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Introduction 

What they are not familiar with people call barbarian.
—Montaigne 1

The central question here, as in all issues concerning indigenous
rights, is who is in a position to control resources. It is a question of
land rights.

—Sami, Scandinavia 2

To us Indians human rights is a matter of daily survival; it is the right
to food, to firewood and to freshwater, but above all it is the right to
our customs.

—Plains Cree, Canada 3

Our history, identity, and tribal sovereignty are indistinguishable
from the land. From time immemorial, it has always been so.

—Umatilla, United States 4

This anthology provides a broad perspective on the intersection of indige-
nous peoples, the environment and law. The selections draw on the tradition
of a more interdisciplinary approach to law where its links to policy and dis-
pute resolution, as well as anthropology and history, are paramount. Further,
prominent influences include area studies encompassing culture, geography
and language, in addition to political science and sociology.
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5. John Woodliffe, Biodiversity and Indigenous Peoples in Michael Bowman, Catherine
Redgwell, eds., INTERNATIONAL LAW AND THE CONSERVATION OF BIOLOGICAL
DIVERSITY, 255, Kluwer, 1996)

An overriding theme in this work is the common experience shared by in-
digenous peoples around the world. This reflects their struggle for identity,
along with the paradox of dependence on the nation-state and their pursuit of
a measure of autonomy. Emphasis is placed on the primacy of their relation-
ship to nature as a unifying bond with vital importance for environmental law
at the national and international level that transcends their political status.

At the same time, diversity is an equally compelling theme in this book.
The selections illuminate a variety of vantage points drawn from the interna-
tional community. By one estimate, indigenous peoples include perhaps 5,000
different groups in seventy countries with vast differences in culture and her-
itage.5 The result is a wide range of customs, practices and traditions within
the larger context of their remarkable prowess in adapting to the environment
where survival itself is at stake and offers little choice.

In providing a perspective on these dual themes of common experience and
diversity, the approach of the authors also offers insight into differences in
methodology. For example, several articles use a case study approach. They
combine various aspects of the social sciences in fashioning a discrete cultural
focus. Other articles are less empirical but nevertheless, generally reflect analy-
sis in a very specific context as well.

In this way, all of the selections contribute to the larger mosaic as a guide
to contemporary conflicts and themes within the law concerning indigenous
peoples, and particularly, environmental law. Biodiversity, community-based
conservation, traditional knowledge and sustainable development are singu-
larly prominent themes as the recognition of indigenous peoples in these areas
continues to grow.

Similarly, other influences that shape the larger picture are examined. For
example, the impact of human rights law, the role of national constitutions
in affording protection for indigenous peoples, the responsibility of non-state
actors like the World Bank in development and the means for addressing en-
vironmental harm caused by multinational corporations are addressed.

Further, on the broadest possible level, the impact of convergence and glob-
alization is explored. As legal systems begin to resemble one another in se-
lected areas, for example in the structure of the international approach to
trade and endangered species, the tension between diversity and globalization
is discussed as a particularly difficult aspect of the status of indigenous peo-
ples around the world.
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In general terms, the selections presented here do not aim to articulate a
comprehensive legal theory or new paradigm. Rather, they describe selected
aspects of the emerging framework that places indigenous peoples squarely in
the discourse of environmental law and natural resource protection in the in-
ternational community. For this reason, fourteen selections deal with indige-
nous peoples and the specific conflicts they face from the Arctic to Japan, from
Bolivia to Russia. In this respect, the perspective emphasizes more compara-
tive features.

The discussion, however, is remarkably dynamic. This arises from the wide
cultural diversity previously mentioned as well as from the fluidity of the in-
terchange taking place at the local, regional, national and international level
as indigenous peoples continue to press for recognition of their place in deci-
sion-making, environmental governance and the disposition of natural re-
sources. In this sense, the picture highlights more international aspects.

In light of this diversity and dynamism, coupled with the embryonic state
of the conceptual framework, all the selections contribute to the broader dis-
cussion and enhance understanding of ‘living law’ in addition to ‘law on the
books’ or primarily theoretical constructs. For this reason, the conflicts ex-
amined here depict, in discrete cultural contexts, how indigenous peoples are
affected by the law. Mining in Bolivia, hunting in Canada, fishing in Japan,
reindeer grazing in Norway, dam building in the Philippines and the worship
of the Tolowa in the West of the United States is, accordingly, considered in
terms of the profound relationship indigenous peoples maintain with nature
and therefore, with the culture emerging from it. In this way, the ‘people’
within ‘indigenous peoples’ and the ‘people’ within environmental law and nat-
ural resources management are understood more in terms of their traditions
and world view, not as abstractions but rather, as specific groups seeking to
maintain their cultural identity and control over the lands they have tradi-
tionally occupied.

In acknowledging the number of themes competing for analysis, practical
considerations imposed limits on the selections presented here. In this way, the
Ainu, the Inuit, the Makah, the Maori, Native Hawaiians, the Sami, the Yurok
and the other groups included are only part of the larger assembly of indige-
nous peoples everywhere who strive to safeguard their environment, and thus
their identity, in the quest for survival. As indigenous peoples continue to en-
large the meaning of rights in the context of the environment and the law, the
empirical approach suggested in a number of the selections contained here,
with particular emphasis on history, is perhaps a metaphor for the integration
of knowledge that is the foundation to understanding the special place of in-
digenous peoples in general.



xx INTRODUCTION

The point of departure is recognition of indigenous peoples within the en-
vironment and the law while examining their unique status and understand-
ing their contribution at the national and international level. This requires a
deeper appreciation of the legacy of the past and their quest for protection in
the transition from the idealized portrait of The Noble Savage that Aldous
Huxley created in Brave New World to citizens with a vital role in the protec-
tion of the environment, in the management of natural resources and in sus-
tainable development.


