
 
Essay Question: 
Why is the concept of wilderness alien to Arctic indigenous cultures? 
 
 
Modified Essay Question: 
Why does Indigenous consciousness in the North American Arctic not include an inherent concept 
comparable to the Western concept of ‘wilderness’? 
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 At the same time the Dorset and, later, Thule peoples swept eastwards across the North 

American Arctic (migrating between 800–500 B.C. and 500–1000 A.D, respectively), and when 

Athapaskan pre-history in the western part of the region reached about 10,000 years into the past, (1) the 

great thinkers of ancient Greece and Rome believed the Arctic to be a cold, dark, frozen expanse devoid 

of life – Germania (Germany) marked the northern boundary of ancient ‘Western’ consciousness of 

human habitation and subsistence. (2-4) 

Historically, two assumptions shaped Westerners’ conceptions of the Arctic: 1) the region was 

uninhabited by humans; and, 2) the region was uninhabitable. These assumptions survived despite 

observational accounts by Western (European) newcomers of Inuit and First Nations / Native peoples not 

only surviving, but thriving, in the Arctic, subsisting largely on a diversity of animals, which in turn subsist 

on other animals or on areas of rich vegetation. Additionally, Westerners in the right place during the 

circumpolar summer would have experienced hot weather in certain areas of the interior.(2,3)  

A (hierarchical) conceptual nature/culture, disordered/ordered dichotomy separating nature 

(‘wilderness’) from the realm of culture – constructed against a backdrop of ‘progress’ in Europe, wherein 

technological/industrial advances increased human control over production processes, and ideological 

(democratic) advances transferred political control to the public (i.e. to individual citizens) – accompanied 

European colonists/settlers to the Americas. Where in Europe ‘man’s control over / separation from 

nature’ was expressed in the cultural institution of English gardens (i.e. trimmed hedges, groomed lawns), 
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it was reconstituted through American colonists’ project of bringing the continent’s vast undeveloped 

‘wilderness’ under their control.(4-7) Co-opting and clearing the land for (utilitarian) pastoral use, and 

processes such as mapping undeveloped lands and imposing state-controlled conservation, physically 

and administratively dispossessed the Indigenous peoples of their traditional homelands, and imposed an 

illusion of order on the landscape.(4-7) Mapping in particular, utilizing European techniques, served to 

‘empty the wilderness’ by fixing Indigenous peoples in permanent settlements; abstracting them from their 

environment and from the ‘modern’ nation; and erasing history and culture tied to the landscape by 

replacing culturally embedded Indigenous place names with Western dedications.(5) ‘Wilderness’ 

became conceptualized as space uninhabited and un-used by humans, standing in stark contrast to 

urban and rural North American colonial/settler society, and open for Western enterprise (i.e. resource 

development).  

As North American settler society expanded, anxieties about losing ‘natural’ space were 

galvanized through writers such as H.D. Thoreau, for whom ‘wilderness’ and culture were interdependent 

(8), and Jack London, for whom ‘wilderness’ represented a moral foil for urbanism.(9) Early 

conservationist/ecology writers John Muir (in the late 19th century) and Robert Marshall (in the early 20th 

century) depicted Alaska in particular as a virgin ‘last frontier’, limitless geography of adventure, a retreat 

from the ‘modern’ world, and situated Indigenous interests within preservationist rhetoric wherein 

‘wilderness’ was constituted as a valuable national artifact.(10) Systems of national parks and wilderness 

reserves/refuges, under state control and for the public benefit (including sports hunters), were the 

culmination of this rhetoric and the growing  conservationist movement.(4-7,10)  

Surviving Western assumptions about the Arctic region being barren, empty, and lacking 

utilitarian value would have facilitated the transposition of this concept of ‘wilderness’ to include the 

Arctic,1 and to facilitate the same processes of dispossessing Indigenous peoples. 

The point is that the concept of ‘wilderness’ was imposed on the North American landscape by 

European settlers, where it had not existed in the consciousness of the continent’s Indigenous peoples. In 

this paper I discuss three factors that may have precluded development of a conception of ‘wilderness’ 

                                                
1 However, with respect to ‘utilitarian value’, it is important to note that the first wilderness reserve in the United States – Yellowstone 
National Park, est. 1872 – was established in part to protect the mineral resources of the area.(4)  Therefore, ‘lack of utilitarian 
value’ is not a necessary condition defining the Western concept of ‘wilderness’.   



 2 

(as described above) in Indigenous traditions in North America: 1.) A (non-hierarchical) ‘spherical’ 

worldview wherein humans occupy an embedded position within their environment; 2.) An acknowledged, 

moral, subsistence-level, interdependent relationship between humans, animals and the landscape, 

informing and expressing principles of collectivity; and, 3.) The extension of personhood to animals. 

These factors, accompanied by Indigenous plant cultivation2, comprised a complex conservation system 

that was already in place when European colonists arrived.  

Although the Indigenous peoples of North America did not traditionally develop a conception 

comparable to settlers’ ‘wilderness’, I will suggest that, as a response to colonization, contemporary 

Indigenous cultures in North America have since adopted a parallel conception of ‘wild/wilderness’, 

associated with traditional Indigenous modes of living, expressing Indigenous understandings of their 

relationships with settlers, and asserting Indigenous identity within the broader context of current North 

American consciousness.    

I also suggest some Indigenous peoples historically held a conception characteristically similar to 

Westerners’ concept of ‘barren-lands’. However, unlike Westerners, an Indigenous conception of ‘barren-

lands’ is incongruent with ‘wilderness’ (including what I will describe as a contemporary Indigenous 

concept of ‘wilderness’). Drawing on observations by explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson of Inuit peoples in 

northern Canada, I suggest an Indigenous idea of ‘barren-lands’ conceives of areas of the landscape 

offering little or no subsistence resources, areas which Indigenous peoples therefore would not engage 

with in an interdependent subsistence relationship, and thus such an area would occupy a different moral 

position within Indigenous consciousness and within the landscape as a sociological space. It is this 

particular relationship between humans and such an area that would define an Indigenous concept of 

‘barren-lands’, rather than simply the aspect of lacking utilitarian subsistence value.  

 

A ‘Spherical’ Worldview and Indigenous Relationships with Landscape and Animals 

In his ethnography on the Indigenous peoples of Greenland, anthropologist Mark Nuttall coins the 

term ‘memoryscape’: 

 

                                                
2 I intended to include ‘cultivation of the Indigenous landscape’ as a 4th factor precluding the development of a conception of 
‘wilderness’ in Indigenous traditions in North America, but I was obliged by space limitations to exclude this topic. 
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“… memoryscape is constructed with people’s mental images of the environment, 
with particular emphasis on places as remembered places. The area utilized by an 
individual hunter is part of the community hunting area and, by virtue of belonging to 
the community, the places a hunter frequents are stamped with the indelible marks of 
community. These marks are not visible, but are manifest in place names, memories 
of hunting and of past events.” (11:39) 

 

The landscape is where the subsistence hunter secures his family’s existence and where 

individuals, families and the community engage in sharing and gift giving, and the expression of their 

relationship with the animals they access for subsistence.(11,12) In this sense, the geographical space 

becomes a sociological space, wherein shared places and shared experiences and remembrances tied to 

points within the landscape unify the community.(11,12)  Individual perceptions of the environment 

develop as the person interacts with the environment to negotiate images and understandings of animals 

and the land. Memories of these experiences, shared orally with the community and past on orally 

through subsequent generations, serve as reference points for how people should behave towards and 

express their relationships with each other, with animals and with the land.(11,12)  Oral histories and 

myths unfold against a backdrop of landscape, are remembered with reference to specific events and 

places, and cannot be separated from the landscape. These associations remain as a part of the 

landscape, and serve as the collective memory of the community.(11,12) The landscape becomes 

‘familiar’, precluding a temporal and conceptual separation: The landscape expresses the people/culture, 

and the people/culture express the landscape.  

“A picture emerges of a totality, a landscape that belongs to the community precisely 
because it is continually constructed during a continuous process of modification. 
The landscape and local environment is revealed in contours on the cognitive map 
used by individuals to orientate themselves; and their sense of community in relation 
to it.” (11:58) 

  

 Tim Ingold (1993) describes the contrast between Indigenous and non-Indigenous (‘Western’) 

worldviews as the difference between a spherical perception vs. a global perception of the environment 

(Figure 1).(13,14) In the global model (representing Western worldview), humans are separated from the 

world, which is an object that can be studied from this detached position.(14) Underlying the global model 

is a clear principle of dualism (requiring separation, isolation), which informs Western societies’ 

conceptions of ‘wilderness’ as described above.(12,14) In the spherical model (representing Indigenous 

worldview), humans are embedded in a world that reveals itself through interaction and experience. The 
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spherical model comprises a holistic worldview, within which separation and isolation – of human, animal, 

environment or ‘culture/’wilderness’ – would be inconsistent and counterintuitive.(12,14)    

 

Figure 1. The spherical perspective (left) and the global perception (right) of the 
environment [modified from (14:121)] 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 As a sociological space, landscape serves as a backdrop for the expression of morality, as 

people engage in reciprocal (non-hierarchical) relationships with the animals they subsist on. Far from 

occupying a ‘wilderness’ space viewed as separate from the space occupied by humans, animals share a 

collective landscape with humans, and many Indigenous cosmologies extend personhood to animals.      

  

Example: Inuit Map-making 

 Early European explorers in the Arctic entreated local Inuit to produce maps for navigation, 

providing the Inuit with foreign tools for the undertaking. Inuit map-makers adapted quickly to the new 

tools, and produced maps that have proven highly accurate by Western standards.(15) Commonplace 

through the 19th century,3 these maps materialize the Inuit way of experiencing the landscape.(15,16)  

For Westerners, as noted, map-making is a process of subjugating nature. (17), and the map as 

an object is more important than the process of mapping. (15)  For Inuit societies, Rundstrom suggests 

the reverse it true. (15)  

                                                
3 Important Inuit map sources include the Wetalltok map of the Belcher Islands (Sanikiluaq); a map of Disko Bay islands (Kalaallit 
Nunaat); and four wooden carvings from eastern Greenland. Additionally, Spink and Moodie identified more than 50 eastern and 
central Canadian Inuit maps, and 23 published Inuit maps. (15)  
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Travel serves as a unifying process for migratory Inuit (amongst themselves, and with their 

environment), in addition to being a means for survival (i.e. providing hunting access; acquiring 

environmental knowledge).(15) Rundstrom identifies: 

“It is the specific actions that one takes during travel and how one mentally 
organizes, memorizes, and recalls what is encountered that are important. All of that 
is shaped by the categories for reference influenced by the broad cultural context 
and by the characteristics of the environment. Mapping recapitulates other similar 
cultural behaviours, all of which spring from the basic value that the Inuit place on 
environmental mimicry.”  (15:162) 

 

Mimicry was an important survival tool in the Arctic, and was a common aspect of Inuit cultural 

institutions.  Mimicry was utilized in hunting: stalking caribou by walking on one’s feet and hands, bobbing 

one’s head as though eating lichen; stalking seals by crawling on the ice, waving an arm as a pseudo-

flipper, rolling over awkwardly; erecting human-like inuksuit4 to form caribou drive funnels, directing 

caribou to killing pits.(15) Miming and memorizing configurations of a seemingly indistinguishable 

landscape enabled Inuit hunters and travellers to find their way. (15) 

Inuit enveloped themselves in their environment, as a means of adaptation: they wore seal and 

caribou skins, constructed shelter from snow and ice, etc.  Rundstrom describes Inuit mimetic abilities as 

complex survival procedures for overcoming frequent, unexpected crises in an unforgiving environment. 

(15) Acts of imitation facilitated dialogue between Inuit people and the landscape, and the introduced 

institution of mapping provided a means for recapitulating the environment. In other words, the act of 

mapping, not the maps as objects, were important: Drawing maps reinforced Inuit attachment to 

landscape.(15) 

 

Example: The Koyukon, a Seasonal People  

The Koyukon, an Athapaskan people, inhabit the boreal forest of Alaska. Their ancestors arrived 

in the region approximately 10,000 years ago,(1,18) and have since accumulated and passed down an 

extensive body of traditional ecological knowledge. Koyukon place names reflect collective experiences, 

which may have occurred several generations ago (ex. Tsaatiyhdinaadakk’onh dinh = “where the forest 

fire burned the hill to the river”).(18) 

                                                
4 Stone cairns. 
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Koyukon lives and culture are structured around four seasons (which correspond to spring, 

summer, autumn, winter), with environmental queues informing Koyukon survival. Their seasonal diet 

correlates to their seasonal capacity for movement over the landscape. The ability to predict seasonal 

changes, such as onset of winter, tells the Koyukon when they will or will not be able to travel; when 

certain resources will or will not be available; and when to collect and store excess resources.(18)  

Knowledge of animal characteristics and behaviour informs the Koyukon when, where and how to 

hunt and trap. For example, knowing that moose have more fat when in rut informs Koyukon hunters to 

access moose at their highest nutritional value. Similarly, knowledge of plant characteristics and 

behaviour informs the Koyukon of which plants may be utilized for food and medicine; of what other 

utilities plants may be good for (ex. technology, fuel, construction material); and of when animal resources 

might be available (i.e. ‘calendar’ plants associated with the return of migratory animals).(18) 

In spring, subsistence begins for the Koyukon, based on knowledge of animal patterns in 

response to the changing season (ex. beaver trapping while ice remains thick; ptarmigans congregating 

in lowlands if snow has been deep). Spring is the traditional season for long journeys, with uninterrupted 

daylight providing warmth. Villagers cut and haul firewood before the snow softens to a quagmire. 

Waterfowl and birds return. Ice breakup occurs in May, and people gain free access to travel (motor 

boats, hunting canoes), enabling them to take a wider range of game.(18) 

In summer, families camp along tributary streams, setting nets for pike and whitefish. In June, 

some men leave the village to seek waged work elsewhere (in canneries, fighting forest fires). Mid-June, 

people begin watching the river for salmon, and people leave their villages, moving to fish camps which 

are managed by women. Fish drying takes place in July, and by August fish camps empty as people 

return to their villages and begin cutting firewood to store for winter fuel. At the end of August, blueberries 

ripen, then cranberries soon after. Summer is mostly a time of waiting for autumn.(18) 

Autumn is the most important season for harvesting. When sandbar willows are yellow, hunters 

know moose are entering the rut. Men travel by boat to favourite hunting areas. Moose congregate near 

water, and are easy to kill and meat can be hauled into the boat. Fishing continues until freeze-up in early 

October; prodigious quantities of whitefish are caught just before the river freezes. As lakes close, ducks 

congregate in the river and are hunted. When no open water is left, travel is impossible until snow comes. 
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October brings snow, and black bears enter their winter dens. Bear hunting is the most exciting, 

dangerous and prestigious hunt: Men travel widely looking for dens. Women are prohibited from hunting 

and consuming certain parts of the bear, as doing so would offend the bear and ruin the hunters’ luck. 

Wage workers return home by late autumn to gather firewood for winter.(18) 

Winter arrives with a cold November. Firewood cutters work to exhaustion during this time, with 

shortening daylight. Hunting stops except for snares (grouse, hares, ptarmigan). Trapping is the prevalent 

winter activity, targeting furs for personal and commercial use, and to get meat (mink, lynx, marten, fox, 

wolverine, wolf, other). Activity depends on the weather, animal abundance of animals, and the species 

most common in a trap line. Nearing spring, trappers target beavers and muskrat. Days lengthen. Hunting 

intensifies (moose, caribou, ptarmigan, small game) as winter caches run out. Ground conditions allow 

traveling to begin.(18) 

 

These two examples demonstrate the critical function of an embedded worldview to Inuit and 

Koyukon survival, and how cultural values extending from this embedded position reverberated through 

each group’s cultural institutions. Interdependently, Inuit/Koyukon culture expresses the landscape, and 

the landscape expresses Inuit/Koyukon cultural identity; isolating either element from the other would be 

inconsistent with Inuit/Koyukon worldview. 

 

Example: Dene Collectivity and Stewardship of Animals on the Land 

In an analysis of terminology in the Dene/Métis Harvesting Agreement, Michael Asch considers 

the Dene concept of the animals they hunt, and how well usage of the term ‘wildlife’ in the Agreement 

represents this. I will not discuss Asch’s legal analysis in detail here; however, his interpretation of Dene 

concepts provides a comprehensive picture of their relationships with their environment and their 

principles of collectivity.  Under the Act, the animals have the status of ‘common property’, establishing 

the Crown’s/ state’s ownership of (and responsibility of managing) the animals until they are captured.(19) 

Although Dene groups subject to the Agreement did not maintain ‘domesticated’ animals in the 

Western sense,(19) they expressed conceptions of ‘ownership’ and stewardship’ over the animals they 

hunt and their environment: 
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“The animals is our food, the land is our everything and the water is our drink so the 
land is ours to keep as long as the sun is shining. The game wardens should not give 
hunting licenses to their friends, because they do not kill animals for food, they kill 
animals for sports. The land, the water, and the animals are not here to play with.”  

– Amen Tailbone, Ray Lakes (20:22) 
 
 

“The whole [of Great Bear Lake] is like a deep freeze for Fort Franklin. Our ancestors 
have used it as a deep freeze and will use it as a deep freeze for the future children.”  

– Chief Kodakin, Fort Franklin  (19:210) 
 
 

“This land was given to us to make our living for food, clothing and income… The 
land was given to us to look after it and the land was supposed to be protected. The 
land, the water, and the animals are here for us to make a living on, and it’s not to 
play with.”  

– Louis Moosenose, Lac La Matre (20:22 
 
 

From these comments, Asch concludes the Dene view their traditional landscape as an exclusive 

repository for the animals, linking Dene ownership of animals to their traditional landscape. Asch notes 

Dene hunters often say the animals belong to no one, however it appears they belong to no specific 

individual but rather to the Dene as a whole.(19) Individual ownership is determined only once the animal 

is captured; uncaptured animals are owned collectively. These conceptions relate more to the Western 

conception of ‘domesticated’ animals – adapted to life in intimate association with and to the advantage of 

humans – rather than the Western conception of ‘wildlife’ – an animal living in the state of nature, not 

domesticated (this usage dates to 725 A.D.)(19) Rather than being viewed as ‘wilderness’, Dene 

conceptions of the land and their territories relate more closely to the Western conception of ‘enclosure’, 

which in English common law applied to undeveloped lands (such as forests), including its ‘wild-

domesticates’ (such as deer), demarcated for private hunting purposes, and which were viewed as 

private property (i.e. ownership was consolidated in one individual, not the state or Sovereign – though 

private royal hunting grounds also constituted enclosures).(19) Transferring this model to Canada, 

instead of an individual holding ownership, the Dene would hold collective ownership over their territories 

and inhabitant ‘wild-domesticates’. In Dene landscape, animals effectively exist in an ‘enclosure’, defined 

by the boundaries of collective Dene territory (though animals may physically transcend these territorial 

boundaries).(19)  [Collectivity is influenced by the fluidity of the smaller Dene social groups that make up 

the collective, and internal territorial boundaries associated with these smaller groups are flexible.(19)] 
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The above description depicts how Dene experience their landscape (including the animals in it) 

as a discrete entity, an unseparated whole. The totality of this landscape expresses a collective Dene 

identity, and in particular this territory is rendered by small settlements and by temporary camps and work 

sites, which transform the totality of the vast landscape into the familiar (i.e. no part of the landscape is 

separate and conceived of as ‘wilderness’).(19)  

 
 
Maybe That Bear is My Grandfather Come to Visit 

The spiritual and practical interdependent relationship between animals and humans is 

fundamental to instances wherein Indigenous groups extend personhood to animals.  Personhood in this 

sense involves conferring person-like qualities on animals, and acknowledging animals have consistent 

personalities and characteristics defining them as social beings in their relationship with humans.(21,22) 

Generally, these personalities and characteristics were forged in the Distant Time, when many 

Indigenous cultures believe animals and humans were more closely related. As previously described, 

practices of respect by humans towards animals, such as rules governing hunting, are premised on 

maintaining this interdependent social relationship, and were established in the Distant Time.(21,22) 

Distant Time stories are retold through generations, reinforcing and reproducing cultural 

practices that have grown from them. They provide listeners with firsthand/personal experience of 

events and exchanges that occurred long ago. In engaging with animals in daily life, these 

proprietary events and exchanges from the Distant Time are re-experienced, the morals of the 

stories are confirmed, and the stories and contemporary experience become mutually 

reinforcing.(21,22) 

The Gwich’in people of the Yukon extend personhood to vadzaih (caribou). They believe humans 

and vadzaih at one time switched places, then switched back. The white fur on caribou’s neck is a piece 

of human that caribou retained. This switching of places is believed to be a factor in humans and caribou 

‘knowing the minds’ of each other; human and caribou also retained a piece of each others’ hearts. (23)  

Koyukon oral tradition links Athapaskan origin and their surrounding community of plants and 

animals to a common creation. Personhood extends to all animals named in their language, but Raven 
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occupies a central role within Koyukon cosmology as the Creator. Raven is clever and humorous, and 

human deceit is often recognised as analogous to deceit in Raven.(18)   

Black bear is another important animal in Koyukon cosmology. A bear’s spirit remains present 

after it is killed, therefore protocol dictates the hunter must blind the spirit by piercing the bear’s 

eyes before it is butchered; this way, the spirit will not be offended if any butchering rules are 

transgressed.(18) This notion alludes to Koyukon belief that animals have souls and 

regenerate/reincarnate. If an animal is offended by transgressions of hunting, butchering or disposal 

protocols, the animal may retain the feeling of offense when it regenerates/reincarnates, and as 

retribution may not offer itself to the hunter again. In this context, an individual animal represents 

the collective ‘soul’ of its species, so that its experience of offense and its desire for retribution are 

subsumed within the collective soul and expressed by all members of the species.(18,21,22) This 

belief is reinforced by and explains why entire populations of animals decrease or disappear for a 

period of time or forever.(21) Regenration/reincarnation is directly influenced (either facilitated or 

inhibited) by human actions in disposing the animal’s remains.(18,21,22)  For instance, Nelson 

describes how beaver and muskrat bones should be disposed in water, but must be accompanied 

by a request for the animal to regenerate/reincarnate.(18) 

Reincarnation is similarly an expression of personhood extended to animals in Kitikmeot Inuit 

(Nunavut) cosmoloogy: 

“[Inuit] say that relatives, a close brother or close father or sister or whatever, that 
recently passed away…. If they ever die, one day they are going to come back to 
this place. And I heard of a bear coming to camp and being very shy and 
everybody had a rifle on him, but he was trying to tell the people that he was not 
harmful or not going to eat anybody. Something clicked in one of the person’s 
minds, who said, ‘Oh yeah, maybe it is my grandfather coming to visit’… Even 
birds would come right into the house and sit up, just watch, watch you move or 
the ceiling, stay there for a while and fly back out again, and some old folks say 
that their relatives that have recently passed away come for a visit.” 

- Bobby Algona, Kitikmeot Elder (24:16) 
 

 The above descriptions depict Indigenous peoples and animals sharing a collective 

community, landscape, and culture. The landscape functions as a sociological and moral space, 

where culture is carried out as humans and animals engage in a reciprocal relationship. Extending 

personhood to animals expresses a flat hierarchy in Indigenous cosmology with respect to the 
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human-animal relationship, and conceptions of animals and humans are mutually incorporating 

rather than being separate categories constructed in opposition to each other. Similarly, the 

landscape is not separated into human and animal space in Indigenous consciousness. This 

spiritual and temporal collectivity with animals would have precluded development of a concept of 

‘wilderness’ constructed against and separate from culture.     

 
 
Moose and Other ‘Wild Foods’ 
 
 

“My family lived at one end of the lake, and we were the only family for miles. 
There were about eight or nine of us. We lived in a log home, and in tents or 
tepees in the summer, and we ate wild food from the land around us. I 
didn’t come out [from the bush / the wilderness / the forest / nature] until I 
was 14 years old.”  [My emphasis added] 

- Rebecca Martell, Waterhen First Nation, Saskatchewan (25) 
 
 
 As demonstrated, the Western concept of ‘wilderness’ is incongruent with traditional 

Indigenous worldviews. However, it would be too much to uncritically assume Indigenous peoples 

today, maintaining within settler states in North America, do not perceive/conceive of a ‘wilderness’ 

of sorts in their consciousness. To demonstrate what I mean, I will speak from firsthand experience: 

When I have been invited into Indigenous space to engage with people in an Indigenous 

cultural context (i.e. visits to Cree, Dene’tha, Ojibwe and Mohawk communities; attending 

Community meetings, Indigenous conferences), I commonly hear the terms ‘wild’ and ‘wilderness’ 

(or comparable terms: ‘bush’, ‘country’) spoken. Because I generally engage with Indigenous people 

in the context of diabetes, I hear this terminology used to proscribe healthy eating and living a 

traditional lifestyle: ‘wild food’, ‘country food’, ‘wild moose/deer/caribou’, ‘hunting in the bush/forest’, 

‘picking wild berries/roots/medicine in the bush/forest’.     

During the past century or so, Indigenous cultures in North America (and, indeed, worldwide) 

have rapidly assimilated greater and greater degrees of Westernization. Traditional lifestyles that included 

hunting and gathering of ‘wild’ resources out on the land provided Indigenous peoples with physical 

activity, a diet diverse in essential nutrients and seasonal variety, and access to a compendium of plant-

based medicines. But in many communities tradition has given way to sedentarism, lower quality store-

bought foods, and a reconstruction of the concept of health and assimilation into Western health care 
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systems. These changes may be linked to increased chronic diseases, such as diabetes, amongst 

Indigenous populations.(27) 

 
[referring to the elk herd present in the area comprising Driftpile First Nation] 
 

“I would put a fence around about 100 acres, to keep the [elk] herd. But it 
wouldn’t be on farm land. It would be around the forest, because the elk should 
keep eating willows. If you think about where aspirin comes from, we want elk to 
eat the willows, because then they take in the medicines that we need, and we 
get the medicines through the meat. That’s a difference between wild elk and 
those that are raised on ranches where they eat hay and grain.”  

- Shawna Bellerose, Driftpile First Nation, Alberta (25) 
 
 

“My father would take his tobacco pouch into the forest. A few days later, he 
would tell my mother he wanted to go hunting. My mother packed up the kids, 
and we all went with my father. When my father got a moose, he would bring it 
back to our camp. He showed the kids how to eat the moose from the inside out. 
He would slit the moose’s belly lengthwise, and take out the organs. If it was a 
male moose, he cut off the genitals, held them up to the sky, and said in a loud 
voice ‘Here is a man’. If the moose was female, he removed the uterus and gave 
it to my mother. We cleaned, cooked and ate the moose right there in the forest.”   
  - Rebecca Martell, Waterhen First Nation, Saskatchewan (25) 

 
Many Indigenous groups in North America today seem to have a parallel concept of 

‘wilderness’, referring to the same space Canadians and Americans conceive of as ‘wilderness’, but 

relating this space differently to themselves. A common theme carries through the quotes above:  

for Indigenous peoples, ‘wilderness’ is associated with traditional modes of living, traditional  

subsistence landscape, traditional homelands, and diverse human, animal and plant life5 (not 

‘empty’). Prestige is associated with living traditionally and going out on the land. Indigenous 

‘wilderness’ reconstructs, reinforces and reasserts the traditional corporeal and spiritual relationship 

with the landscape, and peoples’ embedded position within the environment. This conception of 

‘wilderness’ asserts contemporary Indigenous identity, not in opposition to settler society, but rather 

by defining Indigenous peoples’ relationship with settler society and ‘settler space’. Paradoxically, 

the Indigenous ‘wilderness’ I describe could not have developed in the absence of contact and 

encroachment by settler society.  

                                                
5 This is not to say, however, that Indigenous peoples are unaware of the impact of pollution on traditional resources:   
 
“You should never collect medicines near highways [transecting traditional/reserve land]. You should only get them from clean 
areas, away from the highway.” - Linda Giroux, Traditional Healer and LPN, Driftpile First Nation, Alberta (26) 
 
[alluding to perceived groundwater pollution by The Swan Hills Treatment Centre.]“It’s easy to catch moose in Swan Hills, because 
they glow!”  - Robin Giroux, Driftpile First Nation, Alberta (25) 
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Indigenous ‘wilderness’ does not express an epistemological binary opposition and does not 

imply separation, as the Western concept of ‘wilderness’ does (though it might be easy to infer from 

this an inherent ‘us/them’ dichotomy in Indigenous consciousness). Rather, Indigenous ‘wilderness’ 

incorporates values of holism and implies relationships. As Nuttall describes, landscape represents 

a sociological and moral space wherein Indigenous peoples engage in an interdependent 

relationship with their environment, through which Indigenous culture is produced and reproduced. 

Traditional culture is tied to, carried out and expressed in the landscape, and Westerners have 

become part of this landscape.(11) Landscape therefore also expresses Indigenous peoples’ 

relationships with settlers. If an Indigenous conception of ‘wilderness’ correlates to ‘landscape’ or 

‘out on the land’, then ‘wilderness’ becomes part of the space where tradition is and can be carried 

out. ‘Wilderness’ does represent a ‘sacred space’ for Indigenous peoples, but not in the same way 

as for Westerners: Where ‘wilderness’ refuges represent a place outside of culture to which 

Westerners can retreat from culture, for Indigenous peoples ‘wilderness’ represents the place for 

accessing and reinforcing culture. This conception of ‘wilderness’ would provide Indigenous peoples 

with a place, within the broader context of North America as a sociological space, to maintain 

themselves as a people. 

 

Is There a Conception of ‘Barren-lands’ Inherent in North American Indigenous Consciousness? 

 During two years traveling out on the ice sheet over the Arctic Ocean, explorer Vilhjalmur 

Stefansson and his team subsisted largely on seals they caught from under the ice.(2,3)  Similarly, 

explorer Robert Peary documented seals in open leads6 at latitude 86°.(2)   

 Local Inuit hunters had warned Stefansson that no animals were present out on the ice sheet, 

and that human subsistence was impossible there. In particular, the Inuit had inferred seals were not 

present in that landscape because there were no polar bears or polar bear tracks: Their reasoning was 

that an absence of one animal (polar bears) generally meant an absence of that animal’s food source 

(seals).(2,3) The Inuit therefore seem to have perceived the ice sheet as being devoid of animal life – 

                                                
6 Long, expansive cracks in the ice. 
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‘barren-land’ – and so did not utilize the ice sheet for subsistence resources. Stefansson’s team never 

saw bears or bear tracks, but did find a lot of seal in the ice sheet landscape.(2,3) 

 It may seem the Inuit conceived of the ice sheet as a ‘barren-land’ in the same context as 

Westerners conceive of ‘barren-land’ and ‘wilderness’: devoid of life’7 or ‘empty’, respectively. It’s true a 

perceived absence of life was an observation informing Inuit conception of the area as a ‘barren-land’. 

However, critical consideration of their reasoning behind this inference reveals a more complex 

conception: It is not simply that the Inuit observed no seals, polar bears or polar bear tracks out on the ice 

sheet, but rather that this observation was embedded within the context of subsistence relationships.  

A perceived absence of animal life meant the Inuit believed the ice sheet was unable to sustain 

life, as demonstrated by the warnings Stefansson received. Based on this understanding, the Inuit did not 

hunt in the area, and therefore did not engage in a direct, continuous, interdependent relationship with 

that landscape. The ice sheet was not a sociological space where Inuit carried out culture (in the form of 

hunting, engaging spiritually with animals, naming places in association with shared experiences, etc.) 

The ice sheet would, however, have occupied a moral position within Inuit consciousness (as space that 

did not provide subsistence), and would have been incorporated within Inuit memoryscape and as part of 

their holistic worldview. A conception of ‘barren-land’ would not have been constructed as an opposing 

space serving to define Inuit identity. Rather, collective memory regarding the ice sheet as a ‘barren-land’ 

told the Inuit something they needed to know in order to survive. This knowledge informed Inuit 

subsistence practices, and the ‘barren-land’ ice sheet was thus incorporated into Inuit consciousness and 

culture (and this constituted the relationship between the Inuit and the ice sheet landscape). In this sense, 

the ice sheet was not devoid of culture, as it was/is in the Western conceptions of ‘barren-lands’ and 

‘wilderness’ constructed in binary opposition to ‘culture’ and ‘order’. 

 
Conclusion 

                                                
7 However, Stefansson cautions: “It has always been considered probable that great aggregations of animals might be found in the 
tropics or in the temperate zone. No serious doubts have, therefore, been cast upon estimates made in Africa or in the middle of 
North America about vast herds of grazing animals… I do not recall that I have ever herd questioned even the most extravagant 
estimates of the size of buffalo herds. These estimates, however, do not rest upon any other sort of evidence than that which goes 
to show that caribou move in the Arctic and sub-Arctic regions in herds equally large… But so strong in the public mind is the 
presumption for the barrenness of the North that the very men who have seen the herds which they think contain a million, will admit 
their real estimates to you only in conversation and will print instead of their real views statements more ‘conservative’. Similarly, the 
oceanographers who have found out that animal life abounds at the margin of the ice make very guarded statements as to the 
probability of its existence under the ice.” (2:275) 
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 The concept of ‘wilderness’ in North American consciousness was unique to colonial/settler 

culture, and developed as structurally dichotomous Western ideology was transported from Europe and 

the nature/culture separation was reconceptualized and galvanized against the backdrop of the new 

continent’s vast, undeveloped landscape. The function of culture was to extract humans from nature, and 

nature was to serve as a foil for culture (ex. a disordered ‘frontier’ to be brought under human control; a 

retreat from the trappings of a ‘modern’ – i.e. urban – nation).    

 In contrast, the Indigenous cultures of North America encompassed cosmologies and identities 

premised on relationship and incorporation, not separation and opposition. Indigenous peoples, whose 

knowledge may derive from both spiritual and material sources, share a collective community with 

animals and the landscape. This perspective of embeddedness within the environment precluded 

Indigenous peoples from developing a conception of a separate, isolated ‘wilderness’ akin to that in the 

North American consciousness.  From this embedded relationship extended an Indigenous conservation 

ethic, expressed through communal ‘ownership’ and distribution of resources; and informed by a 

comprehensive understanding of ecological processes and reciprocal relationships with the landscape 

and the life contained within it. Through culturally-derived conservation practices, Indigenous peoples 

were preserving their homelands and resource base. This knowledge-based system of conservation was 

dismantled as North American settler society imposed its parks and refuge system premised on 

conserving a space free of culture, for the benefit of settler escapism.   

 The ‘wilderness’ and ‘frontier’ rhetoric promulgated by such non-Indigenous writers as Muir and 

Marshall has recently been challenged by John McPhee (writing in the 1970s) and Barry Lopez (writing in 

the 1980s), who have struggled to restore a discussion of political economy to the Arctic region by 

addressing Alaska’s industrial development.(10) However, recent controversies over proposed 

development of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska (ANWR) have reinvigorated some of this 

rhetoric, with stakeholders (including Indigenous communities) repositioning  Alaska and the north as 

either ‘pristine’ land, or a region of ‘opportunity’. In particular, the Gwich’in people of the Yukon oppose 

development of ANWR, while the Inupiat people of Alaska support development. 
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 Development of ANWR would interrupt caribou migration and calving, a circumstance that 

represents cultural annihilation to the Gwich’in, a message incorporated into their public campaign 

protesting development:     

 
“The Gwich’in are known as the Caribou People. The caribou provide the Gwich’in 
with food, clothing, shoes, shelters, medicines, blankets, sleds, tools, and more. The 
Gwich’in tell caribou stories, sing caribou songs, dance caribou dances. The land and 
the caribou are the foundation of Gwich’in culture and life.”(28) 
 
“No one knows for certain how much commercially recoverable oil there is in the 
Arctic Refuge, however best estimates by the US Geological Survey indicate it would 
fuel current US consumption for less than 200 days. How do you trade that for the life 
of one of the largest, most migratory caribou herds on Earth? Or for an aboriginal 
culture that had flourished for thousands of years? Or for a safe haven for birds and 
land and sea animals from all over the world that come here to breed?  The choice is 
irreversible.”(28) 

 
 
 
 For the Inupiat, who stand to gain economically from leasing their lands to ANWR developers, 

development of the region is crucial to community survival in the global economy: 

 
“I was taught by my father to respect that land and it’s (sic) resources because our 
very life depended on them. I realize life is different for me than it was for my father. 
But we are both the same in our dependence on the resources found on our lands. 
For my father, it was the food he hunted to feed his family. I also use the land to hunt 
for food for my family. But the oil beneath the surface of ANWR can also provide 
jobs, schools and a thriving economy.” – Former North Slope Borough Mayor 
Benjamin P. Nageak (Inupiat) (29) 

                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Though the Alaskan landscape is being transformed through the rhetoric of the Gwich’in and 

Inupiat campaigns, these campaigns nonetheless assert a crucial aspect of Indigenous consciousness: 

cultural identity consolidated within the landscape. For the Inupiat, integrity as a social group positioned 

within their homeland (i.e. the ability to remain in their homeland) depends on the ability to engage in the 

global economy.  For the Gwich’in, cultural integrity means continuing to include caribou as a primary 

element of subsistence. In both cases, humans remain embedded within their traditional landscape. 

Figure 2 shows a poster from the Gwich’in campaign, wherein humans and animals are depicted 

together in a shared landscape. Here, ‘wilderness’ is depicted as a collective homeland, not a separate 

entity devoid of culture. 
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Figure 2. Families of ANWR poster campaign against development [modified from: (28)]    
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