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ABSTRACT

A Study on American Indian Ecological Philosophy

Pak, Hong Bae
Department of Philosophy
Graduate School

Jeju National University

Today as modern civilization with its origin rooted in the Europe has revealed its
limitations the lives and cultures of the American Indians(the Native Americans), which
are characterized by their harmonious life with Mother Nature, are being reinterpreted.
Although having been labeled as uncivilized and barbaric, the American Indians are now
recognized to have possessed a highly respectable culture which enlightens us living in
the contemporary era. Their view of the nature, living in harmony with it, has become
invaluable resources as well as having inspired creative ideas for ecological philosophy.
Their nature-friendly lifestyle will give us an opportunity to contemplate on what we
have been missing under the modern civilization of science and technology.

The Indians’ belief in holy spirits, respect for the nature, and nature-friendly
lifestyle will help us to think anew on the true value of nature. Their culture has
essentially been spiritual. Their faith in holy spirits has been a source for maturing their
spirit, never ceasing to question who they are within nature and what they are striving
to pursue throughout their entire life. If we pursue spiritual lifestyle as do the American
Indians, our lives will be much more reverent.

We will be reminded of the forgotten ‘hometown of the mind’ by an Indian
perspective on nature. Suffering from mental instability in one way or another deriving
from rapid development in modern science and technology, people will gain insights on
how to lead a bountiful and comfortable life by looking at the nature-friendly lifestyle
of the Indians. Indians saw nature as an entity possessing consciousness, communicating

with human beings and leading humans to keep the right mindset.
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Every creature is part of a web of life relationships, either prey or predator, in
which they exist in an interdependent relationship yet also while competing and
cooperating with one another. From the view of a food chain, any living organism can
be seen as an evil. However, everyone is equal since each creature circulates moving
along the food chain. Human beings together with the rest of nature have the same
existential values and become partners in this sacred circle.

The American Indians have established their view of the world that all beings are
one within this symbolic, holy circle and are to lead a harmonious and balanced life
with nature. The circle is endless and has neither tops nor bottoms. No one is higher
or lower than the others in the circle. The only way to realize this truth is to
comprehend the circle itself. If we start to perceive nature as our partner and live
harmoniously together, the damaged nature will be able to heal itself and our next
generation can enjoy a future pollution-free environment.

There are critical views, however, on this ecological worldview of the Native
Americans. First, some might express doubts about attempts to solve environmental
issues today with such an outdated idea that the so-called ‘holy spirit’ created
everything including human beings. Second, others might criticize that the respect and
awe the American Indians have held toward nature is not because of their
acknowledgement of nature’s intrinsic value, but because of a selfish desire to survive
with the belief in supernatural power. Lastly, it is still questionable whether the
mythical ideas of the American Indians can be accepted in today’s era of science and
technology with the population on earth surpassing seven billion.

However, the eco-friendly mindset of the Native Americans, which may appear
rather irrational, could provide positive factors to help eliminate the ecological risks by
calling for reflection upon today’s dominant rationalism where nothing is sought but the
benefits from development. Given that several environment-related agreements and
treaties among nations in an effort to conserve nature were enacted due to fear and
anxiety that the current trend of exploitation of nature could lead to the self-destruction
of mankind, we should not dismiss the respect and awe toward nature of the American
Indians as a way of relieving fear and anxiety.

Now is the right time to search for the possible alternatives to the endless pursuit
of materialism in modern civilization for the sustainability of the mankind. It is never

easy to combine modern civilization and American Indian culture, which are totally
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heterogeneous. The reason why we are trying to look into the lives and culture of the
American Indians is that we dream of the sustainable human society. It is necessary to

study this ecological view on the nature of the American Indians more in depth.
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