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Contemporary Wilderness and
American Indian Cultures

BY GREGORY F. HANSEN

Introduction
Generally speaking, there are no specific words for
“wilderness” in American Indian languages. The primary
reason for this is that Indian people have always lived close
to the land, and what today we call “wilderness” in the
United States was literally their home with which they had
many relationships (Lyons 1989). Many aboriginal people,
including those in the arctic north, experience
“the environment as a whole, all the parts are
interconnected in a seamless web of causes and effects,
actions and outcomes, behaviors and consequences.
People, animals, plants, natural objects, and supernatural
entities are not separate and distinct. Rather, they are all
linked to each other and to places where they reside
through cultural traditions and interactive, reciprocal

relationships.” (Turner, Ignace, and Ignace 2000, p. 1279)

In many cases among
traditional people, this
strong interconnected-
ness with the land is
still very much alive
today. The Lakota words
Mitakuye Oyasin, which
translates to mean “All
My Relatives” (Severt
Young Bear and Theisz
1994) is a good illustra-
tion of how all aspects
of the universe are still
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referenced as “relations”

in modern times.
Some of the larger reservations have open space that
could possibly be set aside with a natural or wild designation,
but the concept of designated wilderness does not always fit
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well into the modern-day agendas of Tribal Councils faced
with the same real-life dilemmas of all modern societies,
such as water-rights issues and natural resource utilization.
As various authors have noted, there are important differ-
ences between the way Americans of European descent and
American Indians think about and relate to land and
resources (Krech 1999; Hansen 1992 and 1996).

Tribal Wilderness Designation

The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes of central
Montana set national precedent by being the first tribal
group in the United States to establish what is recognized
today as designated wilderness within lands surrendered
to them, under governmentally sanctioned treaty deci-
sions. The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes
designated the Mission Mountains Tribal Wilderness
(89,500 acres; 36,235 ha) because of the importance of per-
petuating culture and traditional practices:

Wildlands or wilderness areas have always been very
important to the peoples of the Confederated Salish and
Kootenai Tribes for the perpetuation of culture and
traditional practices. However, after the Allotment Act, the
once natural and primitive lands of the Flathead
Reservation became congested by settlement and develop-
ment. Many sacred, cultural sites were destroyed. The only
wild and untamed areas that remained were away from so-
called “civilization,” in the mountains where the bridge
linking the past to present could be found. When these
mountain lands became threatened by more development
(logging, settlement, etc.), a movement was made Lo
preserve the remaining untouched areas in their natural

state. (University of Montana 1999)

The Mission Mountains Tribal Wilderness was desig-
nated in 1979 by the Tribal Council, who further defined
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