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| am as free as nature first made man
Ere the base laws of servitude began
When wild in woods the noble savage ran

John Dryden, The Conquest of Grenada, 1669



CHAPTER 1

A short view of savagery

These things never happened and are always true
Sallust

On 3 Augug 1492 Christopher Columbus st sail from Spain for ‘the Indies - that isto say the
Far Eag, induding China.and Japan - with letters of greating from the King and Queen of Spain
to the Great Khan of Cathay. However, ingead of heading east as usua, he went west, on the
assumption that the world was round. Columbus was not the first person to make this
assumption, but he was the first to risk a sea journey across what was believed to be an
immense stretch of water between Europe’ s western coast and Asid s eastern one. No one
redlised that Americalay between the two, and when Columbus reached land he assumed that
he had been successtul in finding the western route to Indies, never apparently redisng that he
had actualy arrived at another continent. The naming of the West Indies, and the description
of the native Americans as Indians, reflected thisinitid mistake.

However it seems that Columbus may have made another mistake which had more serious
consequences. He was so overwhelmed by the majesty of the landscape he had reached that
he thought he had found the site of the Garden of Eden. He mistook the mouth of the Orinoco
river in modern-day Venezuela for the entrance to the Earthly Paradise, in accordance with a
theological tradition that God had not destroyed the Garden of Eden but preserved it,
somewhere on earth, as a haven free from suffering and death.*

Columbus himself described the natives of the Caribbean to King Ferdinand and Queen
Issbdllaof Spain in such glowing terms that they sounded asiif they were living in a date of pre-
lgpsarian innocence:

| assure Y our Highnesses that | believe that in al the world there is no better people nor
better country. They love their neighbours as themsdves, and they have the sweetest

tak in the world, and are gentle and dways laughing?’.... these people have no religion
whatsoever, nor are they idolaters, but rather they are very meek and know no evil. They
do not kill or capture others and are without weapons®

Of course, Columbus was obliged to put the most optimigtic gloss on his discoveries for the
benefit of his royd paymasters, and if he had any illusions about the smple and uncorrupted
goodness of the American Indians he was soon disabused. However, stories about the

1 Rosenblat, A., Laprimeravision de Americay otros estudios, Caracas: Ministerio de Education,
1965, quoted in Rangel, C., The Latin Americans: Their Love-Hate Relationship with the United States,
New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Books, 1987,p.10.

2 Letter, 25 December 1492

3 Quoted in Royal, R., Columbus on Tria: 1492 v. 1992, Herndon, Virginia: Young Americas
Foundation, second edition 1993, p.2.



inhabitants of the New World began to circulate in Europe, where they took on the tone of an
Arcadian idyll.

The noble savage enjoyed a warm reception throughout the European world of letters, but
it was in France that he found his most enthusiastic following. The poet Ronsard depicted
Americaas ‘a“Wedern Arcadid’, free from the numbing artificidity of French court life. At
Rouen, atroupe of Brazilian Indians performed a masque before Charles 1X....Among those
who met and conversed with them after the show was the philosopher Michel de Montaigne*

Admirable cannibals

It was Montaigne who was to give to the idea of arace of people living in Smple innocence its
firg fully-fledged expostion. In an essay entitled, rather curioudy perhaps, On the Cannibals,
fird published in 1580, he provided the blueprint for a whole literature, philosophy,
anthropology and sociology which we can sum up in the phrase: The Noble Savage.

Montaigne claimed to have based his observations mainly on an account of the Brazilian
Indians which he had received from aman who had spent ten or twelve yearswith them °> He
aso mentioned meeting an Indian after the performance in Rouen, but said that his trand ator
had been 0 unsatisfactory that he had learnt little. His account, therefore, laid no clam to first
hand experience, but Montaigne emphasised the smple honesty of his anonymous informant
who hed, asfar ashe could see, no axeto grind. It is possble that thiswas aliterary distancing
deviceto protect himsdf from being blamed for any errorsin the account, but however he came
by the information, Montaigne appears to have been the victim of amassve leg-pull.

...what experience has taught us about those peoples surpasses not only dl the
descriptions with which poetry has beautifully painted the Age of Gold and dll its
ingenious fictions about Man's blessed early state, but adso the very conceptions and
yearnings of philosophy....those people have no trade of any kind, no acquaintance with
writing, no knowledge of numbers, no terms for governor or political superior, no
practice of subordination or of riches or poverty, no contracts, no inheritances, no
divided estates, no occupation but leisure...no clothing, no agriculture, no metas, no use
of wine or corn. Among them you hear no words for treachery, lying, cheeting, avarice,
envy, backbiting or forgiveness®

Montaigne' s account of their ways of passng thetime isequadly idyllic:

They spend the whole day dancing; the younger men go off hunting with bow and arrow.
Meanwhile some of the women-folk are occupied in warming up their drink: thet istheir
main task.’

4 Nichall, C., op.cit., p.299.

5 Durand de Villegagnon had landed in Brazil in 1557.

6 See Montaigne, M., On the Cannibals, from The Essays of Michel de Montaigne, trans. Screech,
M..A.,Allen Lane, The Penguin Press, 1991, p.233.

7 Ibid, p.234.



Montaigne does not claim that they are pacifidt, but that they only go to war to demondrate
their courage. They have no need to conquer new lands:

..ance without toil or travall they till enjoy that bounteous Nature who furnishes them
abundantly with al they need...They are il in that blessed sate of desiring nothing
beyond what is ordained by their naturd necessties: for them anything further is merely
superfluous®

Montaigne notes their practice of cannibadism, from which the essay tekesiit title, and which
he describes as * horrible barbarity’,° but he quickly contrasts it with the ‘ treachery, didoyalty,
tyranny and cruelty which are everyday vicesin us.. It was this unfavourable comparison of
avilisation with savagery which gave Montaigne s short essay the daim to being firg in the fidd.
Other writers and travellers had described the idyllic lifestyles of the American Indians:
Montaigne gave the legend the twist which was to make it distinctive. He turned the fantastic
world of the savagesinto the gold andard againg which Western aivilisation would be judged
and found wanting. ‘It isno lie to say that these men are indeed savages - by our sandards; for
ather they must be or we must be: thereis an amazing gulf between their souls and ours. The
concept of savagery thus becomes entirely relative.

In order to describe his uncorrupted Indians Montaigne inserts a verse from Virgil:

Hos natura modos primum dedit
These are the ways which nature first ordained™

thus neetly linking his account of the Brazilian Indians to the long tradition of the Golden Age
which was supposed by authors and philosophers to have preceded the present degenerate
date of the world. This was the age when, as Ovid put it:

The earth itsdlf, without compulsion, untouched by hoe or ploughshare, of hersdf gave
dl things nesdful.**

Bdief in a Golden Ageis common to both the classca and the Judeo-Chrigtian traditions,
but for both it isin the past.* For Jews and Chrigtians, Adam and Eve were expdled from the
Garden of Eden along time ago, and the way back was barred by an angd bearing afiery
sword.™ Nor did Ovid's readersin ancient Rome take his descriptions of afertile landscape
pushing up itsfruits unbidden as a representation of the world asit wasin therr own time. These

8 Ibid, p.236.

9 Ibid, p.235.

10 Virgil, The Georgics, 11, 20. Montaigne took the verse seriously out of context. Virgil was
describing the ways in which trees propagate themselves in the wild.

11 Ovid, Metamorphoses, |, 100.

12 It is necessary to distinguish between the literature of the Golden Age and the more fanciful

tradition of pastoral poetry, which emphasises all the nice things about the countryside, like mossy banks
and purling streams, and leaves out the mosqguitoes and the nettles. Although pastoral poetry can be
charming, no one really imagines that country lifeis like that, any more than devotees of grand opera
imaginethat in real life people sing their way through crises. In any case, pastoral poets, from Ovid to
Alexander Pope, have been notorious townies.

13 ‘Thereis no eternal city for usin thislife, but we look for onein thelifeto come.' Heb.13.14.
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were memories of an age long past.* When Virgil wrote of sheep with fleeces which would
change colour spontaneoudly to save us the bother of dyeing our woollies™ this was intended
as aprophecy of anew golden age to come. For both biblica and pagan authors, the red-life
world was one in which you had to work hard to get anything from nature.*®

It was necessary, therefore, to make an intdllectua gear-change to modify the Golden Age
tradition to accommodate the noble savage, which Montaigne did not invent but which he could
be said to have codified. The Golden Age recdled along-lost country of the imagination, but
Montaigne clamed to be describing the actud living conditions of Indians in contemporary
Brazil. It was the here-and-now, not the once-upon-a-time. In fact, Montaigne might as well
have included the fauns and centaurs of Arcadiain his landscape for dl the resemblance which
his account bore to red life. However, it was because the accounts of the native peoples of
Columbus New World were so successfully grafted onto avenerable Western literary tradition
that the legend became so potent. According to Carlos Rangel, who discussed the impact of
the noble savage myth in his book The Latin Americans:

...the discovery of America brought nothing to European mythology that was not aready
there; it only rekindled old dreams of a Golden Age and the State of Innocence that
preceded the Fall...The newcomers, in their search, created the most powerful myth of
modern times: that of the noble savage. Thisisthe ' Americanized’ verson of the myth of
man'’ s innocence before the Fall, and that new version of the myth wasto have an
immense impact on the history of idess...By the middle of the sixteenth century the myth
had taken root and was ravaging Europe far more inddioudy than syphilis - another
import, we are told, from the New World.”

Rangd makes the point that the American Indians were not the first * native peoples’ with
whom Europeans came into contact. The northern parts of Africa had been accessble to
European cultures ance the days of the Roman Empire, and black faces were not unfamiliar in
European capitals by the 15™ century, but Africans were not regarded as noble savages:

Why did Europeans not encounter the noble savage in Africa? Quite smply, because the
African savages had been known since antiquity and were not, therefore, truly exatic,
Europe found no noble savages in Africa because it was not seeking them there.
And thisiswhy the blacks were perceived by Western consciousness smply as savages
- without qudification, in the exact, pejorative meaning of the word (emphasis added).®

14 In Plato's dialogue the eponymous Critias describes a golden age in Greece when the land
belonged to brother-and-sister deities Athene and Hephaistos, who taught their ‘children of the soil' the
best modes of husbandry in anideal landscape.

15 Eclogue IV, 42-3.

16 "Cursed is the ground because of you;

through painful toil you will eat of it

all the days of your life' (Gen. 3:17)

“The father of mankind himself haswilled

The path of husbandry should not be smooth'
(Georgics|: 125)

17 Rangedl, C., op.cit., pp.12-13.

18 Ibid., p.13n.



A short history of noble savagery

The myth of the noble savage has proved to be a recurrent theme in Western intdllectud life
ever gnce. It has animated one of the central debates of Western culture: the question of
whether civilisation isagood thing or abad thing. Are men naturaly good, and corrupted by
the artificid nature of society, or are they naturaly depraved and in need of the civilisng
influence of laws and rdigion? Do we incline towards virtue or vice?

These are questions of the most profound significance, asthey affect the way in which we
regard ourselves and our societies. The news which began to percolate back to Europe after
the arriva of Columbus and other explorers in the New World gave the debate new vigour,
because it seemed to offer the possibility of demonstration and proof. If people in the New
World redlly were living in a gate of primitive innocence, in which laws, religion and socid
gatus were unknown and irrelevant, then it was game set and match to the naturists.

Interest in the noble savage has not been constant: it comes and goes according to both
contemporary events and intdlectua fashions. In 1610 some strange travdlerstales ignited the
debate in England and led to the first mgor literary work in English to dedl with the subject of
savage life: Shakespeare' s The Tempest.

In the previous year aflegt of ships carrying 500 colonists set out from England to join John
Smith's Virginia Colony in the New World. One of the ships, carrying the Admird and the
newly-appointed governor of Virginia, was separated from the rest in a gorm and was
presumed logt. However, in the following year the missing colonigts arrived safdy in Virginia,
telling of wonderful adventures in the Bermudas, where the ship had run ashore. They gave
reports of a warm and fertile landscagpe, inhabited by friendly natives, which were soon
absorbed into the literary tradition of the Golden Age. A batch of pamphlets appeared in
London, where the wonderful happenings became the talk of the town, and at least some of
these provided Shakespeare with source materia for The Tempest.™ At some stage between
the autumn of 1610, when the reports arrived in London, and November 1611 when King
James had The Tempest performed at court, Shakespeare put the Bermuda pamphlets
together with other sourcesto produce hisfina observations on the nature vs. nurture debate
which had occupied him throughout his career ™

We know that Shakespeare had read Montaigne' s essay On The Cannibals in the English
trandation of Montaigne's essays by John Florio which appeared in 1603 because Gonzalo's

19 In hisintroduction to the Arden edition of the play (DATE) Frank Kermode identifies three
accounts which Shakespeare must have seen: Discovery of the Barmudas by Sylvester Jourdain (1610);
the Council of Virginia's True Declaration of the state of the Colonie in Virginia, with a confutation of
such scandalous reports as have tended to the disgrace of so worthy an enterprise (1610); and True
Reportory of the Wrack by William Strachey (1625). Although the last was not published until long after
the composition of The Tempest it seems Shakespeare may have seen it in manuscript.

20 Many scholars have seen The Tempest, probably rightly, as Shakespeare's conscious farewell
to the stage. Prospero's snapping of his staff at the end of the play, which brings his magical powersto
an end, can be taken as an image of Shakespeare's renunciation of hisart. He spent hisremaining years
as a prosperous man of property in Stratford upon Avon.

21 The British Museum Library has a copy of Florio's translation of Montaigne bearing the
signature ‘ WIIm Shakspere’. Although the authenticity of the signature has been disputed it was there
in 1780 when Capell first drew attention to the use which Shakespeare had made of Montaigne in The
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gpeech, in which he describes how he would rule the idand were he king, is taken dmost word
for word from one of Montaigne' s key passages.

...no kind of traffic

Would | admit; no name of magidrate;
Letters should not be known; riches, poverty,
and use of service, none...

... but nature should bring forth,

of itsown kind, al foison and abundance,

To feed my innocent people?

However, it was never on the cards that Shakespeare was going to come down on the side

of the noble savage. He had dways been impressad by the need for order, control and authority

(‘Take but degree away, untune that string, and hark what discord follows %) and he

immediately deflates Gonzao's beautiful speech by having Antonio point out that Gonzalo is

proposing an ided society in which there will be no distinctions of rank - except that Gonzao

will have to be king to bring it about! Gonza o then admits that he was only fantassng to amuse
his companions.

The savage lifestyle is represented in the play by Cdiban, and heis certainly not noble. He
is described in the cast list as a “ sdvage [savage] deformed dave . Heis lustful, dothful, and
untrustworthy, and, athough Shakespeare dlows him his moments of pathos, he is certainly not
being held up for admiration. Shakespeare had dearly read Montaigne and disagreed with him.
In fact it has been suggested by some critics that The Tempest was conceived as a satirica
response to On The Cannibals and Montaigne sview that a society unencumbered by laws,
authority and private property could be an admirable one?* Caliban, whose nameis an obvious
anagram of canniba, looks back to the Wild Man of medieva mythology, those srange, hairy
crestures who turn up on misericords in medieva churches to frighten people with the prospect
of savage life unregulated by religion.?

In the mogt famous linesin the play Prospero’ s daughter Miranda, who has grown up on the
idand without seeing any human beings other than her father, is confronted by the King of
Naples and hisfollowers:

O, wonder!
How many goodly creatures are there herel
How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,

Tempest.

2 The Tempest, 11, i, 142-158

23 Troilusand Cressida, I, iii, 109-110.

24 See, for example, Lovejoy, A., Essaysin the History of Ideas, 1948, p.238. Lovejoy called On
The Cannibals “the locus classicus of primitivism in modern literature'.

25 “Salvage, the original spelling of savage, which appearsin the cast list of The Tempest, reflects

the derivation of the word from the Latin silva (wood). Woods and forests were frightening placesto the
medieval mind, beyond the civilising influence of court and city.
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That hath such peoplein’t

To which Prospero, who knows a good ded about the treachery of the royd party, makes
the world-weery reply: “Tis new to thee' .® His disillusioned redlism was to be shared by many
who subssquently based their dedlings with the native peoples of newly discovered lands on the
assumption that they were noble savages?’

The royal slave

The firgt fully-fledged panegryic on the noble savage® in English literature did not appesr until
later in the seventeenth century, with Mrs Aphra Behn's short novel Oronooko. Firgt published
in 1678, it tdls the sory of Oroonoko, an African prince who is kidngpped by davers and sold
to a plantation owner in Surinam. He leads arevolt of the daves againg their masters and is
tricked into surrendering by the fase promise of a pardon. He is then executed, usng extreme
cruelty and torture.

Oronooko is cassc noble savage stuff. Every twig of the plot is designed to contrast the
purity and nobility of the Africans and Indians with the perfidy of the European characters.
Oronooko himsdlf, aman of such drict honour and gentlemanly behaviour as was rarely seen
in England before Matthew Arnold’s Rugby, is amazed that the Europeans will promise and
swear to things and then bresk their word. He attributes this to the nature of Chridtianity, which
istrested throughout the story as areligion of rogues and hypocrites. According to Mrs Behn,
the chadtity and sense of honour of the young native peoples was such that:

...the only crime and sin with awoman, is, to turn her off, to abandon her to want, shame
and misary: suchill mordsare only practis d in Chrigtian countries, where they prefer the
bare name of rdigion; and, without vertue or mordity, think that sufficient......these
people represented to me an absolute idea of the firgt state of innocence, before man
knew how to sn: And ‘tis most evident and plain, that Smple nature is the most harmless,
inoffendve and vertuous migtress. Tis she done, if she were permitted, that better

26 The Tempest, V.i.181-4.

27 In 1768 Louis-Antoine de Bougainville discovered Tahiti and conmpared it to the Garden of
Eden. Captain Cook visited it the next year and brought back the usual tales of alife free of hunger, shame
or toil. Soon the real nature of Tahitian society began to emerge, with its human sacrifice, ritual infanticide
and rigid class structures. The Comte de la Pel ouse, who went looking for the noble savage, was bitterly
disappointed and wrote: "The most daring rascals of all Europe are less hypocritical than the natives of
theseidands. All their caresseswere false' (see Ridley, M., The Origins of Virtue, London: Viking, 1996,
p.255).

28 The expression ‘noble savage’ was coined by John Dryden for his play The Conquest of
Granada, first performed at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, in 1669. The character of Almanzor, a‘moor’
says of himself:

| am asfree as nature first made man,
Ere the base laws of servitude began,
When wild in woods the noble savage ran.
(Actl, scenel)

However the play is a standard heroic tragedy, and does not pursue the theme of the noble savage asa
critique of Western civilisation.



ingructs the world, than dl the inventions of man: religion wou'’ d here but destroy that
tranquillity they possess by ignorance; and laws wou'd but teach *em to know offence, of
which they now have no notion.”

AphraBehn is chiefly remembered now as the firg woman to make her living asawriter in
English, and as aresult she has become a heroine of the new academic discipline of ‘ gender
dudies . Her modern advocates promote her asaradicd proto-feminist, concerned with sexud
palitics. However therewas nothing about her views on sexud reationshipsto distinguish her
from her rivd (mde) authors of the Restoration period. Her most convincing clam to origindity
mugt liein her development of what was to become a standard literary form: the noble savage
gory in which the supposed smplicity and innocence of native peoples is used as a fail to
criticise agpects of sophisticated European society.

From fiction to faction

Oronooko was described on its title page as ‘A True History’, and was supposed to be
based on Aphra Behn's experiences in Surinam where she clamed her father had been
governor. Unfortunatdy Mrs Behn was such a compulsive liar thet there is scarcdly any fact
concerning her life about which we can be sure, but of one thing we can be quite certain: the
noble Africans and Indians she described were only to be found in her own imagination, and
not in any geographica location.

However, she sarted atrend with her confusion of fact and fiction. Subsequent authors of
noble savage fictions were inclined to claim afactud bassfor their works, while the authors of
supposedly factual works, like travel books and works of socid science, found it difficult to
ress the temptation to stray into the realms of fable and romance.

One of the mogt striking examples of this tendency relates to the notion that native peoples,
living in a gate of primitive smplicity, enjoy free sexud reaionships without shame or guilt.
Aphra Behn's theme was taken up again 80 years later by John Cldand in a play entitled
Tombo-Chiqui or the American Savage. Tombo-Chiqui is an American Indian brought to
London by ayoung gdlant who has ddiberatdy kept him ignorant of European customs, in
order to enjoy the spectacle of savagery confronted by civilisation:

| had anotion it would divert me to observe pure smple nature working in him, in
comparison with the laws, arts, and sciences amongst us. The contrast will doubtless by
dngular.®

Tombo-Chiqui duly doeswhat a noble savage is expected to do: he criticises the laws and
customs of European society, like rank and private property, as usdess and recommends nature
asasoleguidein our affairs® When he tries to ‘ make love, savage-fashion’” with a woman

29 AphraBehn, Oronooko or the Royal Slave: A True History, first published 1678, included in
Henderson, P. (ed.) Shorter Novels of the Seventeenth Century, London: J.M. Dent and Sons, 1967,
pp.156 and 149-50.

30 Cleland,J., Tombo-Chiqui or the American Savage, London: 1758, Act |, scenell.

31 Thisliterary stereotype of the uncorrupted native who offers a profound critique of Western
civilisation cameto be known as an ‘Adario’, following the publication of the Baron de L ahontan's New
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whom he finds attractive he istold that such things are not donein civilised societies, and that
it is necessary to go through certain procedures before enjoying sexua relaionships:

Tombo-chiqui And why?is not she a her own disposd in what may please hersdf,
when the thing does no harm to anyone else?

Sylvia No, it isforbidden.
Tombo-chiqui You are greet fools, to forbid yourselves any pleasure, that nature does
not forbid you.*

Thereisacertan poignancy about this bit of specid pleading when we reflect thet its author,
John Cldland, had enjoyed a great success with his erotic novel Memoirs of a Woman of
Pleasure, usudly known as Fanny Hill (1748-9) but found himsdf regarded as as beyond the
pde of the respectable literary establishment as a result.*® Tombo-Chiqui was never
performed, athough Cldand gated in a petulant preface that the reason the playhouses had not
acted it was because it had never been offered to them in the first place.

It was nat, in any case, an origind work, being the English verson of a popular French play
of 1722 caled L’ Arlequin Sauvage, or Harlequin the Savage. Whilg there isa certain naive
charm about the smple critique which the play makes of hypocrisy and affectation, it is clear
that it was not intended as a serious recommendation of the savage lifestyle. The noble savage
here was Smply asatiricd literary device.

In the twentieth century, however, the savage who can be held up as an example to us dl
crossed over from the harlequinade to the supposedly more serious world of anthropology. In
1928 Margaret Mead published her book Coming of Age in Samoa, which rediscovered the
noble savage in the South Sea Idands. Mead' s Samoans were innocent souls, amongst whom
such crimes as murder and rape were unknown. They were also sexudly promiscuous without
experiencing any sense of guilt. According to Mead, sexud relationships represented the
principa pastime of the young, and marriage was ddlayed to dlow as many years of this
pleasant activity as possible.

These clams about Samoan sexudlity turned the book into an ingant classic, which figured
on the reading lists of universty courses for decades. Its influence was immense: it provided an
important part of the intellectua underpinning of the sexud revolution of the 1960s, rather like
the Kinsey Reports, which shared asmilar degree of scientific objectivity.

Voyages to North-America in France in 1703. The Baron (1666-1715) constructed an imaginary
conversation in which he depicted himself as trying unsuccessfully to defend European civilisation
against the ridicule of awise old Huron Indian called Adario who speaks of the Indians' love of liberty,
equality and peaceful living. 'In short', the Baron concluded, ‘the name of savages which we bestow upon
them would fit ourselves better'. (Quoted in Donald, L., 'Liberty, Equality, Fraternity: Was the Indian
Really Egditarian?, in Clifton, JA. (ed.) The Invented Indian: Cultural Fiction and Government Palicies,
New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1990, p.146.

32 Cleland., J., op.cit., Ibid, Act |, scene V.

3 See Altherr, T.L., Tombo-Chiqui: Or, The American Savage: John Cleland's Noble Savage Satire,
American Indian Quarterly, Fall 1985, pp.411-420.
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In fact, Margaret Mead's book was a gigantic fraud. Not only was she wrong on every
point, she was just about awrong as it was possible to be. She had gone to the idand with a
point to make and she was not the sort of woman to let evidence stand in her way. Sheignored
al evidence, higtorica and contemporary, which contradicted her thesis. For example, the
records show that murder and rape were exceptiondly common in Samoa; indeed Samoa
gppears to have had one of the highest rates of rape in the world. In fact, the whole account of
Samoan sexudity which was ludicroudy wide of the mark. Far from being promiscuous
Arcadians, the Samoan femdes lived in a culture which enforced a rigid code of virginity
amongst unmarried adolescent girls. Nor was this the attributable to Christian missonaries: in
pre-Christian times violation of the code had been punishable by desth.**

Mead had protected herself from this unwe come knowledge by staying at the home of an
American missonary and his family, where she was visited by her informants. Many of these
were young people who delighted in mideading the gullible American vistor, egging each other
onto tdl her increesngly ridiculous stories which she could have eeslly fasfied if she had shown
even an elementary degree of scepticism. But, of course, the myth was too precious to Mead
for that.

The mogt extraordinary part of this depressng sory isthat the book remained a best-sdlling
classic long after the hoax had been exposed. Mead refused to make any dteraions to later
editions® and indeed she had no need to do so as there was no shortage of gullible academics
prepared to take her view of Samoa as the true one.*® When Derek Freeman, who had spent
over Sx yearsin Samoa compared with Mead' s five months, wrote the conclusive expose of
thewhole saga® in 1983 he found himsalf under the most bitter attack. As Matt Ridley putsit,
his fellow anthropologists ‘reacted like a tribe whose cult has been attacked and shrine
desecrated, vilifying Freaman in every conceivable way except by refuting him'.® Not for the
firg or the last time, Truth found hersdf to be an unwelcome guest in the academies.

Citizen Savage

Thereis no name more closdy associated with the myth of the noble savage than that of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (1712-78), to the extent that many people think he started the ball rolling.
In fact, as we have seen, the tradition was dmost two centuries old by the time he took it up,
but he gave it a potent twist. Rousseau had little interest in witty satires on European sexud and
socid customs, he took the savage into the redl-life world of revolutionary palitics.

Rousseaus' s views on savage life, or the  sate of nature’ which he contrasted unfavourably
with the ‘sate of society’, were contained in his famous Discourse on the Origin of

A Freeman, D., Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an Anthropological
Myth, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983; see also Freeman, D., The Hoaxing of Margaret
Mead: A Cause Celebre of 20th Century Anthropology, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

35 SeeFlew, A., Thinking About Social Thinking, London: Fontana, 1991, p.17.

36 The unwillingness of academicsto give up on ‘the gentle Tasaday’ in the 1980s (see Chapter
Six) shows how comfortable prejudice can make itself in the Senior Common Room.

37 Freeman, D., Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unrmeking of an Anthropological
Myth, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983.

38 Ridley, M., The Origins of Virtue, London: Viking Penguin, 1996, p.257.

11



Inequality. This began as aprize-winning essay in acompetition set by the Dijon Academy of
Letters in 1750. The title to which entrants had to write was. ‘Whether the rebirth of the
sciences and arts has contributed to the improvement of morals . Redising that most entrants
would defend scientific progress, Rousseau decided to take the oppodte line - that every
development which took us further from the ided state of nature wasin redity aloss of virtue.

Rousseau argued, at tremendous length, that man in a sate of nature lives alife free of al
cares. He experiences no wants other than ‘food, afemale and deep’,* dl of which are easily
satisfied, so he suffers from no unsatisifed desires. He lives a solitary life, dependent on no one
else and this totdly at liberty to please himsalf. Savages are amazingly hedlthy - ‘troubled by
hardly any disorders’ - and peaceable. Rousseau imagines his savage:

...wandering up and down the forests, without industry, without speech, and without
home, an equa stranger to war and to al ties, neither standing in need of hisfelow-
cregtures nor having any desire to hurt them, and perhaps not even distinguishing them
one from another.*

Thiswas not just nonsense, it was nonsense on ilts, but it won the prize. The essay made
Rousseau famous throughout Europe and gave him the entrée to fashionable and intellectud
society which he craved. However it did not sdl many copies. it became - and remains - one
of those classcs that everyone has heard of and dmaost no one has read. Examining it today,
the reader who is not put off by its sillinesswill probably be defeated by its tedium. Rousseau
makes his point over and over agan, in a hectoring and opinionated tone that dienates the
reeder even as it invites his admiration. The adulation with which its publication was greeted is
50 hard to understand now that the critic Jules Lemaitre described it as one of the strongest

proofs ever provided of human stupidity’ .**

Perhaps the most dtriking characteristic of Rousseau’ s prize essay, which appears not to
have been naticed by the judges, wasits complete lack of origindity. Thereisnot asngle strand
in his account of the noble savage which he had not copied from Montaigne' s essay On the
Cannibals, published 170 years before. The difference between Montaigne and Rousseau is
not their subject matter, but their tone.

Montaigneis credited with inventing the essay asaliterary form. He was degant, urbane and
light of touch. He enjoyed pursuing lines of intdlectud inquiry to see where they might leed, and
he took his reeder dong with him. Rousseau’s gpproach was very different. If reading
Montaigne islike discussng ideas with an old friend on along walk, reading Rousseau is liked
being harangued in the students union bar by Dave Spart. He was the prototype of the
arogant intdlectud, and Paul Johnson puts him at the top of the list in hisbook Intellectuals,
describing Rousseau  as ‘the firgt to combine dl the sdient characterigtics of the modern

39 Rousseau, J.J., A Discourse on a subject proposed by the Academy of Dijon: What is the
Origin of Inequality anong Men, and isit authorised by Natural Law?, trans. Cole, G.D.H., Everyman's
Library, London: J.M. Dent and Son, p.338.

40 Ibid., p.346.

11 Quoted in Johnson, Paul, ‘Jean-Jacques Rousseau: "An Interesting Madman™, in Intellectual's,
London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1988, p.7.
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Promethean: the assartion of hisright to rgect the exiding order in its entirety; confidence in his
cgpacity to refashion it from the bottom in accordance with principles of his own devisng [and]
belief that this could be achieved through the political process .*?

It was the palitica ramifications of Rousseau’ s essay which made it important. Histitle, after
al, was A Discourse on the Origin of Inequality - not the subject set by the Dijon Academy,
and requiring some ingenuity on his part to make it fit. Rousseau' sinterest in comparing savage
with cvilised man isto trace the development of inequdity, and the concomitant loss of liberty,
in society. In the most famous passage he attributes the sart of the rot to the establishment of
private property:

The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought himsdlf of saying Thisis

mine, and found people smple enough to believe him, was the red founder of civil

society. From how many crimes, wars and murders, from how many horrors and
misfortunes might not anyone have saved mankind, by pulling up the stakes, or filling up
the ditch, and crying to hisfdlows, ‘Beware of ligening to thisimpostor; you are undone

If you once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us al, and the earth itsdlf to

nobody’ .*®

Private property was followed by laws to protect it, magistrates to carry out the laws, and
kings to pass them. The happy independence of the savage, who wants for nothing as he knows
of nothing he might want, is replaced by the master/dave relationship of ruler to ruled, which
isthe result of civil sodiety, associaion and trade. Thus civilised man sinksinto ‘the last degree
of inequality’ which endures until ‘the government is ... dissolved by new revolutions...The
popular insurrection that ends in the deeth or deposition of a Sultan is as lawful an act asthose
by which he disposed, the day before, of the lives and fortunes of his subjects .**

If Rousseau had written ‘King' indead of * Sultan’ he might have found himsdlf in the Badlille,
but his contemporaries knew what he meant. Liberty and equality were notions that we being
taken extremdy serioudy by the French intellectuds of the last part of the eighteenth century,
and these ideas were to have a cataclysmic political outcome.

Although Rousseaul died more than ten years before the French Revolution he was regarded
by the revolutionaries as their intelectua founder. ‘ Thereis agreat dispute among ther leeders,
wrote Edmund Burke, ‘which of them is the best resemblance of Rousseau...He is their
standard figure of perfection’.*® His ashes were re-interred in the Pantheon, and the president
of the Nationd Convention declared a the ceremony that: ‘It is to Rousseau thet is due the
hedth-giving improvement that has trandformed our mords, cusoms, laws, fedings and
habits .

Thus did the noble savage make his entrance onto the world stage of red-palitik, and it was

Ibid., p.2.
Roussea, J.J., A Dissertation on the Origin and Foundation of the Inequality of Mankind, 1755,
Part Two, trans. Cole, C.D.H., for the Everyman Edition, London: J.M.Dent, p.348.
Ibid., pp. 359, 361-2.
Quoted in Johnson, P., op.cit., p.2.
Ibid., p.3.
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abloody one. Mrs Aphra Behn's satiric barbs againgt Chrigtianity, and John Cldland’ s jokes
about sexua hypocrisy, were as nothing to the impact of Rousseau’s savage. Nor did the
revolutions end in France. In his book The Latin Americans Carlos Range blames the
insidious myth of the noble savage - ‘the Red Robin Hood, the Don Quixote of Communism'’
- for the revolutionary politics of modern Latin America, which he sees as an obdtacle to
economic devel opment.

In search of a new role

The noble savage has been used to make different pointsat different times, depending upon
the concerns of the moment. He has been in the propaganda offensive for avariety of causes,
from the French Revolution to the sexud revolution. Rousseau’ s attack on private property
portrayed the savage as proto-communist, while the primitivist fantases of unrestrained
masculinity dreamed up by neurotics and neurasthenics like Nietzche and D.H. Lawrence®
went some way towards smoothing the path to power of fascist dictators.

The noble savage is no longer required to prop up some of the causes for which he has been
conscripted in the past. For example, we no longer need to go to Samoa or Surinam to find
young men and women who enjoy unregulated sexud relationships without any gpparent sense
of guilt. In recent years, however, the noble savage has turned green and appeared on the
frontline of a very modern propaganda offensive.

a7 In December 1923 D H Lawrence invited some friends to afamously unsuccessful dinner party
at the Cafe Royal which went down in Lawrentian legend as 'The Last Supper'. He asked them to join him
in founding a back-to-nature commune in New Mexico, but they were unenthusiastic. The incongruity
between the gilded luxury of the Cafe Royal and the rather more simplelifestyle he was proposing seems
to have escaped the 'prophet of love'.
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Chapter 2

The noble eco-savage

Economic growth cannot take place without making increasing demands on the
ecology of the planet. The composition of that ecology can be changed, but it
cannot be made to grow. It should be self-evident that attempts to maintain a
constant rate of economic growth for more than a very limited timein a static
ecology are doomed to failure.

HRH The Duke of Edinburgh, 1988

The decade of the 1980s saw the emergence of the Green or environmental movement as one
of the mogt potent forces shaping the public policy agenda. The concerns which it voiced were
not knew, and some of its congtituent bodies had long and illustrious histories. For example, the
animd welfare movement and the consarvation movement in architecture were represented by
organisations founded a hundred years or more ago. However, the Green movement acted as
afocus, bringing together campaigning bodies which had previoudy acted separatdly, from
halistic medicine and organic farming to anti-nuclear activists and population controllers.

It proved to be more than the sum of its parts. Greenery represented a world-view, held
with the fervour of ardigiousfaith by many of itsdisciples, that Western lifestyles, based on the
industrid modd of society, were unsugtainable. The human race was seen as being out-of-step
with the naturd order and, in a sense, locked into a truggle to the degth with the planet. Green
pundits - including many famous and influentid figures - warned that the damage which was
being done to the environment in pursuit of profits and an ever-expanding supply of consumer
goods would lead to amgor environmentd catastrophe in the near future. Either we would be
forced back into the sone age by atota despoliation of the earth and the destruction of its
capacity to renew itsalf, or else we might be wiped off the face of the planet dtogether.®

Paliticians found themsavesin anove Stuation. Whereas previoudy they had come under
atack if they had been unable to provide economic growth and rising living Sandards, they now
found themsdves vilified for doing just thet. Greens demanded an end to economic growth and
the idea that each generation can enjoy ahigher sandard of living than the previous one. On the
other hand, public support for environmenta protection, as expressed through opinion polls,
showed no sgn of trandaing into a willingness to accept higher prices and lower living
standards. For example, in response to massive survey evidence that consumers were willing
to pay more for food grown without environmentaly damaging pesticides and fertilisers,
supermarkets dlocated large amounts of space to organic foodsin the last years of the 1980s.
Turnover of produce in these departments proved to be so dow that stores either reduced the
shelf-space dlocated or dropped organic lines atogether.

48 Thisview was summed up by James L ovelock, deviser of the famous Gaia hypothesis which
seesthe planet asaliving and intelligent organism: 'If we think only of ourselves and degrade the earth,
then it will respond by replacing humans with a more amenable species. [Lovelock, J., 'Green science: an
aliance for the coming world war', The Sunday Times, 1 October 1989.]
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Trying to reconcile opposing demands, policy makers devel oped the concept of ‘ sustainable
development’, arguing that economic growth is acceptable as long as we do not impair the
capacity of the earth to support future generations. This concept has been dismissed by leading
Greens as ‘apromise to carry on rgping the Earth in as environmentaly sengitive a manner as
possible . *

Greens continued to argue that the entire Western lifetyle was at fault, and that the
problems could not be solved by tinkering with it a the margins. Western consumerism and
indudtridism were traced to the arrogance towards nature which was supposed to be the legecy
of the Judeo-Chrigtian tradition, in which man is seen as something gpart from and superior to
the rest of creation. Science itsdlf was seen as an expression of this* separateness from nature:
it dlowed man to dominate and control the physicd environment to such an extent thet the very
composition of the atmosphere was supposed to be critically affected.™

The only solution, according to the Greens, was aradicd re-assessment of our lifestyle, and
thisin turn would involve are-gppraisa of our relaionship with the rest of nature. We would
have to ‘redefine our relaionship with the planet’. Fortunately, there were convenient role-
modes a hand . The native peoples of the earth were said to be living in the sort of harmonious
relationship with nature which ensured minima environmentd dameage. As the Green movement
became more confident and demanding, so the promoation of the ecologica wisdom of tribal
peoples became more ingstent:

Green thinkers admire how triba people live in harmony with their environment, taking
care not to exhaust the land or use up the natural resources upon which they depend...

Ancient people knew that they depended on the natura world for surviva and had a
close rlationship with the forces of sky and earth...The people of ancient societies did
not regard the human community as separate from the world of nature. The Earth was
often seen as Mother, the giver and nourisher of life®...

..dl [indigenous cultures] consder the Earth like a parent and revere it
accordingly...[They have} aperception, an avareness, that dl of life - mountains, rivers,
skies, animds, plants, insects, rocks, people - are inseparably connected. Materia and
spiritud worlds are woven together in one complex web, dl living things imbued with a
sacred meaning...

According to indigenous law, humankind can never be more than atrustee of the land,
with a collective respongbility to preserve it™...

The wisdom of the world's indigenous peoples is the accumulation of centuries of living
not just on theland, but with it”>*

49 Winner, D., and Porritt, J., The Coming of the Greens, London: Fontana Paperbacks, 1988,
pp.71-2.

50 For the most famous and influential exposition of this point of view seeWhite, L., Thehistoric
Roots of our Ecologic Crisis, Science, Vol.155, N0.3767, 10 March 1967, pp.1203-7.

51 Kerven, R., Saving Planet Earth, New Y ork: Franklin Watts, 1992, p.25.

52 Pedersen, A., The Kids Environment Book, Santa Fe, N.M.: John Muir, 1991, pp.12-13.

53 Burger, J., The Gaia Atlas of First Peoples, Penguin, 1990, pp.21 and 23.

54 Paper bag, Who Do We Think We Are?, produced by The Body Shop.

16



And so on, ad nauseam and ad infinitum. The wisdom of the triba peoples, and its
favourable contrast with the crud rgpacity of the white man’s goproach to the environment, has
become one of the mantras of the Green movement. Primitive people, supposedly living in
harmony with nature, have become, in Wallace Kaufman's phrase: ‘the gold standard of the
environmenta movement. Againg this sandard it measures the vaues and achievements of our
society’ > The environmental holocaust will only be averted, according to this argument, when
we are humble enough to St a the feet of tribal peoples and absorb their wisdom.

AsRichard D. North put it:

In the neo-rdigion of the Greens, the tribd man and woman are Adam and Eve, their
home is the Garden of Eden, and their state that which can obtain before the serpent of
greed makes people eat the apple of indugtrial development.®

The approach of the 1992 Quincentenary of Christopher Columbus arrival in America
brought theissueinto sharp focus.

Native Americans in Eden

In hisbook 1492 And All That Robert Roya considered the way in which attitudes towards
Columbus and his achievements can be taken as a sort of barometer of America s opinion of
itsdf.

For hundreds of years Columbus was viewed as an heroic explorer who had taken one of
those giant steps for mankind. His bravery, daring and defiance of popular opinion had opened
up haf of the globe for conquest, commerce and investment. The riches of the Americas drew
settlers who farmed, mined and exploited them. Chrigtian missionaries preached the Gospel
where it had never been heard before. Columbus became more than anationd hero: he came
to represent the very spirit of enterprise which was to make the USA into the richest and most
powerful nation on earth.

By the end of the 19" century, the reputation of Columbus had pesked:

Columbus had for most people in this country been transformed into the precursor of a
confident and progressive United States of America. Preparations for the official
celebration, the Columbian Exhibition in Chicago, were o daborate, in fact, that the
program did not get into full swing until 1893. The opening proclaimed 1492 not merdly
ahigtorical date but aturning point in the emancipation of mankind.>’

There was even amovement for his canonisation. Although the Vatican would not agree to
this Pope Leo Xl issued an encyclicd, Quarto abeunte saeculo, which praised Columbus
in the highest terms.

For the exploit isin itsdf the highest and grandest which any age has ever seen

55 Kaufman, W., No Tuming Back: Dismantling the Fantasies of Environmental Thinking, New
York: Basic Books, 1994, p.57.

56 North, R.D., Life on aModern Planet: A Manifesto for Progress, Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1995, p.198.

57 Royal, R., 1492 And All That: Political Manipulations of History, Washington: Ethics and
Public Policy Center,1992, p.10.
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accomplished by man; and he who achieved it, for the greatness of mind and heart, can
be compared to but few in the history of humanity.

The Pope especidly commended Columbus for bringing Chrigtianity to ‘amighty multitude,
cloaked in miserable darkness, given over to evil rites, and the superdtitious worship of vain
gods .*®

The mood of the 1992 Quincentenary was very different, and scarcely deserved to be
termed a celebration at dl. The achievements of Columbus had been re-assessed to put an
entirdy new dant on hisactions. Firg of dl, it was objected that he hadn't discovered America
There may have been other explorers before him.>® Moreimportantly, the millions of aborigina
inhabitants of Americawere not waiting to be discovered: they had been there for thousands
of years. Columbus and the Europeans were accused of exploiting the Indians, of brutally
midtreeting and murdering them by the million, of infecting them with European diseases to
which they had no resstance, and of making them daves in their own country. Christopher
Columbus stood accused of genocide. According to Russall Means, aleader of the American
Indian Movement, * Columbus makes Hitler look like ajuvenile ddinquent’, and asking Native
Americansto celebrate Columbus Day was like asking Jews to gppreciate a ‘ balanced view
of the Holocaust' on Hitler Day.®

Even the churches failed to defend Columbus. The US Nationa Council of Churches issued
a statement on the quincentenary in which ‘genocide was mentioned severd times per page,
while evangdization, in a positive sense, was not mentioned a al.®* One US Catholic Bishop,
part Native American himsdlf, has even called on the Knights of St Columbus to change their

name %

The view that Columbus arriva had not been an unmixed blessing for the native peoples of
Americawas not entirdly new: even at the 1892 celebrations there had been some protests by
Indian organisations. The most characterigticaly modern note of the furore which surrounded
the events of 1992 was the emphasis on the environment. Columbus had not only exploited the
Indians, it was dleged, but he had been responsible for introducing into America an exploitive,
European, Judeo-Chrigtian-based attitude towards nature which had led to the rape of the
environment. This European ethic had crushed the native American ethic of living in harmony
with nature to the lagting detriment of both America and the planet. According to Winona
LaDuke, a native American, writing in the evangdlicd magazine Sojourners:

The ecologica agendais what many indigenous peoples beieve can, and mugt, unite dl

58 quoted in Royal, R., op.cit., p.11.

59 Oscar Wilde used to say that those earlier explorers had been gentlemen who agreed to keep
quiet about it.

60 Public statement on Friday 24 November 1989 outside the Florida Museum of Natural

History's exhibition "First Encounters: Spanish Explorationsin the Caribbean and the United States, 1492-
1570". Quoted in Royal, R., op.cit., p.19.

61 National Council of Churchesin the USA, A Faithful Response to the 500th Anniversary of
the Arrival of Chrristopher Columbus, resolution adopted by the Governing Board 17 May 1990, quoted
in Royal, R., op.cit., p.20.

62 Martinez, D., "Bishop Challenges Knights to Drop Columbus®, National Catholic Reporter,
25 August 1991, quoted ibid.
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peoplesin 1992. That agenda cals for everyone to take aggressive action to stop the
destruction of the Earth, essentidly to end the biologica, technologica, and ecologica
invasion/conquest that began with Columbus' ill-fated voyage 500 years ago.®®

This was not a fringe view. The October 1991 issue of National Geographic, entitled
1491: America Before Columbus, told its readers that Native Americans were closer to
nature than we are, living in a more harmonious reaionship with their environmern.

One of the strangest - and most successful - books to emerge from the 1992 Quincentenary
was Kirkpatrick Sal€' s The Conquest of Paradise. As Robert Roya observes, the book is
firmly within the noble savage tradition, which opposes noble savages (NSS) to savage Western
cvilisaion (SWC), but Sde ‘ achieves anew high-water mark in the purity of his NSS and the
utter blackness of his SWC' .*

Sde buys into the noble savage scenario so completely that he repests the claim, derived
from Montaigne and from Rousseau, that primitive peopleslive lives free from diseese. We can
forgive writers who were working in the 16™ and the 18" centuries for having little knowledge
of cultures on the other sde of the world, and for being too credulous of travelers taes, but
how can we account for the credulity of a modern author who believes that:

.10 an extraordinary extent, the Americas were free of any serious pathogens...the
Indians enjoyed remarkably good hedth, free of both endemic and epidemic scourges.
As Henry Dobyns says..." People smply did not very often die from illinesses before the
Europeans came.

Surely Sde mugt have been thinking here of Shangri-La, or Neverland, rather than any
location which could be found in an atlas? It is scarcdly surprising that his book sold so many
copies, given the current Western obsesson with discovering the secret of eternal youth.

The concluson which Sdle reached, after severd hundred pages of vilification of Columbus
and the Europeans, was adramatic cdl to his readers to become born-again environmentdids:

Thereisonly one way to livein America, and there can be only one way, and that is as
Americans - the origind Americans - for that iswhat the earth of Americademands. We
have tried for five centuries to resst that smple truth. Weresst it further only at risk of
the imperilment - worse, the likely destruction - of the earth.®

As Robert Royd points out, Sde ridicules Columbus for entertaining medievd superdtitions
which led him to mistake the coast of Venezuda for the Site of the Garden of Eden, but Sde
himsdf is prey to some even more extraordinary modern supergtitions.

Sdetitles hisbook The Conquest of Paradise, and predicts something very like the
Last Judgement if we do not repent of our Western ways. Native American ways
mirrored a perfect life in the Garden of Eden and point the way toward the New

LaDuke, W., "We Are Still Here", Sojourners, Vol 20, No 8, October 1991, p.16., quoted in
Royal, R., op.cit., p.120.

Royal, R., op.cit., p.22.

Sale, K., The Conquest of Paradise: Christopher Columbus and the Columbian Legacy, New
Y ork: Knopf, 1990, p.160. quoted in Royal, R., op.cit., p.23.
Sale K., op.cit., p.369, quoted in Royal, R., op.cit., p.25.
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Jerusdlem.®’

Unfortunately for Sde, and for others who see the adoption of traditiona native attitudes
towards the environment as the means of sdvation, evidence has been mounting for sometime
that serioudy cdlsinto question the notion of the noble eco-savage. It seemsthat native peoples
may not have lived by aconsarvationist ethic in the past, and that the indigenous peoples of the
earth today may have little to teach us about caring for the environment. We need to disentangle
the myth from the rediity.

67 Royal, R., op.cit., p.25.
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Chapter 3

History vs. mythology

Mrs. Allonby Savages seem to have quite the same views as cultured
people on almost all subjects. They are excessively
advanced.

Lady Hunstanton What do they do?

Mrs. Allonby Apparently everything.

Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance, 1893.

The Age of Innocence?

The view that the American Indians lived in such a date of harmony with nature is not to
confined to environmenta actividts like Kirkpatrick Sale®® Even a scholarly body like the
Smithsonian Indtitution could claim in one of its publications on Christopher Columbus that:

...pre-Columbian Americawas gill the First Eden, a pristine naturd kingdom. The native
people were transparent in the landscape, living as natural eements of the ecosphere.
Their world, the New World of Columbus, was aworld of barely perceptible human
disturbance.”®

Thereisagreat ded of wishful thinking behind such statements. In fact, they could scarcely
be more inaccurate. Thereis now avery condderable body of serious academic research which
demondrates conclusively that the Indians made a massive impact on their environment before
the arriva of the white man, and that much of this impact was damaging and showed no
conception of a consarvation ethic. As William Denevan put it in areview of the research for
the Association of American Geographers.

By 1492 Indian activity throughout America had modified forest extent and compostion,
created and expanded grasdands, an re-arranged micrordlief via countless atificid
earthworks. Agricultura fields were common, as were houses and towns and roads and
trails. All of these had local impacts on soil, microdimeate, hydrology, and wildlife.”

The view of the pre-Columbian Indians as noble eco-savages derives from two

638 Saleisnot aprofessional historian but the co-director of the E.F. Schumacher Society and
founder of the New Y ork Green Party.
69 Shetler, Seeds of Change: Christopher Columbus and the Colunbian Legacy, Washington:

The Smithsonian Institution, 1991, p.226, quoted in Denevan, W.M., 'The Pristine Myth: The Landscape

of the Americasin 1492, in Butzer, K.W. (ed.) The Americas before and after 1492: Current Geographical

Research, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol. 82 No 3, September 1992, p.370.
70 Denevan, W.M., op.cit., p.370
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misconceptions. Thefirgt isthat there were not many of them. The second isthat they had no
desre to modify the naturd environment.

The population implosion

However, when Columbus arrived, Americawas not asparsely populated continent. According
to the Spanish priest Bartolome de las Casas, who followed Columbus, the New world was
‘full of people, like ahive of bees, s0 that it seems asif God had placed dl, or the greater part,
of the entire human race in these countries .™

Denevan reviewed the population estimates for the period and came to the concluson that
the Indian population amounted to 53.9 million, and that there were large populations not only
in Mexico and the Andes, but even in the unatractive habitats such as the rainforests of
Amazonia, the swamps of Mojos, and the deserts of Arizona.”

However, the arivd of the white man precipitated what was probably the worst
demographic disaster in history. It was not warfare but disease which played the mgjor part.
The Indians had no resistance to tuberculog's, pneumonia, cholera, typhus, smalpox and other
European alments, with the result that their population declined by about 90 per cent between
1492 and 1650, disgppearing dtogether in some areas. Although there was immigration of
Europeans and Africans, this came nowhere near to replacing the lost numbers, with the result
that by 1750 the population of the continent was sill only about 30 per cent of that which
Columbus had found.”

The effect of this population decline on the environment was dramétic. Large areas which
hed been intensvely impacted by humean activities reverted to awild date. Fields and grasdands
reverted to forest, with the result that the poets and naturdists of the Romantic era gazed at
trees which were less than 200 years old and spoke of the ‘forest primeval’, asif it has been
there forever. In fact, as one commentator put it, ‘the virgin forest was not encountered in the
gxteenth and seventeenth centuries, it was invented in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries .

The second misconception, that Indians had no desire to disturb nature, is even more wide
of the mark. As historian Stephen Pyne has pointed out, they ‘ possessed both the tool and the
will to useit. That tool wasfire.”

Making a Bonfire of the Forests

Thereis perhaps no sght more distressing to the modern environmentalist than aforest on
fire. How many members have been recruited for campaigning bodies by those images of

71 MacNutt, F.A., Bartholomew de las Casas: Hislife, his apostolate, and hiswritings, New Y ork:
Putnams, 1909, p.314, quoted in Denevan, W.M., op.cit., p.370.

72 1bid., p.379.

73 lbid., p.371.

74 Pyne,S.J., Firein America: A Cultural History of Wildland and Rura Fire, Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1982, pp.46-7.

75 Pyne, S.J,, Firein America, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982, p.71, quoted in Chase,
A., Playing God in Yellowstone: The Destruction of America's First National Park, Boston: Atlantic
Monthly Press, 1986, p.93.
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Amazonia ablaze? And how many times have we heard that such a destructive atitude towards
the environment is the product of Western man’s dienation from nature?

In fact we now know that the American Indians were forest-burners par excellence. Asa
result, it was not the forests which impressed the early settlers but the absence of them.™
Thomas Morton, a Puritan, wrote in 1637:

...the Savages are accustomed to set fire of the Country in al places where they come,
and to burne it twize a year, vixe a the Spring, and the fal of the leafe. The reason that
mooves them to doe S0, is because it would other wise be a coppice wood, and the
people would not be able in any wise to passe through the Country out of a beaten

pah. 7

To the Indians, trees had no vaue. As hunter-gathers, the Indians had to get the trees out
of the way, partly for the obvious reason that it is easier to hunt when you can see where you
(and the prey) are going, but dso because the mamma s which the Indians wanted to hunt are
not found in forests.

Astheforest spreads, trees, which lock up grester amounts of weter, lower the water table,
drying the soil; as the forests age, insects and diseases spread. Entropy overtakes nature and
eventudly, as the forest becomes amonoculture, the anima kingdom becomes one aswell. The
open savannah that once supported bison, ek, deer, antelope, beaver, bears, birds, and
wolves, becomes the closed bored forest inhabited by squirrdls, ravens, and pine martens, but
little else."

Once the forests have been burnt, however, and the land transformed to grasdands and
savannah, these desirable species become avalable. The species which the Indians most
wanted to hunt, like bison, moose, ek and deer, are found most easlly in areas of recently burnt
forest, which is why they burnt the forests over and over again.” The effect of the repested
burning is described by Denevan:®

...the recent review of [the thesis of prairies as fire induced] by Anderson, abiologit,
concludes that most ecologists now believe that the eastern prairies ‘would have mostly
disappeared if it had not been for the nearly annua burning of these grasdands by the
North American Indians during the last 5,000 years...The large savannas of South
America...were and are burned by Indians and ranchers, and such fires have expanded
the savannas into the forests to an unknown extent™ ...For the Northeast, Patterson and

76 ‘Virgin America, rather than a place where asquirrel could swing from tree to tree from the
Atlantic to the Mississippi without touching the ground, as some said, was a place, Pyne reported,
“where it was nearly possible to drive a stagecoach from the eastern seaboard to Saint L ouis without
benefit of acleared road”'.[Chase, A., op.cit., p.95 quoting Pyne, S.J., op.cit.]

7 Morton, T., New English Canaan: or, New Canaan, 1637, rpt. New York: Arno Press, 1972,
pp.52-4, quoted in Chase, A., op.cit., p.94.

78 Chase, A., op.cit., p.94

79 If Chase'sview that 'the number of animal speciesin an ecosystem...peaks about twenty-five

years after afire' is correct, this raises the interesting question as to whether the much-desired goal of
biodiversity might not be most effectively pursued by more frequent burning of the rainforests.

80 The following quotations are taken from Denevan, W.M., op.cit., pp.372-3.

81 Denevan cites Hills, T.L. and Randall, R.E. (eds.) The ecology of the forest/savanna boundary,
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Sasserman found that sedimentary charcod accumulations were greatest where Indian
popul ations were greatest® ...’ in much of Amazonia, it is difficult to find soils that are not
studded with charcoal .2

We are accustomed, from endless Hollywood westerns, to the ideathat Indians sent smoke
sgnasto each other by waving a blanket over acampfire. The redity was more dramdtic: whilst
the Indians regularly used fire to communicate with each other, they would scarcdy have
bothered with anything less than torching ahillside.® Lewis and Clark, the two anthropologists
who made the firgt serious sudy of Native American lifestyles a the beginning of the nineteenth
century, wrote that Indians in the Rocky Mountains would set trees dight ‘as after-dinner
entertainment; the huge trees would explode like Roman candles in the night’.®°

In 1992, in the wake of the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, B.L. Turner and Karl Butzer
wrote an article for Environment in which they looked a the extent to which evidence supports
the view that the American Indians, prior to Columbus, lived in agtate of minima interference
with nature. Their conclusions with regard to the forests of America are so dartling - in the
sense that they completely contradict the received wisdom - that they are reproduced herein
full:

Deforestation in the Americas was probably greater before the Columbian
encounter than it was for severd centuries theresfter

Many of the primeva forests that we supposedly encountered by the Europeansin
1492 and that remain today, including forests with the highest biodiversity, were not
‘priging or ‘virgin' but were the product of extensve use and modification by
Amerindians

The scae of deforestation, or forest modification, in the American tropics has only
recently begun to rival that undertaken prior to the Columbian encounter.®

They raise the interesting point that the bitter controversy which has surrounded the
conversgon of tropicd forestsin Latin Americato ranch land may in fact concern land which had
been used for exactly the same purpose by the Indians before the white man's arrival. ®” It was
the decimation of the Indian population which resulted in the re-gppearance of the rainforest -
that ‘virginforest’ so beloved of environmenta propaganda. However, as Denevan says, ‘ There
areno virgin tropical forests today, nor were therein 1492’ %

Savanna Research Series No 13, Montreal: McGill University, 1968 and Medina, E., 'Ecology of tropical
American savannas: An ecophysiological approach’' in Harris, D.R. (ed.) Human ecology in savanna
environments, London: Academy Press, 1980

82  citing Patterson, W.A., and Sassaman, K.E., FILL IN DETAILSHERE 1988, p.129.

83  quotationfromUhl et d, FILL IN DETAILSHERE 1990, p.30

84  See Budiansnky, S., Nature's Keepers: The New Science of Nature Management, London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1995, p.107.

85 lbid.

86 Turner, B.L. and Butzer, K.W., 'The Columbian Encounter and Land-Use Change', in Environment,
Vol 34 No 8, October 1992, p.42.

87  Ibid., p.40.

88  Denevan, W.M., op.cit., p.375.
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Extinction is forever

According to the myth of the noble eco-savage, indigenous peopleslive in such a sympathetic
relationship with the ecosystem that they only kill for their immediate needs, and never on a
scdelikdy to drive speciesto extinction. One writer on consarvation was claming in the 1930s
that each native hunter ‘can tdl a any time the number of animas which he can digpose of each
year in his digtrict without damaging his supply’ while an artidein People and the Planet, the
journd of the International Planned Parenthood Federation, describing the challenge to the
ecologicd wisdom of a tribe of Amazonian Indians presented by contact with modern
economies, expressed concern that:

Cultura controls on over-exploitation, such as self-imposed restrictions on hunting
certain animals or females during calving seasons...have not been able to stand up to the
seductions of the global market system.®

Infact, these* culturd mechaniams exigt primarily in the minds of Western environmentdigts.
It isdifficult to find any evidence of them amongst the tribd peoples, ether now or in the padt.

The American Indians were deadly serious about hunting. There was no sense of British fair
play, or giving the quarry a sporting chance. The am was to kill as much as possble as quickly
as possible, with the minimum risk to the hunter. There was no concern for consarving future
stocks, nor for taking only as much as was necessary to meet present needs.

A favourite Indian device was the ‘jump’, which meant stampeding herds of animals over
adiff, so that the fdl would kill them. In hisbook Playing God in Yellowstone Alston Chase
describes the effect of these jumps on species numbers:

The Vore buffalo jump ste in Wyoming...was used five times between 1550 and 1690,
and holds the remains of 20,000 buffalo. That means 4,000 or more buffalo were killed
each time the jump was used. Other buffalo jumpsin the West display the remains of as
many as 300,000 buffalo. These Sites were so numerous, in fact, and held such large
deposits of bone, that for many years they were mined as a source of phosphorus for
fertilizer! *

These killing techniques were often so effective that large amounts of meet were |eft to rot
and herds of animas were decimated, and sometimes driven to locd extinction. Buffalo and
antelope traps killed so many that it took the herds decades to recover. An average jump Ste
was used only once or twice in a person’s lifetime, but archaeologists surmise that it was the
limitation of anima numbers, not Indian ingenuity or sense of sdif-redraint, that determined how
often these jumps could be used. ‘One successful kill of a number of adult animals wrote
Wright, describing the effects on the ecosystem of a jump near Jackson Hole, ‘would have
reduced the breeding potentid of the local [bison] herd to a level where it was no longer a

» 91

ggnificant part of the valley ecosystem'.

89 McNeely, J., 'Diverse nature, diverse cultures, People and the Planet, Vol 2 No 3,London:
International Planned Parenthood Federation, 1993, p12.

90  ChasecitesFrison, G.C., Prehistoric Hunters of the High Plains, New Y ork: Academic Press, 1978,
pp.239-44.

91 Chase A, op.cit., pp.99-100.
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As Chase goes on to show, the American Indians were dmost certainly respongble for the
extinction of many large mamma species.

Until ten thousand years ago an incredible bestiary of mammals roamed North America.
These were the so-cdled mega-fauna, an exotic menagerie that included the woolly
mammoth, saber-toothed tiger, giant doth, giant beaver, camel, horse, two-toed horse,
and dire wolf. These were the dominant fauna on this continent for tens of millions of
years. Then suddenly and mysterioudly they disappeared.®

The disappearances cannot be accounted for by changes in climate or habitat, nor by
theories of the survivd of the fittest. Furthermore, it was only the mammas which vanished,
usualy more resilient than other species. The only explanation is that the Indians had hunted
them to extinction.

The re-introduction into America, by the white man, of the horse, followed by the gun, mede
the remaining Indians even more of athreet to wildlife, in spite of their declining numbers. As
they pursued quarry to the point of virtua extinction, the qudity of the Indian diet first
deteriorated, then began to approach starvation for some tribes.

When Lewis and Clark first met the Shoshone in 1805, they were starving. Their chief
told the explorers they had * nothing but berriesto eat’ ... Another explorer, visting the
Lemhi...in 1811, described them as ‘the poorest and most miserable nation | ever
behdd; having scarcely anything to subsist on except berries and afew fish' . *

The Overkill Hypothesis

The historical record for the triba peoples of other countries is not much more encouraging.
When the Aborigines arrived in Audrdiathe fauna ‘indluded alarge variety of monotremes and
marsupids, including ‘giant’ forms of macropodids (kangaroos and related species). Within
15,000 years dl were extinct.** The * prime peoples of Madagascar hunted several species of
giant lemurs to extinction, * while the arrival of the Maoris in New Zedand was quickly
followed by the extinction of 34 species of birds™ AsMatt Ridley putsit, ‘the first Maoris sat
down and ate their way through al twelve species of the giant moahbirds, leaving about athird
of the mest to rot, and entire ovens stuffed with roast haunches unopened, so plentiful wasthe
initial supply.””’

92  Ilhid., p.100.

93  Ihid,, p.103.

94 Alvard, M.S,, ‘Conservation by Native Peoples. Prey Choicein aDepleted Habitat’, Human Nature,
Vol. 5, No. 2, 1994, pp.127-154, citing Horton, J., 'Red Kangaroos: Last of the Australian Megafauna in
Martin, P., and Klein, R., (eds.) Quartenary Extinctions, Tuscon: University of Arizona Press, 1984, and
Murray, P., 'Extinctions Down Under: A Bestiary of Extinct Australian Late Pleistocene Monotremes and
Marsupials, in Martin, P. and Klein, R. op.cit.

95  Ibid,, citing Dewar, R., 'Extinctionsin Madagascar: The Loss of the Subfossil Fauna in Martin, P. and
Klein, R. op.cit. and Tattersall, 1., The Primates of Madagascar, New Y ork: Colombia University Press,
1982.

9% lbid,, citing Trotter, M., and McCulloch, B., 'Moas, Men and Middens,, in Martin, P., and Klein, R.
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97 Ridley, M., The Origins of Virtue, London: Viking, 1996, p.219.
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Peter Martin developed what has become known as the * Overkill Hypothesis' to explain
the disappearance of large number of species - particularly mamma species - over the rdatively
short time-gpan of a few thousand years following the arrivd of humans on the different
continents. He argued that, where animas had plenty of time to get used to humans, asin
Europe and Africawhere homo sapiensfirst gppeared, they learned to be cautious. It was the
ariva of manin Audrdiaand Americawhich was particularly devadtating as the animals did
not know what to exp'ect and provided easy targets. North Americalost 73 per cent of its
large mammalian species, South America 79 per cent, Audtralia 86 per cent, but Africaonly
14 per cent.®

There is no evidence that triba peoples ever worried about extinction, or indeed had any
concept of it. As Wdlace Kaufman points out in No Turning Back, given the opportunity, they
would pursue any prey species in whatever numbers were available, and often for reasons
which were quite as frivolous as any associated with modern consumerist societies. For
example, ‘ some of Hawaii’ s extinct birds ended up in beautiful festher capes ,*® some of which
involved festhers from 80,000 birds.*® Women of the Crow tribe of American Indians wore
ceremonial dresses decorated with 700 ek teeth.*™ As only the two ‘ivories were used from
each ek, this amounted to 350 animds per costume, which helps to put into perspective the
famous Lynx campaign againg fur coats which used the dogan: 1t takes 40 dumb animals to
make a fur coat but only one to wear it.

Sustainable harvest?

Itis, of course, incorrect to lump together dl of the Indian tribes who inhabited the continent
of Americaat thetime of Columbus arivd, asif they represented a homogenous group. They
varied gregtly in their cusoms and lifestyles, just as the peoples of Europe did. Terry Anderson
has shown that some tribes had highly developed systems of property rights, and that where
their trestment of the environment was sustainable and conservetions s, it was owing to the
existence of these rights and not to any spiritua fedlings towards nature.*

Not dl American Indians lived as hunter-gathers: many practised agriculture, Sometimes on
avey large scde. Once again, with the collgpse of Indian populations throughout the Americas
following the arriva of the white man, these farmed areas reverted to awild sate. Only in recent
years have archaeol ogists uncovered the full extent to which Indian farmers impacted on their
environment, particularly in centrd and southern parts of America It gppears that

98  See Ward, P., The End of Evolution: Dinosaurs, Mass Extinction and Biodiversity, London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, p.202.

9 Kaufman, W., op.cit., p.65.

100 Although it has been traditional to blame the arrival of Captain Cook in Hawaii in the eighteenth
century for the extinction of so many species, we now know that between 80 and 90 per cent of the bird
species had vanished before this. This research was not well received by Hawaiians who had already
built the ecological component into their tourist literature.(See Ward, P., The End of Evolution: Dinosaurs,
Mass Extinction and Biodiversity, London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, pp.232-238.)

101 Lowie, R.H., The Crow Indians, Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1935, quoted in Chase, A.,
Playing God in Yellowstone: The Destruction of Americas First National Park, New York: Atlantic
Monthly Press, 1986, p.99.

102  Anderson, T.L., Sovereign Nations or Reservations: An Economic History of American Indians, San
Francisco: Pecific Research Institute for Public Policy, 1995.
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‘unsustainable’ practices were to be found amongs the Indians who farmed as well as the
Indians who hunted. Denevan speaks of:

...Central Mexico, where by 1519 food production pressures may have brought the
Aztec civilization to the verge of collapse even without Spanish intervention. Thereis
good evidence that severe soil erosion was aready widespread, rather than just the result
of subsequent European plowing, livestock, and deforestation. ™

Andyss of sediment in Lake Patzcuaro, west of Mexico City, by Sara O'Hara and
colleagues found thet, in the centuries preceding the Mayan collapse, soil erosion was occurring
a extraordinarily high levels. They concluded that this finding ‘explodes the myth that the
indigenous peoples of central Mexico lived in harmony with the environment and didn’t practice
environmentally damaging agriculture”

How can we explain this destructive use of the environment, given the Indians belief in the
sacredness of nature, and the lack of any distinction between man and the rest of creation?
Robert Royd argues that it was these very bdiefs which contributed towards environmenta
destruction:

When Indians wanted to cut trees, for example, they felt obligated to give the spirit to
whom the trees belonged something in return, lest he grow angry and remove dl trees. In
many tribes, the spirit was offered tobacco, and then the trees were cut.**

In other words, the religious beliefs had no consarvationist outcomes becauise the trees were
cut just the same, and the offering of tobacco made absolutely no contribution towards solving
problems of deforestation.

In purely physica terms these religious practices could lead to greet damage. [The
Iroquois] broke off entire tops of trees to harvest cherries and, even before the white
man’s arriva, probably overhunted deer and beaver. Significantly, because of the way
they exhausted resources, smdl native bands like the Iroquois had to move their villages
approximately twice per generation.'®

Roya compares such tribes unfavourably with paper mill owners, who will replant forests
purely out of sdf-interest. Such a course of action would not have occurred to the Indian,
lacking the necessary understanding of the physica world. It is certainly true that the Indians
beieved (and bdieve) in aworld filled with spirits, and viewed wildlife as their spiritud kin, but
as Charles Kay has argued in his pagper Aboriginal Overkill, such kinship will not necessarily
preserve animds in the absence of a scientific understanding of the environment which the
Indians could not have possessed:

Native Americans...bdlieved that successin the hunt was obtained by following
prescribed rituds and atonement after the kill. A scarcity of animads or hunting falures
were not viewed as biological or ecologica phenomena, but rather as a spiritua

103 Denevan, W.M., op.cit., p.376, citing Cook, S.F., and Borah, W., Essays in Population History,
Berkeley: University of CaliforniaPress, Vol 3, 1971-79, pp.129-76,

104 Royad, R, op.cit., p.93.

105 Ibid, citing Fenton, W.N., '‘Northern Iroquian Culture Patterns in vol 15 of Trigger, B.G. (ed.)
Handbook of North American Indians, Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1978, p.302.
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consequence of socid events or circumstances. If a Native American could not find any
game, it was not because he had overharvested the resource, but because he had done
something to displease the gods. Since Native Americans saw no connection between
their hunting and game numbers, their system of religious beliefs actudly fostered the
overexploitation of ungulate populations. Religious respect for animals does not equd
consarvation,'®

Kay argues that Native Americans had no conservation ethic, but rather * acted in ways that
maximized their individua fitness regardless of theimpact on the environment’.»” Heillustrates
his thesis by arguing from archaeologica evidence that Native Americans hunted ek dmost to
extinction in the inter-mountain West, not only by daughtering as many as possible & any given
time, but by concentrating on killing the very animals whose deeths would have the maximum
impact on the reproduction rate: prime-age animds, and particularly femaes. (Femaes were
vaued for their greater stores of fat and for their better hides)) Thisis the absolute opposite of
aconservation srategy.

Kay warns againgt confusing what people say they believe with what they actudly do. To
deduce from the fact that Native Americans professed kinship with nature that they were good
consarvationigs is like assuming that al Christian nations must be peacegble and love their
neighbours, because that iswhat is advocated by the Bible!

Environmentalist him speak with forked tongue

William Denevan concluded his expose of the myth of the pristine wilderness by asking this
rhetorica question:

Isit possible that the thousands of years of human activity before Columbus crested
more change in the visible landscape than has occurred subsequently with European
settlement and resource exploitation? The answer is probably yes for most regions for
the next 250 years or S0, and for some regions right up to the present time.*®®

Denevan'saticle, like others quoted in this chapter, is an over-view. It is based on the work
of dozens of scholars spread over decades. So how is it possible that the stereotype of the
Native American as Noble Savage has been so successfully promoted, without any reference
to the corpus of research which contradicts this view? In their discusson of the American
environment before and after Columbus, Turner and Butzer dryly observe:

...the forests of the Americas, from Canada to Argentina, were so highly disturbed or
modified by Amerindian use by 1492 that it is surprising that even the popular literature
has missed this point.*®

Could it be that environmenta campaigners missed this particular point because it suited their

106 Kay, C.E., 'Aboriginal Overkill: The Role of Native Americansin Structuring Western Ecosystems,
Human Nature, Vol. 5 No. 4, 1994, p.379.
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purpose to prolong the life of the noble savage myth? After dl, if the am of environmenta
activismis not just to tackle particular problems, but to present anihilistic critique of modern,
Wegtern, growth-oriented market economies, then you need an dternative modd to offer. The
success of Kevin Cogtner’ s Dances with Wolves, whose saintly [ndians were described by one
reviewer as ‘a mix of Timotei models and Relate therapists and of the Disney cartoon
Pocahontas, with its nature-loving Indians and destructive British settlers, shows thet thereis
adill agood ded of mileage |€ft in the Stereotypes.

Dances in wolfshit

Findly, it would be remiss to conclude this historical account of the American Indian as noble
savage without telling the story of Chief Seettle' s speech. Clams that American Indians are
natura conservationists are usudly left unreferenced, as the Indians produced no literature.
Thereis, however, one text which has become absolutely centrd to the propaganda offensive.
This is a speech which was made by Chief Seettle, a chief of the Puget Sound tribes of the
Pacific North West Coast of America, in 1854. It was made on the occason of treaty
negotiations which ceded agrest dedl of Indian land to the white settlers, in return for certain
promises of protection by the federa government.

Chief Sesttle’ s gpeech has been quoted and published by environmentaist groups around
the world as part of their campaign to persuade us that native peoples know something about
protecting the environment which we don’'t. Here are some of the more frequently quoted
passages.

We are part of the earth and the earth is part of us. The fragrant flowers are our Ssters.

The deer, the horse, the great eagle, these are our brothers... The rivers are our brothers,

they carry our canoes, and feed our children...The earth does not belong to us, we

belong to the earth. All things are connected, like the blood which unites one family.

Mankind did not weave the web of life. We are but one strand within it. Whatever we do

to the earth, we do to ourselves.

This dl has a catan naif charm, but as a higoricd document it has one sgnificant
drawback: it is completely bogus.

The versgon of Chief Seditl€'s speech which is now circulated by environmentalist and
church groups was written by a scriptwriter cdled Ted Perry for a TV documentary produced
by the Southern Baptist Radio and Televison Commission, and broadcagt in 1972. Perry daims
that he had madeit clear, in hisorigina script, that he was cregting a modern verson of what
Chief Sesttle actudly said, but that the programme was dtered in away that confused the issue.
According to an account of the |’ affaire Seattle which appeared in The Readers Digest,*
Perry tried to aert people to the modern nature of the text when he found that it was being
promoted as an example of ancient tribal wisdom, but gave up when he redised that it had
acquired alife of its own. The speech was turned into one of the mogt successful environmenta
books for children, Brother Eagle, Sster y: A Message from Chief Seattle. It sold
hundreds of thousands of copiesin Britain and the USA, but when Perry wrote to the publisher

110 Murray, M., "Little Green Li€, Reader's Digest, August 1993.
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pointing out that he was the author of the words quoted, he received aletter from their lavyers
denying that there had been any infringement of copyright. No correction was made to the text
of the book.

In fact the dubious nature of the text should have been obvious on internd evidence aone.
At one point Perry had Seettle saying: ‘What isthereto life if you cannot hear the londly cry of
the whippoorwill? What indeed, but it is unlikely that Seettle would ever have heard it, asthe
bird is not native to the Pacific North West. More notorioudy, Perry has Sedttle claming:

| have seen athousand rotting buffaloes on the prairie, Ieft by the white man who shot
them from a passing train. | am asavage and do not understand how the smoking iron
horse can be more important than the buffao, which we kill only in order to Say dive.

Once agan, buffao were not native to Puget Sound, and in any case the firgt transcontinental
railways were not built until more than ten year after the date of the speech. And as we have
seen from the accounts of the Indian deployment of ‘jumps to sSampede huge numbers of
buffalo to deeth (see aove p.X), the Indians could have taught the white man something about
wiping out huge animad populations a one go, then leaving most of the meet to rot.

In fact we do have areasonably good idea of what Chief Seettle said. A Dr. Henry Smith,
who was amongst his auditors, was so impressed by the Chief’ swords that he made detailed
notes of the speech, which were later published. They contain none of the environmental
references, and little that would be of use to modern activigts, beyond an accusation that the
white man can bury his ancestors and then move on, while such aburia site would aways be
sacred to the Indian. Thetext of the red peechis, in fact, moving enough, and was not in need
of embelishmentsin order to convey the impression of an imposing leeder and orator. Seettle
clearly understood the imbaance of power between the white man and the Indian: *the red man
no longer hasrights that he [the white man] need respect’. However, heis nat bitter about it and
gpeaks optimigticaly of the promises of protection from ‘Our greet father Washington’ (the
Indians thought that George Washington was till dive), and of his hope that ‘the hodtilities
between the red-man and his pa e-face brothers may never return’.

In spite of the fact that the | affaire Seattle has been exposed in severd scholarly and
popular journals™! the environmentaists continue to use the ‘speech’ as a propaganda
wegpon. They dearly findsit too ussful a means of re-enforcing the serectype of the American
Indian as Noble Eco-Savage to give it up. Susan Jeffers defended the continued circulation of
her book Brother Eagle, Sister Sky, by saying:

When you say someoneis native American, you can make certain assumptions about
what he fdt to be important.*

Thisisthe crux of the issue. As Ron Brunton pointed out in an article on Chief Sestle, the
most important lessons to be drawn from the Seettle hoax are not primarily the creetivity,

111 Thefirst and most detailed account of the origins of the speech was by Kaiser, R., ™A Fifth Gospel,
Almost”, Chief Seattle's Speech(es): American Origins and European Reception' in Feest, C.F., (ed.)
Indians and Europe: An Interdisciplinary Collection of Essays, 1987. For agood scholarly account see
also Wilson, P.S., 'What Chief Seettle Said', Environmental Law, Vol. 22: 1451, pp.1451-1468.

112 Murray, M., op.cit., p.57.
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gullibility and mendacity of the greens and ther dlies in the media - anyone familiar with the
movement takes those for granted - but the fact that: ‘the ideas and emotions expressed in the
gpeech are a product not of some American Indian culture, but of our own culture. They were
written by an American author, for aWestern audience ™2

In other words, they express an ttitude towards the environment which is held by some
Western environmentdidts, but not necessarily by Native Americans or any of the other * prime
peoples of the earth. Truly, Chief Sesttle has been called the White Man's Indian, but he was
not the first and will certainly not be the last. As Christian Feest has argued in his essay
‘Europe' s Indians, Europeans learned long ago how to project onto the Indians the qudities
they were looking for in their own societies™* * Hungarians showed grester interest in the
Indians horsemanship, Germansin ther military skills, and the French in making love to Indian
maidens.” However, these westernised Indians dl had one thing in common: they bore as much
resemblance to the red native Americans asthe ‘Indian Chief’ in Village People, who used to
prance around in a feathered headdress singing the praises of the Young Men's Christian
Association.

113  Brunton, R., 'Chief Seattle: White Man's Indian’, IPA Review, Vol. 45 No. 2, 1992, pp.54-56.

114  Thegullibility of Westerners on the lookout for savage support for the current fads guarantees a
supply of frauds, some of which have been quite revealing. One hoaxer, calling himself Big Chief White
Eagle, toured Europe in the 1920s and 1930s and made a big impression on museum curators and
academics. The director of amuseum in Viennawas convinced he must be a genuine Indian because he
refused to shake hands with Jews. [Feest, C.F., 'Europe's Indians' in Clifton, JA. (ed.) The Invented
Indian: Cultural Fictions and Government Policies, New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1990, p.323]
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Chapter 4

Treading Lightly on the Earth

| was prepared for the nobility of the Indians...but it was their pragmatism that
knocked me sideways...The lessons they had to teach us were so self-evident that |
was appalled that we hadn’t already learned them.

Anita Roddick, 1992

Towards the end of the eighteenth century noble savagery was afavourite topic of the teatables
of fashionable London, largely owing to the success of Rousseau’s essay. > There was great
excitement, therefore, when, in 1775, agenuine savage caled Omai arrived in town. Hewas
brought from the newly-discovered Friendly Idands by Captain Fernaux in the Adventure,
ggter-ship to Captain Cook’ s Resolution. Omai was taken up by Lord Sandwich and paraded
asacuriogty. He went to Cambridge and to Portsmouth (where he saw the ships), he shook
handswith George |11 and was painted by Sr Joshuah Reynolds. When society tired of him (as
it inevitably would) he was sent back to hisidand, where he was said to have spent the rest of
his life pining for the glorious sights he had seen in England.**®

Oma’s vigt was only one in a long sequence of such exhibitions which began when
Columbus took some Indians back to Spain to give King Ferdinand and Queen Isabdla some
idea of what their New World was like. Some of these visits have been more successful than
others. The Micmeac Indians have atradition that one of their number was exhibited before the
King of France and his court and required to demondtrate his hunting skills. After killing a deer,
which had been penned for him, *not only did he butcher and cook the mest but...he also ate
it, and then defecated in front of the noble audience, therewith completing the nutritiond cycle

115 Samuel Johnson was one of those who did not go along with the craze. Boswell has | eft us an account
of hisreaction to man who summed up the contented lifestyle of the savage in the following words, which
he clearly thought profound: ‘Here | am, free and unrestrained, amidst the rude magnificence of nature,
with this Indian woman by my side, and this gun, with which | can procure food when | want it: what more
can be desired for human happiness? JOHNSON: ‘Do not allow yourself, Sir, to be imposed upon by
such gross absurdity. It is sad stuff; it is brutish. If abull could speak, he might aswell exclaim - Here
| am with this cow and this grass; what being can enjoy greater felicity? (Boswell’s Life of Johnson, Ed.
Henry Morley, London: George Routledge and Sons, 1891, Val. 11, p.194.)

116 The poet Cowper pictured hisgrief in The Task, published in 1785:

"Rude asthou art (for we returned thee rude
And ignorant, except of outward show),
| cannot think thee yet so dull of heart
And spiritless, as never to regret
Sweetstasted here, and | eft so soon as known."
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and registering his disgust about having been made a mere object of curiosity’.**’

In 1989 the rock star Sting took another noble savage on a Grand Tour of western capitals,
with an outcome which was not dissmilar to the Micmac display. Sting and Chief Raoni, of the
Brazilian tribe of Kayapo Indians, were campaigning againg the condtruction of a hydro-dectric
dam in the Amazon which would have flooded large areas of rain forest and displaced triba
peoples. The project was being funded by the World Bank, so the critical thing wasto get this
source of funding withdrawn. The dam became the focd point of the whole Save the Rainforest
movement, with Hollywood stars, church leaders and TV chat show hogts dl throwing their
weight behind the campaign. It succeeded in its am: the World Bank announced the
cancdlation of funding and the whole project collapsed.

Meanwhile Sting had established the Rainforest Foundation, through which he could channdl
his fundraisng and campaigning efforts to save the forest. Like dmogt dl wedern
environmentalists, Sting saw the consarvationist lifestyles of the ranforest Indians asthe key to
preserving the forests. He petitioned the President of Brazil to establish an Indian reserve and
inthis, too, he was successful. In 1991 the Kayapo Indians were granted rights to a protected
area of about 25,000 square miles, and Sting announced that this would end rampant logging
and mining in the area. ‘Brazil is setting an example for the world', he announced. ‘Now we

have to do al we can to help ensure the decisions become redlity’ 8

Unfortunately the redity was not quite what Sting expected. It soon became clear thet there
was little the white man could teach the Kaygpo Indians about logging and mining concessions.
Chiefs began cutting deals which resulted in the extraction of reserves on amassve scae. In
one village, Pukanav, the scale of logging was S0 greet that 60 miles of new roads had to be
built to get the timber out. When some of the timber was seized by environmenta protection
officers, the Pukanav chiefs made four flights - paid for by the logging company - to persuade
the authorities to release it.* To be fair to the Kayapo, they had not waited for the protected
area to be established for them by the government before arting their exploitive activities. In
1988 mahogany sdes done had brought them in $33 million, and this had been going on
throughout the decade. Unfortunately the benefits seemed to be experienced mainly by the
chiefs and ther families, who acquired houses, cars and planes. Meanwhile thar villagers were
without basic medica care. As The Economist pointed out, in 1988 the village of Kikretum
received $1 million for timber and minerd rights, ‘but till had a quarter of its children diein
infancy’ ® When the Brazilian government, nervous of the disgpprova of western
environmentdids, tried to get the Kaygpo to stop deforesting the Amazon, the Indians
protested in Brasilia and demanded compensation for lost revenues of $50,000 per village per
month. * The government, which is broke, would not pay; the Kayapo' s trees continue to fal’ 2
Not for nothing had the Indians acquired the name of Kayapo Inc.

117 Feedt, C.F., 'Europe's Indian's' in Clifton, JA. (ed.) The Invented Indian: Cultural Fictions and
Government Policies, New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1990, p.319.

118 Moore, T., 'Rainforest Victory for Sting', The Daily Telegraph, 29 November 1991.

119 Moffett, M., 'Kayapo Indians Lose "Green" Image' Amid Lure of Profit', Wall Street Journal, 29
December 1994,

120 "The savage can also be ignoble, The Economist, 12 June 1993.

121 [bid.
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By thistime Sting had withdrawn from the fray, expressing dislluson with the Indians.

They're dways trying to deceive you. They see the white man only as a good source of
earning money and then as afriend. | was very naive and thought | could save the world
sdling T-shirts for the Indian cause. In redlity, | did little.*

Disappointed expectations

Sing' s dislluson with the ranforest Indians was the result of unredigtic expectations thet they
would behave like the noble savages of legend, living in harmony with nature. Such legends
have acquired alife of their own, often with unfortunate results. Measures designed to conserve
populations of fish and animals are often suspended with regard to American Indians, on the
assumption thet they are unnecessary. For example, Indians can use gillnets which are banned
for other fishersin the Great Lakes, and the ‘ closed-season’ on walruses and polar bearsin
Alaska does not apply to them. Terry Anderson™® has written of the perverse outcomes of such
MessUres:

. Magjor runs of salmon on the American West Coast have been wiped out by Indian
gillnetting

. On most western reservations big game populations have been brought to the verge of
locd extinction

. Shoshones and Araphos have dmost wiped out ek, deer, moose and bighorns on the
2.2 million-acre Win River Resarvations in Wyoming.

Despite these failures, which have been well documented, the image of native peoples as
naturd conservationists is pervasive anongs policy makers. The Internationd Union for the
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) has set up atask force on traditional
lifestyles which investigates the ways in which native peoples react with tharr environments, but
the invedtigations are based on a definition of atraditiond lifestyle as condituting: ‘the ways of
life (cultures) of indigenous people that have evolved locdly and are based on sustainable use
of locd resources (emphess added). As Michad Alvard has argued in his article
‘Consarvation by Native Peoples, this is presuming what ought to be demonstrated.** The
transfer of property rights can be rationalised on a number of grounds, including naturd justice
and regtitution for past wrongdoing, but if such trandfers are to be made with reference to the
impact of native peoples on the ecosystem, we at least ought to examine the evidence to see
how thisis more ‘sugtainable’ than anyone els2'simpact.

Empirical evidence and the Piro

Alvard questions the assumption that native peoples are natural consarvationists, usng detailed
studies which he and others have carried out on the Piro, atribe of hunter/gatherer/farmersin
the rainforests of southeastern Peru. The most important species for the supply of met to the

122 O'Shea, S, 'Bitter Sting learnslaws of thejungle, The West Australian, 3 May 1993.

123 Anderson, T.L., Conservation Native American Style, Bozeman, Montana: Political Economy Research
Centre, PERC Policy SeriesNo. 6, pp.16-17.

124 Alvard, M.S., 'Conservation by Native Peoples: Prey Choice in a Depleted Habitat', Human Nature,
Val. 5, No. 2, 1994, pp.127-154.
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Firo are ungulates (crestures with hooves) such as the Brazilian tapir, the collared peccary and

the red brocket deer. After observing hunts for the best part of a year Alvard came to the

concdusion that the Firo had no strategy of conservation, but on the contrary killed whatever and

wherever they could. The areas doser to the village were, not unexpectedly, less fruitful hunting

grounds than those areas of the forest farther away. It would have made sense, from a
conservation point of view, to stop killing animals dtogether in these depleted areas, in order

to alow populations to revive. On the contrary, however, animas ‘were pursued a every

opportunity, even though such species as the large primates and tapir have been identified as

particularly vulnerable to local extinction’. %

Alvard bdlievesthat the misconceived view of triba peoples as conservationists results from
amisunderstanding of conservation. He defines behaviour as conservation when ‘a short term
cost is pad by the resource harvester in exchange for long term benefits in the form of
sugtainable harvests . If asmall number of tribal people are foraging in avast area of land, they
can exploit the environment without causing any long term damage. It does not maiter if they
have no consarvation ethic, for example, aslong asthe animads can breed fagter than the hunters
are killing them. However, if the population of the triba peoples grows, and the land available
to them dhrinks, then unsugtaingble trestment of the environment becomes both more damaging
and more obvious.

In a chapter for the book Tall Green Tales on the rdationship to the environment of
indigenous peoples, Ron Brunton gives an example of triba people who practice an
unsugtainable and palluting lifestyle without making any mgor impact on the environment,
except a alocd leve, owing to their smal numbers. The Semang of the Maaysan peninsula
disrupt the rivers by poisoning fish and by their toilet habits, they cause extensve damage to
forest plantsin the process of harvesting their products, and they have extremely high levels of
ar pallution in ther villages as aresult of domedtic fires:

If the citizens of Mdaysia s capitd city of Kuaa Lumpur were confronted with ar
pollution of the intengity normd in Semang households, they would rise up in outrage
over theterrible sate of the city’ s environment, and they would blame it on
modernisation and capitalist indugtrialisation.

Brunton arguesthat atemptsto force the Austrdian Aboriginesinto the mould of the noble
eco-savage are equaly misguided. He quotes Christopher Anderson who wrote that
environmentaligs

...who are involved in dedings with Aborigind people in conservation matters will
become quickly disllusoned. One has only to camp in the bush with Aborigind peoplein
many aress and see children cutting down any and everything in Sght to appreciate
this?’

125 Ibid., p.143.

126 Brunton, R., FILL IN DETAILSin Tall Green Tales, Melbourne: IPA, 1995, citing Rambo, A.T.,
Primitive Polluters: Semang impact on the Malaysian Tropical Rain Forest System, Anthropological
Papers, University of Michigan, 1985, p.79.

127 Ibid., quoting Anderson, C., 'Aborigines and conservationism: the Daintree-Bloomfield Road',

36



Ted Strehlow described the reaction of the Arandaof Centrd Audtrdiato the time of plenty
following heavy ransin amilar teerms

Animas were daughtered ruthlesdy, and only the best and fattest parts of the killed game
were egten; every tree was stripped bare of itsfruits, and dl that were unripe and
tasteless were tossed away. '

Only slaves climb trees

Allyn MacL.ean Steerman provided ancther example of indigenous people being profligate with
their natural resources in her paper * Only Slaves Climb Trees . She argues that some tribal
peoples have developed conservationist habits, particularly when difficult environmental
circumstances and shortage of resources has made this absolutely necessary for survival.
However it is not possible to generdise, since groups living in the midst of plenty can be
extremely wasteful of resources.

Stearman illudtrates her argument with her own researches among the Yuqui Indians, who
live in the humid tropica forests of eastern Bolivia They behave in the very opposite way to
anything which might be described as a consarvationist ethic. When hunting they pursue
whatever is available, without regard to age or sex of the prey. Pregnant femaes and femaes
with young are particularly targeted because they are dow, and therefore easier to catch.™®
Fetuses taken from pregnant femdes are, in fact, regarded as addicacy. Fishing isaded by the
use of Barbasco, which is deployed in such quantities that:

...l thefish of even the larger |akes are taken without regard to protecting fry or
seasondity of breeding. The stupefied fish, regardiess of size, are Smply scooped up in
baskets. The smdlest, some no more than afew centimetersin length, are pot-boiled
whole**

Yuqui society was treditiondly divided into masters and daves, but contact with Westerners
convinced the daves that they didn’t have to be daves any more. They set up households on
their own, leaving their former magtersto fend for themsdves. One of the tasks which the daves
had performed was to climb fruit trees and throw down fruit to thelr masters. With no daves
to perform this menid task, the Yuqui have taken to gathering fruit by cutting down the trees.
They judtify this unsugtainable behaviour by pointing out that ‘only daves dimb trees. The
results are obvious. Some species of fruit tree have become amost extinct around Y uqui
settlements, afact which the Yuqui only seem to regret because it means they have to travel
further to get thair fruit. Missionaries atempted to persuade the Y uqui to plant trees and harvest
the fruit, but the scheme broke down because as soon as a tree began to bear fruit, someone
would cut in down. Thisled to bitter disputes between the planters and the cutters.

Ausrdlian Journa of Social Issues, Val. 24, 1989, p.220.

128 Ibid., quoting Strehlow, T.G.H., Aranda Traditions, 1947, pp.49-50
129 Stearman, A.M., 'Only Slaves Climb Trees, Human Nature, Vol. 5, No. 4, pp.339-357.
130 Archaeological evidence suggests a preference on behalf of aboriginal hunters throughout the

world for prime-age femal es, which are prized on account of their higher fat content and hides which are
lesslikely to be scarred from fighting.(See Budiansky, S., Nature' s Keepers, op.cit., p.149.)
131 Stearman, op.cit., p.349.
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Thefact that the Yuqui are not behaving in the manner expected of noble eco-savages by
environmentalists has led to consequences far more serious than ashortage of fruit. In 1992 the
Bolivian government gave the Y uqui rights over 115,000 hectares of land. Following agenerd
election, the government  became less sympathetic to the clams of indigenous people and
suggested that these land rights might be revoked. Part of the rationde for this change in policy
isthefalure of the Indians to behave as the naturd conservationists which environmenta groups
had made them out to be. We can thus see that the stereotype of the noble savage, conceived
as a stick with which to besat the white man, can have negative consequences for the very
peopleit is supposad to benefit. Thisis an inevitable drawback to peddling fantasesinstead of
dedling with facts.

Dances with garbage

The Kaygpo are nat unusud in trying to exploit the commercid vadue of land to which they have
been given title. As The Economist explained in an article revedingly titled * The savage can
aso beignoble':

In 1989 the Gugjgara of north-eastern Brazil saized some government agentsin abid to
make the government grant them logging permits. A group of Nambikwara from Mato
Grosso, having razed their own hardwood, began to poach on their neighbours . The
Kaxarari of Acre got into trouble with Brazil’ s environment agency and the Inter-
American Development Bank (1DB), both of which had poured money into preserving
Indian lands aong amain road, when they started hacking down their reservation.

North American tribes have been quick to exploit the peculiar legal status of their reserves,
which are subject to federd law but not to state law, and within which the Indians themsdves
have condderable specid powers For example, gambling is prohibited by sate law in most US
dates but not by federd law. Some tribes have been able to create multi-million dollar annual
incomes for themsdlves by running casinosin sates in which gambling is otherwise prohibited.
Whilg thereis nothing particularly anti-environmenta about casinos, they are scarcely redolent
of asmple lifestyle, free from corrupting consumerism. ™

More surprising, perhgps, has been the exploitation of Indian stesfor the dumping of wagte.
According to the ancient triba wisdom of Chief Seeitle (© T. Perry 1971) ‘ To harm the earth
isto hegp contempt on its Creetor. Continue to soil your bed, and you will one night suffocate
in your own wagt€ . In spite of this, the Campo Indians of Southern Cdiforniasgned a contract
for a 600-acre landfill, thus acquiring for themsaves the nickname of Dances with Garbage,

132 The Economist, 12 June 1993.

133 Not all casinos on Indian lands are welcomed, however. Kevin Costher was made an honorary
member of the Lakota Sioux for his sympathetic portrayal of them in the 1990 film Dances With Wolves.
He then decided to devel op a 600-acre casino complex called The Dunbar (after his character in the film)
in the very part of the Black Hills of Dakota that the Sioux claim astheir own sacred land, stolen from them
by the Federal government in 1877. Although the Supreme Court found in 1980 that the land rightfully
belonged to the Sioux, they were offered cash compensation rather than restitution. They refused to
accept the money and still demanded the return of the land. The Sioux were outraged to hear that
honorary tribe member Costner had done a deal with the government to develop it. "We thought he
understood our spirits, but al he saw was dollar signs, said onetribal elder. ['Costner "betrayal” of Indian
tribe he called hisfriends, The Daily Mail, 9 March 1995.]
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while other tribes have found themsdves able to charge millions of dollars for the dumping of
wadte under conditions which are far less dringent than those which waste-processing
companies would be obliged to meet anywhere e in the USA.***

The danger, from the point of view of thetriba peoples, isthat if they fall to live up to their
reputation for harmonising with nature, living sustaingbly, treading lightly on the earth etc., then
the paliticaly powerful environmenta groups which have supported them may turn againg them.
They may learn, to their cog, that environmentaists can be as ruthless in imposing their world-
view on triba peoples as the conquistadors at their most imperidigic.

We have dready seen above (see p.XX) that the Yuqui Indians in Bolivia have been
threstened with the loss of their land rights for falling to behave like noble savages. The
behaviour of the Kayapo has caused even more outrage amongst environmentaists who fedl
that ther faith in the native peoples of the earth has been betrayed. *Wheat the Kayapo are doing
isabsurd, illegd, immora and wrong' was atypica comment.**> Once again thereisagrowing
palitical movement in Breazil to curtail Indian land rights and to meke it more difficult to give legd
datus to Indian territories. As Allyn MacL.ean Stearman putsiit:

One cannat but wonder if this reaction would have had the same repercussonsiif the
Kayapo had not received internationd attention as ‘ natural conservationists and
‘keepers of the forest’. After al, what they are doing is no different from what other
groups of Brazilian entrepreneurs do every day...\We are losing Sght of the important fact
that indigenous peoples have a basis human right to a home territory regardiess of how
they manage this land... These rights, however, cannot be contingent on some imprecise
or even falacious notion of the ecologically noble savage.'*®

It is difficult to see how anyone could logicdly disagree with this point of view without
adopting an overtly racist stance.

A serious case of entrapment

Of dl the areasin which the environmentdist’ sided of native lifestyles comesinto conflict with
the redity, there is no more flammeable flashpoint than the fur trade.

Aswe have dready sad, the green movement which emerged in the 1980s represented an
amagamation of numerous pressure-group causes which had previoudy campaigned separately.
One of the largest groupings within the new movement condsted of animd rights campaigners,
most of whom were fundamentaly opposed to the wearing of fur coats. The green movement
has produced no more powerful images than the world-famous photograph of the mother sedl
sniffing the bloody corpse of her recently-skinned pup, and the David Bailey cinema
advertisement which showed a decadent audience being sprayed with blood which streamed
from between the pdlts of afur coat, worn by a catwak modd.

134 Kiley, S., "Sioux dance dangerously with wolvesin an alcoholic wasteland', The Sunday ??7??
135 Epstein, J., 'Brazil Indians Defend the Sale of Gold, Trees: Ecologists, Politicians Criticize
Practice’, 1993, The Dallas Morning News, 6 November 1993, p.A20, quoted in Stearman, A.M., 'Only
Slaves Climb Trees, Human Nature, Vol. 5 No. 4, 1994, p.352.
136 Stearman, A.M., op.cit., pp.352-3.
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As far as the anti-fur lobby were concerned, these luxury items represented a crud and
barbarous attitude towards the anima kingdom, and as long as the targets of their campaign
could be presented as the super-rich, like the patrons of Harrods fur department, then the mord
dimension of the issue remained relatively uncomplicated. However there was more to it than
that because, while many fur pelts are produced by fur farmersin developed nations, there are
aso many which emanate from the lands of those very native peoples whom the greens are
holding up to us asthe ided stewards of nature. This posed a serious dilemma. How could the
lifestyles of these *prime peoples’ of the earth be held up for emulation if they involved killing
lots of furry animas?

The impact of the bloody sedl photo was immediate. The sedl-pelt trade came to avirtua
adead halt,"*’ depriving thousands of Inuit Indians of ther livdihood. In 1989 The Sunday
Times ran areport by Stuart Wavell on the effects of the ban:

Last year, accompanying ajudge s court through Inuit settlements along the Arctic cogt,
one could see the sark results of anti-sedling campaigns which had unintentionaly
enmeshed native people in an epidemic of acohol-reated crimes, stabbings, domestic
violence and rape. Y et not long ago Eskimos were universaly admired as industrious,
cheerful folk who had forged a spiritua contact with animals™*®

By 1983 the native peoples had begun to fight back, chalenging Western environmentaists
to come and see the damage they had done to native communities. ‘ These people are so
ignorant, so arrogant, so patronising, so stupid,” said an Inuit spokesperson. ‘ They know
nothing about aborigind peopl€e . It was, as Peter Beinart put it, ‘a Leftist’s worst nightmare:;
atraditiondly oppressed group - whose endorsement is vita not only to your externd legitimeacy
but dso to your confidence in the justness of your cause - dlies with your opponents and

skewers you with you own rhetoric’ .**°

In 1985 a Greenpeace gookesman told the Inuit: Y ou have every right to be very angry with
us. Wewill try to make sure this sort of thing does not happen again.” However, by thistime
there was red tengion within Greenpeace, whereits principd anti-fur agitator Mark Glover was
leading a campaign for action againg trgpping for wild furs. As more than 90 per cent of the
four million wild fur pelts collected annualy in Canada were caught by trapping,**° and as 80
per cent of these were caught by native people, any such action would have had the effect of
destroying the inland communities of Indians as certainly as the decimation of the sed-pedlt trade
had destroyed that of the coastal Indians. Branches of Greenpeace Internationa began to
distance themsdves from the anti-trapping campaign, which was being run by Glover from the
London office, but he was unrepentant. *We are not an organisation that defends native people.
We defend the environment’, he told The Guardian.*** Glover then |eft Greenpeace to set up
Lynx ‘to discourage the use of fur by education and persuasion’.

137 ‘Between 1980-81 and 1987-88 the number of seal pelts exported annualy from Canada's
Northwest Territories fell by 97 per cent.' [Beinart, P., 'The Fur Flies, The New Republic, 13 December
1995.

138 Wavell, S., 'Getting under furriers skins, The Sunday Times, 5 November 1989.

139 Beinart, P., op.cit.

140 Best, J., '"Animal rights campaign: Canada fur trade under fire', The Times, 22 December 1986.
141 Wavell, S., 'Greenpeace at war with itself', The Guardian, 8 June 1985.
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In 1992 Lynx published abooklet called Cruelty and the Christian Conscience®*? which
contained a declaration signed by 41 Anglican bishops to the effect that they would never buy
or wear fur. When it was pointed out to Philip Goodrich, the Bishop of Worcester, thet the
bishops wear fur-trimmed robes a the opening of parliament he replied: ‘I hadn’t thought of
that. What a humbug | am.” More serioudly, the bishops received aletter sSigned jointly by the
Primate of the Anglican Church in Canadaand the Bishop of Saskatchewan warning that: ‘ The
current anti-fur campaign by Lynx threatens the aborigind people and their way of life [and]
violates the dignity of aborigina peoples and their traditions .*** Following representations by
Chief Bill Erasmus of the Dene nation, together with representatives of the Micmac and Cree
tribes, David Hope, the Bishop of London, said: ‘1 signed the document because | felt that Lynx
had made a compdlling case. However, the Indians views were not part of that case, which

makes me think we need to take another look at the question’ .***

To expose the confusion of these be-furred bishops is, as Oscar Wilde would have sad,
more than aduty: it is an absolute pleasure. However, ther dilemmais symbalic of the muddie
people get themsalvesinto when they tradein sentimenta images of native people. As Alson
Chase put it: *Hunter-gatherers... were dtractive to white people only so long asthey were no
longer hunting or gathering'.*° It isimpossible to square reverence for native lifestyles with the
requirement that these should conform to the prejudices of lobbyistsin London. If the lifestyles
are admirable and worthy of imitation, then they have to be accepted for what they are, killing
and dl. On the other hand, if we intend to turn the native peoples of the earth into characters
in the world' s largest theme parks, where they can act out the fantasies of Western eco-freeks,
then perhgps we should issue them with mouse-ears right away and have done with it.

142 Linzey, A., (ed.) Cruelty and the Christian Conscience: Bishops Say No To Fur, Nottingham:
Lynx, 1992. The front cover of the booklet showed otters and foxes being taken up into heaven by
cherubs.

143 Marshall, Bishop Michael, 'All this and a decade of evangelism too!’, Church of England
Newspaper, 5 March 1993.

144 Thompson, D. and Fenton, B., 'Indian chief takes bishops to task over fur boycott', The Daily
Telegraph, 16 February 1993.

145 Chase, A., Playing God in Y ellowstone: The Destruction of America's First National Park,
Boston: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1986, p.113
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Chapter 5

From Arcadia to Utopia
A map of the world that does not contain Utopia is not worth even glancing at

Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man under Socialism, 1889.

‘One or two people want to go there’

Thereis an ancient literary tradition, going back at least to Plato’s Republic, of congructing
imaginary ided societies. Such attempts include Francis Bacon's New Atlantis (1626),
Jonathan Swift's Gulliver’s Travels (1726), Samud Butler's Erewhon (1872), William
Morris's News From Nowhere (1890) and H G Wells's Time Machine (1895).2 The
crestors of these happy communities usualy had some particular axe of their own to grind by
way of asolution to sodiety’s problems for William Morris the answver was socidism, in Samud
Gott’s New Jerusalem (1648) it was education, and in Campanelld s City of the Sun (1623)
it was eugenics.'’

However, by far the most famous example of the genre is Thomas More s Utopia, which
has given its name to the concept of a perfect society where life is without care. It was
published in 1516, in the same year as Peter Martyr’s book De Orbe Novo which purported
to give an account of the lifestyles of the Brazilian Indians, as related by the Spanish explorers
of the New World. The Indians were depicted as living in a sate of bliss, with no need for
private property asthe land was s0 abundantly fertile, and More incorporated this e ement into
his book. The Utopians are free of the encumbrance of private property: they eet a no charge
in commund dining hals and smply ask for anything they want in the shops. No one asks for
more than they want because there would be no point in hoarding: everything is free anyway.

However More took good care that his readers should not be midead by his fantasy. He
made an elaborate joke in his prefatory materid about the fact that, whilst he and his friend
were ligtening sodlbound to the tale being spun about Utopia by the traveler Rgphad, they both
forgot to ask him where it was. ‘It makes me fed rather a fool...not to know what seait’s
in...there are one or two people in England who want to go there."

In fact, Utopiais Greek for No-place.**® It doesn't exist and, pace Oscar Wilde, it is not
to be found on any map. That has not stopped a number of determined explorers from looking
for it.

Gold fever
In 1595 Sr Wdter Rdegh st out for *that mighty, rich and beautiful empire of Guiana, and..that

146 For adiscussion of Utopiaand its sequels see Dennis, N. and Halsey, A.H., English Ethical
Socialism: Thomas Moreto R H Tawney, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988, p.18.
147 For further discussion of literary utopias see Turner, P., (trans.) Thomas More's Utopia,

Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965, editor's introduction, p.19. See also Clagys, G., (ed.) Modern British
Utopias 1700-1850, London: Pickering and Chatto, 1997.
148 Thereis apossible pun in the name, which could also mean Good Place.

42



great and golden city which the Spaniards call El Dorado’.**° Ralegh was a hard-headed -
some would say unscrupulous - adventurer, and yet he undertook a long, dangerous and
expendgve journey to modern-day Venezuda because he thought that he would find El Dorado,
the legendary city of gold, lost and overgrown in the jungle. His chief backers, Charles Howard,
the Lord Admird, and Sir Robert Cecil, were skilled operators of the first rank in the ruthless
world of Elizabethan palitics, and yet they put up - together with afew others - £60,000 (£25
million in today’s money) for this crazy scheme. They serioudy expected a return on this
fabulous investment to finance a voyage to fairyland.

As Charles Nicholl has shown in his history of the adventure, The Creature in the Map,
even these hard-headed men of affairs could not help being influenced in their business decisons
by the stories of peace-loving Indians, living in the natural abundance of a golden age, which
had been percolating back to Europe since the arriva of Columbusin America over ahundred
years before.*® By giving credence to such fantasies, the projectors of the El Dorado scheme
were like ‘ people stepping through aframe, into a picture they have themselves created’ "

The results were predictably disastrous. Raegh'’ s difficult navigation of the Orinoco river into
the Guiana Highlands was findly cut short by the rapids a the confluence with the Caroni river.
He had to turn back, and returned to England with virtualy nothing to show for it. Many of his
men were dead. His backerslost money and he lost face, dthough curioudy he never lost hope.
Like so many other travellersin search of marvellous places, he was dways convinced that El
Dorado was there somewhere, around the next bend on the river, across the next range of
mountains. In 1616, after spoending 13 yearsin the Tower of London on charges of conspiracy,
Raegh was able to persuade an unsympathetic James | to dlow him to make a second trip.
There were two conditions: there must be no trouble with the Spanish, with whom the King
wished for peaceful relaions, and thistime there had to be lots of gold. Ralegh failed on both
counts, and when he returned a second time empty-handed he was tried and executed for
treason.

Theirony isthat the legend was based on fact: the gold was there, not in the form of alost
city, but in the ground - whereit usudly is. ‘ For afew years - until the discovery of the Rand
goldfieldsin South Africain 1886 - Venezudawas the biggest gold-producer in the world' %2
It isdill an important player, with dmogt dl of the gold coming from the foothills of the Guiana
Highlands, where Ralegh had been looking. He had seen some of the deposits, but gpart from
extracting afew samples with their daggers his men could do little as they had taken no mining
tools with them. They had serioudy expected to find the precious metd in the more accessble
forms of plated paaces with bulging tressuries.

149 Ralegh's Works, ed. Thomas Birch, 1751, vol. ii, p.141.

150 Ralegh's view of the American Indians was coloured by reports he had received from his
scout, Arthur Barlowe, on the condition of the native inhabitants of Virginia some years before.
According to Barlowe, the people were ‘ most gentle, loving and faithful, void of all guile and treason, and
such aslive after the manner of the Golden Age’. Theland was said to produce ‘incredible abundance’
and ‘smelt so sweet and strong a smell as if we had been in the midst of some delicate garden’. [See
Quinn, D.B., Raleigh and the British Empire, London, 1947, pp.91-116, quoted in Nichall, C., The Creature
in the Map: A Journey to El Dorado, London: Jonathan Cape, 1995, pp.301-2.]

151 Nicholl, C., The Creaturein the Map: a Journey to El Dorado, London: Jonathan Cape, p.20.

152 Ibid., p.199.
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‘The dream of Sr Wdter Raegh concerning...Eldorado, may sty us, that even wise men
are not dways exempt from such strange deusons wrote the economist Adam Smith, two
hundred years|ater.’>® At least Relegh had the excuse that geography wasin itsinfancy, when
gaps in the atlas could be filled in with mermaids and mongters. But what are we to say of
modern fantases, concocted in a world which has been more thoroughly charted, and
sometimes promoted by those who ought to know better - for example the National
Geographic?

The gentle Tasaday

In 1971 amillionaire busnessman in the Philippines called Manud Elizalde, who had been made
Presdentid Assstant for Triba Minorities by Ferdinand Marcos, announced that he had
discovered atribe in aremote part of Mindanao who were living in stone-age conditions. He
caled them the Tasaday. By a fortunate co-incidence his first meeting with the Tasday took
placein front afilm crew sent out by National Geographic, who started this particular ball
rolling with aan article entitled * First Glimpse of a Stone Age Tribe'. As news spread of the
amazing discovery, academics and journdists rushed to investigate a genuine stone-age tribe
- and sometimes to confirm their own deeply-held beliefs aoout the state of naturd man,
uncorrupted by society. An NBC documentary in 1972 trotted out afamiliar line:

They are non-aggressve, they have no rdigiousrituds, they have neither art nor written
language, they have no words for weapons, hogtility or war.

An American journdigt caled John Nance was head of Associated Press Philippines
bureau. He wrote up the story in a best-sdlling book called The Gentle Tasaday,™ and found
anew career lecturing, writing and broadcasting on the subject of these remarkable people, and
how much they had to teach us.

In 1974 Elizalde announced that the Ste was being closed, in order to preserve the Tasaday
from corruption by the outside world. For 12 years the legend fermented, until in 1986, with
the Philippines in turmoail and the Marcos regime about to topple, a Swiss anthropologist cdled
Oswald Iten, working in Manila, saw his chance. Redlising that the conditions of civil unrest
meant that the restricted access to the Tasaday dte in Mindanao had probably been
abandoned, he set off to do some further research. When he got there he found that the
Tasaday were not wearing leaves, eating berries and living in caves: they were wearing western
clothes, practisng agriculture, and living in huts. The whole thing had been ahoax. Inevitably,
when hefiled his story he found that he had brought down on himsdlf the wrath of dl those who
had invested their reputations in the Gentle Tasaday. Only a few weeks after he had
photographed the ‘natives in thar jeans and T-shirts, the German magazine Stern ran a
contradictory story showing them in native garb (mostly naked) again - except that one of the
girls had not taken sufficient trouble to conced her knickers with the ‘native’ skirt of leaves.

153 Smith, A., The Wealth of Nations, Book Four, Chapter Seven, first published 1776. Smith
continues: 'More than a hundred years after the death of that great man, the Jesuit Gumila was still
convinced of thereality of that wonderful country, and expressed with great warmth, and | dare to say,
with great sincerity, how happy he should be to carry the gospel to a people who could so well reward
the pious labours of their missionary'.

154 Nance, J., The Gentle Tasaday, 7?77?



In 1988 Centrd TV made adocumentary called Scandal of the Lost Tribe for which they
took acameracrew to the Ste and interviewed the Tasaday - except that they weren't Tasaday
a dl. They were members of other tribes, mostly T’ boli, and they spoke severa known
didects, not a ‘unique language. They certainly had words for ‘war’ and ‘enemy’. They
confirmed that they had been offered money, an improved standard of living, hdlicopters and
other goodies on condition that they agreed to be * stone-age’ tribespeople. Whenever western
vigtors were being brought to the Ste a messenger would be sent on ahead to tell them to get
their clothes off and get into the caves.

In spite of mounting evidence of the hoax, the controversy has till not been resolved. Less
than ayear after the Central TV documentary, the BBC's Horizon programme™° made another
documentary which asked if the hoax story had been a hoax. Anthropologists defended their
continuing belief in the authenticity of the Tasaday’ s primitive smplicity, but in one repect the
Tasdaday proved themsdvesto be very modern in their outlook: they had learnt how to usethe
media There was by thistime so much contradictory photographic evidence thet it was obvious
they were giving each vigting film crew the images they wanted: ‘ donning T-shirts and showing
off their houses for ABC TV, reverting to the jungle and trees for NBC TV’ .**° They had dso
learnt the modern technique for settling grievances. Four members of the tribe filed alawsuit in
Manilaagaing two members of gaff a the Univeraty of the Philippines who hed impugned their
stone-age credentials. One of them had described the Tasaday as ‘the most elaborate hoax
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perpetrated on the anthropologica world since Filtdown man'.

The mogt interesting aspect of the Gentle Tasaday story is nat, in fact, the question of who
put them up to it, and who made their ridiculous ‘ Sone-age’ tools which would have fdlen gpart
on firg usage: it isthe light which the whole incident throws on the behaviour of professors with
passionate convictions. As Thomas Sutcliffe put it in The Independent:

Imagine atribe which bdieved that dl human beings were essentidly prigtine and that dl
civilised behaviour, even something as rudimentary as cooking food, was a smear on an
unsmirched, prima innocence. Far-fetched, perhaps, but such atribe exists - they are
called anthropologists.™*®

The land of lost content

Perhaps we should resist the temptation to laugh at people who go chasing after dreams of
fabulous places. After dl, it isadeeply ingrained human characteristic to want to leave behind
the problems of daily life and set out in search of paradise™™® Shakespeare painted atempting
picture of just such abolthole, ‘Under the Greenwood Trege':

Who doth ambition shun,
155 Broadcast 20 March 1988.
156 Holmes, W., Tribal truths, The Times, 21 March 1988.
157 Jerome Bailen, quoted in The Sunday Telegraph, 30 October 1988, "Tribe sues over "hoax™".
158 Sutcliffe, T., 'Primal Scream', The Independent, 21 March 1989.
159 As Richard North points out, the tourist industry islargely based on the mass-marketing

of this fantasy. 'Travel brochures sell us paradise islands in which we can indulge many potent
dreams...Thisis paradise as atheme park. Paradise has to some extent become aleisure pursuit, aholiday
destination.' [North, R., Life on aModern Planet, Manchester University Press, 1995, p.194.]
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And lovestolivei’th’ aun,
Seeking the food he edts,

And pleased with what he gets,
Come hither, come hither, come hither.
Here he shdl see
No enemy
But winter and rough westher.'*

Wedl want to believe that somewhere thereisamagica kingdom waiting for us, down the
rabbit-hole or over the rainbow, if only we could find the way in. Unfortunately there isn't.
Thereis no Shangri-La, nestling in the Himaayas, no Brigadoon about to materidise through
the mists, and no Neverland, where old age can be kept at bay. These fantastic places only
exig in our imaginations - harmless enough as retreats from redity, as holiday destinaions
where we can rdax and revise our srategies for dealing with the demands of everyday life, but
dangerous when they become confused with redity itsdlf.

Regrettably, Utopiais not to be found, even in the best atlases. If it ever exiged, it must have
sunk benegth the waveslong ago, like the logt continent of Atlantis. All that we are left with are
ordinary men and women, neither noble nor ignoble, struggling againg a generdly hodile
environment to do the best for themsdaves and their families. There are no doubt things which
we can learn from native peoples about caring for the environment, and there are things which
they can learn from us. It would be helpful it we could drop the stereotype of the noble savage,
which must be amongst the oldest and most mideading in literature and anthropology, and just
ded with the world and its peoples as they redly are.

160 AsYou Likelt, Act Il Scenev

46



