.44

The Bakairí of Brazil engaged in both horticulture and agricultural 
practices.  Over the course of the twentieth century, these divergent 
practices not only had different impacts on local top-soils, but also 
produced socioeconomic differences.45  Like other Native peoples 
in tropical regions of the Americas, the Bakairí have innovated their 
agricultural practices over the course of many hundred of years.  
Even into the present, Bakairí people strive to continue traditional 
horticulture while recognizing the economic advantages that may 
accrue from more intensive agricultural practices.  Thus, many 
Bakairí refuse to use pesticides or herbicides to grow tubers and 
roots, preferring instead to use rudimentary technologies: an ax, 
machete, and digging stick.46

Studying indigenous systems of agriculture as part of Native 
ecologies is important for gaining analytical perspective on how 
traditional concepts of balance and harmony have been acted on over 
the past century and half-century.  The Bakairí are but one example 
of indigenous communities striving to balance traditional ecological 
knowledge with innovations in agricultural practices.  For the Maori 
of New Zealand, the tension between tradition and the contemporary 
socioeconomic needs of community tests the adaptive abilities of 
their Native ecological systems of knowledge.

In traditional Maori culture, mauri—“it possessed all living 
things”—is a critically important concept to ecological knowledge.  
Specific places have certain characteristics, nature, or a “vital 
spirit.”47  Place names identify geographical features—and on 
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occasion, events that took place at a specific location assume a shared 
significance—in Maori cultures.  To recognize Maori place names 
invites people to reflect on the connection indigenous people had 
(and continue to have) with the land, rivers, and oceans that gave 
physical and spiritual meaning to Maori life.  Rooted in locality, 
and expressed through oral traditions, mauri articulates a form of 
collective belonging and thus challenges colonial land claims.48

For Maori people, as for Polynesian and Melanesian peoples 
throughout the Pacific, arboriculture has long been important to 
defining place and to sustaining communities in ways that balance 
human-ecological needs.  Sensitivity to ecological limitations 
is apparent from the archaeological evidence of arboricultural 
activity among Melanesian and Polynesian peoples.  In Melanesia, 
archaeologists have recovered an array of preserved plant and tree 
crops, while among Polynesian peoples the archaeological evidence 
suggests that arboriculture was more selective, focusing for example 
on breadfruit and coconut.49

Archaeological evidence also points to how Maori horticulturist 
paid particularly close attention to soil type in their pre-European 
contact history.  Due to the wet, heavy nature of lowland soils in New 
Zealand, and the steepness of hill soils, Maori agriculturists preferred 
elevated soils for their crops.50  Human waste was kept away from 
lands on which Maoris produced food crops because it would offend 
Pap-tu-a-nuku (Earth Mother) to pollute the site of food production 
with human excrement.51  The study of Polynesian and Melanesian 
ecological-agricultural practices thus has the potential to broaden 
our students thinking in relation to sustainable land use practices.

Specialization and Dispersal

The study of indigenous dispersal and migration in the Pacific 
has also proven a particularly important area of historical and 
environmental study since the 1970s and holds exciting pedagogical 
possibilities for the teaching of indigenous environmental histories.52  
Peter Bellwood has argued that Neolithic farmers spread out across 
the Pacific between approximately 3000 and 1500 BCE.53  These 
farming people took with them domesticated pigs and rice, and began 
engaging in arboriculture and vegeculture in locations such as Borneo 
and New Guinea.  In New Guinea, for example, indigenous people 
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engaged in vegecultural practices that focused on the cultivation 
of sago, sago palms, bananas, roots, and tubers that proved well-
adapted to New Guinea’s ecology.54  The innovations that took 
place in Native ecological knowledge in New Guinea over two 
millennia ultimately produced regional specialization in ecological 
knowledge and agricultural practices.  For instance, highland New 
Guineans developed more complex and specialized agriculture.  
The cultivation of sweet potatoes and the raising of pigs enabled 
highland populations to increase, and agricultural practices became 
more intensive as the needs of the population grew.55  Thus, while 
encouraging our students to reflect on the importance of place in the 
formation of indigenous ecological knowledge, the Native remains 
important to undergraduate teaching.  The Native New Guineans 
remind us that we should not overlook the significance of migration 
and resettlement in Native ecologies.

Native Ecologies in the Classroom

If the above examples in Native ecological knowledge prove 
anything, it is that concepts such as time and place mattered 
enormously to the development of indigenous understandings about 
the environment and innovations in agriculture.  At the same time, 
Native people have not always been anchored to a particular patch of 
earth; mobility and migration has long been a part of Native cultures.  
That being so, indigenous knowledge—specifically ecological 
knowledge—travelled with the Native people and invariably adapted 
to new ecological zones.

The oral-aural nature of indigenous knowledge systems made 
Native ecologies ideally malleable to new environments.  Thus, 
unlike Western forms of knowledge and education that sought 
to conquer nature and harness ecological systems to advance the 
modernist goals of settler colonial expansion, economic growth, 
and profit maximization, Native ecologies have historically shown 
an inclination to innovate knowledge so that the human impact on 
the environment remains true to the ideal of balance and harmony.56

But it is not only in the diverse contexts of migration and 
resettlement that Native ecologies innovated and adapted over 
several millennia.  Being of a place, and responding to environmental 
change, also demanded innovation.  Global climate change is not a 
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new phenomenon, but studying how Native peoples innovated their 
ecological knowledge and environmental practices in the context 
of climate changes of different durations has the potential to reveal 
important insights into how we might respond to twenty-first-century 
climate changes.

Beginning 2.6 million years ago, the earth experienced what 
scholars refer to as a glacial period, or Ice Age.  This glacial period 
peaked 21,000 years ago and ended approximately 11,000 years ago.  
Climate scientists contend that the subsequent environmental epoch 
produced ecologies around the world that proved well suited to the 
development of horticulture and agriculture.  In Mesoamerica, for 
example, Native peoples domesticated squash between 8,000 and 
10,000 years ago.  Thereafter, maize and beans were domesticated 
between 6,500 to 5,000 years.  Beans, corn, and squash—the so-
called Three Sisters—fed the large and culturally sophisticated 
Native civilizations that emerged in Mesoamerica during this 
period.  The Three Sisters had trans-regional impacts, entering the 
culinary culture of Native peoples in eastern North America circa 
800 years ago.57

Studying the environmental changes that led to innovations 
in ecological knowledge and the agricultural practices that fed 
Native civilizations, such as the Mayan in Mesoamerican and the 
Cahokian chiefdom in North America, is a worthwhile intervention 
in undergraduate history courses, given our own era is one in which 
rapid climate change dominates scientific, political, and pop culture 
discourses.  Looking back in time, and to the rise of civilizations 
such as the Mayan and Cahokian, can offer important insights into 
how human societies respond to climate change.  Indeed, these and 
other Native peoples experienced a period of rapid global warming 
similar to our own.  Climate scientists refer to this global warming 
as the medieval warm period, which occurred between circa 800 to 
1400 CE.  How did Native people respond?  They responded either 
by trying to innovate and adapt, or by migrating and resettling 
at locations better suited to agricultural production.  Written 
assignments—such as short reviews of scholarly and journalistic 
literature, historiographical essays, and/or research papers—will 
facilitate the deepening of a student’s knowledge base about how 
human societies adapt knowledge and alter lifestyles in response to 
rapid climate change.
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Students can also acquire some invaluable insights into how 
human beings respond to relatively rapid changes in environment by 
comparing environmental histories across different Native societies.  
In fact, if we direct our students’ attention to the centuries between 
1400 and 1800 CE, they can examine how Native communities 
responded to yet another period of relatively rapid climate change: 
the Little Ice Age.  During this period, Polynesian people were on 
the move, migrating in search of food due to the sudden inability of 
local ecologies to provide the sustenance needed to support human 
beings.58  Natural disasters, in addition to relatively sudden changes 
in environment, also impact Native peoples during this period.  For 
example, massive volcanic explosions, like the explosion of Krakatoa 
in 1883, had devastating effects on Native communities throughout 
the Pacific littoral.

Behavioral ecologists argue that evolutionary impulses lead people 
to seek out environments in which communities can prosper.  If we 
stay in the Pacific, we can see that with the arrival of the Maori in New 
Zealand approximately 1,000 years ago, the sudden rise in human 
population led to what some scholars estimate was the extinction of 
as many as thirty-four bird species.59  Few indigenous people would 
argue that they and their forebears did not impact species in different 
ecological regions.60  The key to undergraduate education is to guide 
our students in gaining insights from such historical examples to 
better understand the delicate balance that exists among humans 
and all other species sharing a single ecosystem.  In other words, it 
may be useful to encourage students to experiment with different 
environmental epistemologies, such as behavioral ecological models 
and elder knowledge in indigenous communities.61

Assignments and classroom activities that integrate Native 
ecologies open a space for Native ways of thinking to be integrated 
into a historically Western system of formal education.  By taking 
oral histories seriously—and having students participate in “speakers’ 
circles”—it becomes possible to decolonize historical pedagogies 
and make space for Native perspectives.  Engaging in oral-aural 
assignments and classroom activities, Western environmental 
knowledge becomes denaturalized as a normative way of thinking, 
and Native ecologies begin to enter the consciousness of Native and 
non-Native students.62  This type of integrative approach lends itself 
to service learning assignments (assignments that make it possible for 
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students to work with, and be led by, Native communities and learn 
from elders).  Students can also incorporate multimedia tools that 
can be harnessed to foster a multidisciplinary approach to assessing 
student knowledge and critical thinking skills.

What I am proposing here is a humanistic approach to environmental 
studies that examines points of synergy and/or complementarity 
between TEK/IEK and Western scientific ideas about environmental 
sustainability.63  Given that Western environmental epistemology 
defines the study of ecology as the quest to understand the “web 
of life,” Native ecological knowledge and its emphasis on the 
interconnectedness of all living species seems well suited to enriching 
our students’ understanding of environmental history.64

I am also suggesting that it is possible to broaden students’ civil 
engagement by introducing them to a deeper historical perspective 
about time and place.65  As historian Patty Limerick observes, “in a 
time of remarkably ill-tempered popular politics, case studies from 
environmental history can deliver a form of civic education that 
acquaints students with down-to-earth and fully credible alternatives 
to political polarization and stalemate.”66  I agree with Limerick; I 
also think it is possible to challenge undergraduates to actively reflect 
on the multidisciplinary nature of Native environmental history, 
thereby opening a space for non-history majors—from disciplines 
as diverse as environmental science, political science, economics, 
and geography—that will help them to engage with environmental 
questions in both an informed and ethical manner.67
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