
Kay WalkingStick, Where Are the Generations? 
1991, acrylic, wax, copper, and oil on canvas, 28 ×  
56 × ½ in. (71.1 x 22 x 1.2 cm). Collection of  Jim and 
Keith Shaw (artwork © Kay WalkingStick; photograph 
by Lee Stalsworth, provided by National Museum of  
the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution) 
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The author is grateful to the special issue editors 
Bill Anthes and Kate Morris, Art Journal’s two 
anonymous peer reviewers, Kathleen Ash-Milby, 
Carolyn Kastner, and many of  the artists discussed 
in this essay, for their insight and support.

1. See Michael S. Arnold, “Protesters Stop 
Mock Landing of  Columbus: Activism: Boat Is 
Turned Away in San Francisco. Egg-Throwing 
Demonstrators Disrupt Parade; 40 Arrested,” Los 
Angeles Times, October 12, 1992, at http://articles.
latimes.com/1992-10-12/news/mn-160_1_colum-
bus-day-parade, as of  October 23, 2016.
2. Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, ed., The Submuloc 
Show/Columbus Wohs: A Visual Commentary on the 
Columbus Quincentennial from the Perspective of  
America’s First People, exh. cat. (Phoenix: Atlatl, 
1992).
3. See Coco Fusco, “The Other History of  
Intercultural Performance,” TDR 38, no. 1 (Spring 
1994): 143–67. 
4. Jimmie Durham, quoted in Richard Shiff, “The 
Necessity of  Jimmie Durham’s Jokes,” Art Journal 
51, no. 3, special issue, “Recent Native American 
Art” (Fall 1992): 76. Planned exhibitions of  the art-
ist’s work at the American Indian Contemporary 
Arts gallery in San Francisco and the Center for 
Contemporary Arts in Santa Fe were cancelled 
in 1991. According to Durham, American Indian 
Contemporary Arts decided in dialogue with the 
artist that it should the show go to the Luggage 
Store Gallery in order to protect the gallery’s fed-
eral funding. Durham, e-mail to the author, March 
1, 2016. As this issue goes to press, Durham’s 
identity is undergoing fresh scrutiny by a group of  
enrolled Cherokee artists, activists, and scholars. 
Although this article was written before the pres-
ent controversy, it is not focused on authenticating 
his heritage or treating him as a representative 
of  contemporary Cherokee people. Durham is 
included because of  his role in a discourse about 
contemporary art that concerns the colonization 
of  the Americas and the centrality of  Indigenous 
people to the story of  modernity in and beyond 
the United States.  

In the fall of 1992, when Art Journal published an unprecedented special issue on 
the theme Recent Native American Art, some four thousand protestors blocked the 
entrance to the San Francisco harbor to prevent Columbus—or rather, a cos-
tumed Italian-American impersonator—from landing his ship. The egg-hurling 
crowd reportedly included self-identified members of the American Indian 
Movement (AIM), anarchists, and lesbians who associated the colonizer with 

the arrival of patriarchy in the Americas.1 Contemporary 
artists responded to the Columbus quincentennial celebra-
tions in only slightly subtler terms. Jaune Quick-to-See Smith 
organized a traveling art exhibition memorably titled The 
Submuloc Show/Columbus Wohs: A Visual Commentary on the Columbus 
Quincentennial from The Perspective of America’s First People.2 The “undis-
covered Amerindians” Guillermo Gómez-Peña and Coco 

Fusco invited audiences to feed them bananas and pay five dollars for a peek at 
the savage male genitalia while touring The Couple in the Cage, which was exhibited 
on both sides of the Atlantic.3 Jimmie Durham experienced the cancellation of 
two solo shows because he could not provide proof of enrollment in a feder-
ally recognized tribe to comply with the US Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990, 
declaring, “Authenticity is a racist concept which functions to keep us enclosed 
in ‘our world’ for the comfort of a dominant society.”4 James Luna harnessed the 
sudden visibility granted Native Americans in 1992 to tell members of the College 
Art Association about alcoholism, cancer, and prison rates on the La Jolla Indian 
Reservation, before issuing the punch line, “Call me in ’93.”5 

For a brief moment, Indigenous artists, activists, and their allies seized a 
public forum for linking a celebratory discourse about post–Cold War globaliza-
tion to the ongoing violence of settler colonialism. Surveying the breadth of artis-
tic initiatives launched in 1992, I am confronted by the dark side of the global. It 
calls to mind the eclipse of Kay WalkingStick’s diptych Where Are the Generations? 
from that year. A copper disc carved with a lament for unborn Indigenous chil-
dren and partially overpainted in blue is hinged to a Southwest landscape cast in 
deep shadow. In this perspective, the contemporary world order stood not for 
liberating flows of capital and people, so much as the continued reign of colonial 
elites over a disenfranchised earth. The discontent registered in these creative 
interventions resonated with events unfolding at the United Nations Earth 
Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, where the seeds of a transnational climate jus-
tice movement were being planted. Greenpeace activists dropped a banner from 
the top of Sugarloaf Mountain featuring the familiar figure of the planet, but  
oriented to the Southern Hemisphere and emblazoned with the word “sold” in 
English and Portuguese. According to Yates McKee, the protestors undertook a 
visual contestation of global capitalism “in the name of democratic accountability 
to those affected by policies found to be simultaneously environmentally, socially, 
and economically intolerable.”6 Yet however much Native American artists’ con-
temporaneous insights anticipated unfolding debates about the ecological toll of 
“crisis globalization,” they were read within the then-dominant framework of 
identity politics.7 Opposing the commemoration of the man WalkingStick called 
“the slave trader” could be dismissed as a special interest—a challenge not only 
for the events in 1992 but also much of the trajectory of Indigenous art and poli-
tics following the peak events of AIM in the 1970s.8 

Jessica L. Horton

Indigenous Artists against 
the Anthropocene
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5. James Luna, “Everybody Wants to Be an 
Indian,” presentation for the 80th Annual College 
Art Association Conference, Chicago, Illinois, 
February 12–15, 1992, archived on audio cassette, 
collection of  the artist; Steven Durland, “‘Call 
Me in ’93’: An Interview with James Luna,” High 
Performance 56 (Winter 1991): 34–39.
6. Yates McKee, “Art and the Ends of  Environ-
mentalism: From Biosphere to the Right to 
Survival,” in Nongovernmental Politics, ed. Michel 
Feher (New York: Zone Books, 2007), 553–54.
7. T. J. Demos uses the phrase “crisis globaliza-
tion” to describe a post–Cold War world order in 
which capital and goods travel with ease while the 
multitudes are subject to the unmediated applica-
tion of  state control. Demos, The Migrant Image: 
The Art and Politics of  Documentary during Global 
Crisis (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013), 
xiv. For identity discourses, see Louis Young, ed., 
The Decade Show: Frameworks of  Identity in the 
1980s, exh. cat. (New York: New Museum of  
Contemporary Art, 1990).
8. Kay WalkingStick, quoted in Smith, 66.
9. For two prominent examples among many, 
see essays in Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin, 
eds., Art in the Anthropocene: Encounters among 
Aesthetics, Environments and Epistemologies 
(London: Open Humanities Press, 2015); Nicholas 
Mirzoeff, “Visualizing the Anthropocene,” Public 
Culture 26, no. 2 (2014): 213–32.
10. See James Nisbet, Ecologies, Environments, 
and Energy Systems in Art of  the 1960s and 1970s 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014), 3-5. For far-
ranging discussion of  the intersection between 
contemporary art and ecology, see Mark A. 
Cheetham, et. al., “Ecological Art: What Do 
We Do Now?” at http://nonsite.org/feature/
ecological-art-what-do-we-do-now, as of  March 
21, 2013. The authors were asked to respond to 
Rasheed Araeen, “Ecoaesthetics: A Manifesto for 
the Twenty-First Century,” Third Text 23, no. 5, 
Art: A Vision of  the Future (2009): 679–84.  
11. T. J. Demos, Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary 
Art and the Politics of  Ecology (Berlin: Sternberg 
Press, 2016); and McKee. 
12. Saskia de Melker and Rebecca Jacobson, 
“Climate Change Strikes Especially Hard Blow to 
Native Americans,” PBS Newshour, July 19, 2012, 
at www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/climate-
change-strikes-hard-blow-to-native-americans/, 
as of  October 23, 2016; “The Vision,” at www.
idlenomore.ca/, as of  October 23, 2016; and 
“Stop the Dakota Access Pipeline,” at http://
sacredstonecamp.org/, as of  October 23, 2016. 
For comprehensive information, history, and 
literature related to NoDAPL, see the #Standing 
RockSyllabus organized by the NYC Stands for 
Standing Rock committee, at https://nycstand-
swithstandingrock.wordpress.com/standin-
grocksyllabus/, as of  November 6, 2016. 
13. Since I drafted this essay, a spate of  ecology-
themed exhibitions and conferences have incorpo-
rated Native American artists and/or scholars. 
Examples include Resistance after Nature at the 
Cantor Fitzgerald Gallery at Haverford College, 

Twenty-five years after the quincentenary, debates about globalization con-
tinue to shift before the terrifying data on climate change. A growing contingent 
of the contemporary art world is busy visualizing and theorizing an epoch of 
human culpability termed the “Anthropocene.”9 Scholarly and artistic projects 
have meanwhile expanded the purview of “ecology” beyond its origins in nine-
teenth-century biology to include the entanglement of cultural, technological, 
political, and “natural” forces.10 New genealogies of art and ecology since the 1970s 
have also emerged; of particular relevance are those by T. J. Demos and McKee, 
which emphasize environmental justice through an expanded range of contempo-
rary art and activist visual culture.11 All this ecoaesthetic inquiry has blossomed 
alongside media reports that “Indigenous communities are on the frontlines of 
America’s climate-related dangers”; of Idle No More, a movement “to honour 
Indigenous sovereignty and to protect the land & water” that spread south from 
Canada in 2012; and of No Dakota Access Pipeline (NoDAPL), involving Oceti 
Sakowin (the seven bands of the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota that make up the 
Great Sioux Nation) and allied water protectors who launched a global campaign 
against the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) across land and 
waterways they deem sacred in 2016.12 Still, existing genealogical accounts of con-
temporary art and ecology have only tentatively engaged the cultural dimensions 
of Native struggles for justice in the context of settler colonialism. Notably 
neglected are Indigenous North American practices that predate the 2000s.13 

There are many potential explanations for this lacuna, some of which are 
addressed in greater detail in this essay. Certainly, the institutionalized consensus 
that all Native artists in the last decades of the twentieth century were preoccu-
pied with human identity has overshadowed their engagement with a host of 
environmental concerns, from corporate resource exploitation, to the slow creep 
of industrial poisons, to relations with other-than-human beings that have long 
animated Indigenous spatial struggles.14 Also obfuscating is the trope of the “eco-
logical Indian,” a mainstay of the American environmental movement that has 
persistently cast Indigenous people as a source of premodern wisdom and spiri-
tual affirmation since at least the 1970s.15 Substituting the ecological Indian for the 
work of Native thinkers and makers reinforces images of American Indian people 
as localized reactionaries under perpetual threat from large-scale ruptures such as 
colonization and climate change, rather than as purveyors of imaginative forms of 
global collectivity and connectivity. Finally, a number of scholars have criticized 
the colonial parameters of ecological discourses still struggling to break free  
from European Enlightenment legacies that spurred the conquest of Natives and 
“Nature” alike.16 The Métis artist and scholar Zoe Todd, for one, has argued force-
fully that such inheritances are maintained in the universalizing rhetoric of the 
Anthropocene. The specter of human-wide culpability for climate change is pro-
duced in “‘white public space’—space in which Indigenous ideas and experi-
ences are appropriated, or obscured, by non-Native practitioners.”17 In fact, the 
map of climate-related suffering and other environmental injustices follows  
the well-worn grooves of European colonization.18 

Notwithstanding the urgency of these concerns, I see the framework of con-
temporary art and ecology as malleable and on the move. The most auspicious 
efforts—Demos’s allied polemic “against the Anthropocene,” for one—demon-
strate a commitment to anticolonial critique and Indigenous inclusion.19 More 
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March 17–April, 28, 2017; Art of  Environmental 
Justice in an Expanded Field: A Symposium on 
Creative Activism and Eco-Politics across Boundaries, 
Princeton Environmental Institute, April, 13, 2017; 
and Ecologies, Agents, Terrains, Clark Art Institute, 
May 4–6, 2017. 
14. I borrow A. Irving Hallowell’s phrase “other-
than-human persons,” used to describe Ojibwa 
concepts of  the latent or active powers of  a 
wide variety of  materials, in place of  the binary 
distinction between humans and nonhumans cur-
rently popular in academic discourses. Hallowell, 
“Ojibwa Ontology, Behavior, and World View,” 
in Culture in History: Essays in Honor of  Paul Radin, 
ed. Stanley Diamond (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1960), 19–52.
15. See Finis Dunaway, Seeing Green: The Use and 
Abuse of  American Environmental Images (Chicago: 
University of  Chicago Press, 2015), 79–95.
16. See Jessica L. Horton and Janet Catherine 
Berlo, “Beyond the Mirror: Indigenous Ecologies 
and ‘New Materialisms’ in Contemporary Art,” 
Third Text 27, no. 1 (2013): 17–28; Kim TallBear, 
“An Indigenous Reflection on Working beyond 
the Human/Not Human,” GLQ: A Journal of  
Lesbian and Gay Studies 21, no. 2–3 ( June 2015): 
230–35; Zoe Todd, “An Indigenous Feminist’s 
Take on the Ontological Turn: ‘Ontology’ Is 
Just Another Word for Colonialism,” Journal of  
Historical Sociology 29 (March 2016): 4–22 (first 
published in shorter blog form in 2014); Zoe 
Todd, “Indigenizing the Anthropocene” in Davis 
and Turpin, Art in the Anthropocene, 241–54, 
which contains useful discussions of  the work of  
other Native theorists, especially Vanessa Watts, 
“Indigenous Place-Thought and Agency amongst 
Humans and Non-humans (First Woman and 
Sky Woman go on a European Tour!), DIES: 
Decolonization, Indigeneity, Education and Society 
2, no. 1 (2013): 20–34; Daniel R. Wildcat, Red 
Alert!: Saving the Planet with Indigenous Knowledge 
(Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 2009). 
17. Todd, “Indigenizing the Anthropocene,” 243.
18. See Anthony Costello et al., “Managing the 
Health Effects of  Climate Change: Lancet and 
University College London Institute for Global 
Health Commission,” Lancet 373, no. 9676 (2009): 
1693–1733, especially the map rep. Mirzoeff, 227.
19. T. J. Demos, “Against the Anthropocene,” 
Foto_museum, May 25, 2015, at http://blog.
fotomuseum.ch/2015/05/iii-against-the-anthropo-
cene/Demos, as of  October 23, 2016.
20. Horton, and Berlo, “Beyond the Mirror”; 
Jessica L. Horton, Art for an Undivided Earth: The 
American Indian Movement Generation (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2017). 
21. Winona LaDuke, All Our Relations: Native 
Struggles for Land and Life (Cambridge, MA: South 
End Press, 1999).
22. For a detailed account of  these events, see 
Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen Warrior, Like 
a Hurricane: The Indian Movement from Alcatraz to 
Wounded Knee (New York: New Press, 1997).

than decrying the marginalization of Native American art histories, this essay 
visualizes some of their intersections with existing eco-art lineages on a deeply 
contested ground. I briefly retrace a path of art and criticism in the decades 
between AIM and NoDAPL to consider tensions and resonances between the 
work of select Indigenous practitioners and broader developments in art and 
ecology. Some of the groundwork is laid in a previous article I coauthored with 
Janet Catherine Berlo, “Beyond the Mirror: Indigenous Ecologies and ‘New 
Materialisms’ in Contemporary Art,” for a special issue of Third Text on contempo-
rary art and the politics of ecology, edited by Demos in 2013, as well as my 
recently published book, Art for an Undivided Earth: The American Indian Movement 
Generation.20 Some of the same artists and insights from that research reappear 
here. This essay differs in its aim to build a genealogy of ecocritical concerns  
connecting philosophy and activism during AIM in the 1970s, so-called identity 
art of the 1980s and 1990s, and creative media in the context of Anthropocene 
discourses after 2000. Putting “Native struggles for land and life” in dialogue with 
contemporary ecoaesthetics—or more specifically, considering their intersections 
in a continuum of First Nations texts and artworks—bears on some of the most 
pressing problems in both fields.21 A historically informed engagement with the 
political status of Native American lands can yield a fuller understanding of the 
interdependencies among colonialism, capitalism, and ecological devastation. 
More profoundly, the related arts have played a critical role in transmitting alter-
native means of organizing human-earth relations through a painful history to 
address our equally fraught present. 

The American Indian Movement and Environmentalism in the 1970s

The key events of AIM spanned a decade beginning in 1969, spurring dispa-
rate Native Americans to articulate shared strategies for the decolonization of 
homelands that were either continuously inhabited or collectively remembered. 
Political aspirations mingled with philosophical treatises that identified the 
source of human power in sensuous and spiritual relationships to particular 
environments. Notably, the public front of the movement—especially activists’ 
reclamation of former prison barracks on Alcatraz Island in San Francisco Bay as 
“Indian Land” in 1969, the Trail of Broken Treaties march that ended in the occu-
pation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs headquarters in Washington, DC, in 1972, 
and the armed takeover of the town of Wounded Knee, South Dakota, the site of 
the infamous 1890 massacre of men, women, and children by the US Cavalry, in 
1973—coincided with the circulation of photographs of the whole earth taken 
from outer space, which shaped a new emphasis on planetary holism in environ-
mentalist discourses.22 What connections and fissures lay between these galvaniz-
ing images and events? 

Among the most important texts written during AIM, the Dakota scholar 
Vine Deloria Jr.’s God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (1972) presents a sustained argu-
ment for sacred lands as permanent fixtures in the worldviews of American 
Indians. Indigenous people engage in what Deloria called spatial thinking, 
anchored in specific places either continuously inhabited or collectively remem-
bered. More than an empty container for human activities, he defined space as 
the product of complex, reciprocal relationships between differently positioned 

CAA_AJ_SU17_INTERIOR_FINAL.indd   51 8/25/17   3:48 PM



52     summer 2017

23. Vine Deloria Jr., God Is Red: A Native View of  
Religion, 3rd ed. (Golden, CO: Fulcrum, 2003), 
66–67. 
24. Ibid., 63.
25. Ibid., 62. 
26. Jimmie Durham, “American Indian Culture: 
Traditionalism and Spiritualism in a Revolutionary 
Struggle” (1974), in A Certain Lack of  Coherence: 
Writings on Art and Cultural Politics, ed. Jean Fisher 
(London: Kala Press, 1993), 13.
27. Ibid., 18–19, emphasis in original.
28. Ibid., 13–14. The original version was circulated 
as a study paper for the Native American Support 
Committee of  AIM. Durham later declared his 
essay a mistake, bemoaning, “The FBI [Federal 
Bureau of  Investigation] took it, doctored it, 
and distributed it to all the Tribal Councils to 
prove that AIM was ‘infiltrated by communists.’” 
Durham, A Certain Lack of  Coherence, vii.
29. Durham, “American Indian Culture,” 15. For 
recent variations on this theme, see LaDuke; 
Anne Waters, ed., American Indian Thought: 
Philosophical Essays (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004); 
and Daniel R. Wildcat, Red Alert!: Saving the Planet 
with Indigenous Knowledge (Golden, CO: Fulcrum, 
2009).
30. Durham, “American Indian Culture,” 17.
31. Ibid., 14. Deloria likewise stated, “Revelation 
was seen as a continuous process of  adjustment 
to the natural surroundings and not as a specific 
message valid for all times and places.” Deloria, 
God Is Red, 67.

human and other-than-human persons, including the land itself as a life-shaping 
force. Political and spiritual power are derived “directly from the world around 
[people], from their relationships with other forms of life. Context is therefore 
all-important for both practice and the understanding of reality.”23 In contrast, 
Deloria argued that Western European Christian culture is driven by autonomous 
temporal concerns. Those who colonized the Americas grant primacy to progress, 
envisioning history as the teleological conquest of empty space by humans 
advancing through stages of civilization: “Time proceeds in a linear fashion. . . . 
At a particular point in the unraveling of this sequence, the peoples of Western 
Europe become the guardians of the world.”24 Rather than recognizing Indigenes 
as coeval inhabitants of a shared earth, this cosmology construes Natives of the 
New World as primitives locked in an earlier stage of a single, dominant narrative 
of history. For Deloria, an essential conflict between “thinking in time and space” 
underpinned the violent conquest of American lands and peoples as well as 
Indigenous resistance during AIM.25

The artist and activist Jimmie Durham, who directed the International 
Indian Treaty Council (IITC)—a branch of AIM dedicated to building transna-
tional alliances and support from the United Nations (UN)—from 1974 to 1979, 
enlarged Deloria’s better-known argument two years later. His essay “American 
Indian Culture: Traditionalism and Spiritualism in a Revolutionary Struggle” 
(1974) explicitly addressed an audience of white liberals, including environmen-
talists. Durham claimed that “Western society is divided in non-connecting 
squares. Each square represents an area of human activity or knowledge.”26 Due  
to such modular specialization, the individual is alienated from a holistic under-
standing of the relationship between parts. This separation has implications for 
the objectification of nature: “Dissatisfied ‘environmentalists’ want to ‘save’ cer-
tain areas of the Earth for ‘aesthetic’ reasons not because those areas are good in 
themselves as part of the Earth that sustains life. We are supposed to think about 
those regions, we are not supposed to be in them. . . . It is to be considered the 
same as a good painting or, finally, a good TV show, only in 3D.”27 Durham con-
trasted a square episteme with the circular shape of Indigenous societies, each 
“an integrated whole, and non-alienating” in which “knowledge was comprehen-
sible to, and in the hands of, the people.”28 American Indian spiritualism recog-
nizes no division among nature, religion, economics, and politics, instead basing 
human thought and action on the recognition that “sustenance and creation 
come from the earth.”29 While acknowledging the distortions of Indigenous 
worldviews under nearly five centuries of occupation, Durham argued that sur-
viving, adaptive forms of Native spiritualism could act as “a liberation force” from 
an imposed colonial order.30 To a greater degree than Deloria, he emphasized  
that Indigenous understandings of the social and material world are inherently 
dynamic and responsive to change: “When new things come into our circle it 
expands. When new things come into Western society another square is added.”31 
Durham envisioned an epistemology flexible enough to encompass, rather than 
merely oppose, colonial modernity, thereby bolstering spatial thinking with a 
temporal dimension that ensured the openness, even worldliness, of the circle. 

The sharp contrast in worldviews drawn by Durham and Deloria was a con-
sistent theme throughout AIM, apparent, for example, in activists’ earlier proposal 
to create a center dedicated to the “ecological studies based on an Indian view of 
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running-it.html, as of  June 22, 2017.
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34. McKee, 547.
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Nature. McKee is borrowing from Vandana Shiva 
and J. Bandopadhayah, “Science, Environment, 
and Democratic Rights,” People’s Union for Civil 
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from-archives/Industries-envirn-resettlement/
science-environ.htm, as of  September 20, 2016.
36. See Finis Dunaway, “The Crying Indian,” in 
Seeing Green: The Use and Abuse of  American 
Environmental Images (Chicago: University of  
Chicago Press, 2015), 79–95.
37. For example, when Shepard Krech III set out 
to critique the construction in a controversial 
book in 2000, he framed his query as a matter 
of  recovering “truth,” offering the body count of  
bison driven over cliffs by Plains hunters as a myth 
buster. Krech, “Buffalo,” in The Ecological Indian: 
Myth and History (New York: Norton, 1999), 
123–50. For rejoinders to Krech, see Michael E. 
Harkin, Native Americans and the Environment: 
Perspectives on the Ecological Indian (Lincoln: 
University of  Nebraska Press, 2007); and Annette 
Kolodny, “Rethinking the ‘Ecological Indian’: A 
Penobscot Precursor,” Interdisciplinary Studies in 
Literature and the Environment 14, no. 1 (Winter 
2007): 1–23. See also Greg Garrard, Ecocriticism 
(New York: Routledge, 2012), 127–36. However 
fraught, the figure of  the ecological Indian has 
proven durable, and is sometimes efficacious for 
Natives as well as non-Natives. 

nature—that man should live with the land and not simply on it.”32 Both authors 
foregrounded Indigenous tools for conceptualizing human embeddedness in an 
interconnected earth otherwise divided by the conquest of land and people alike. 
In particular, Durham’s description of an expansive, dynamic circle of relation-
ships without a fixed outer limit resonates with whole earth images while pre-
senting a challenge to their history of interpretation. Writing some four decades 
later, McKee, James Nisbet, and others have critiqued a tendency in mainstream 
American environmentalism since the 1960s to treat the earth as a singular object 
or a closed, self-regulating system subject to human reparation, management, or 
both.33 This model produced technocratic and ameliorative “global” solutions to 
environmental imbalance and universalizing claims to planetary togetherness. 
According to McKee, such ideas have “until recently been imported into aesthetic 
discourse with unqualified enthusiasm.”34 They maintained the priority of a 
depoliticized humankind over an objectified nature, while paving over long-
standing trajectories of colonial-capitalist exploitation and the grossly uneven  
distribution of environmental damage in their wake. Absent from these scholars’ 
historiographies, however, is the work of theorists and artists who offer sustained 
analyses of European colonization as the mutual domination of Natives and 
nature in the context of decolonization struggles in the 1970s. Deloria and 
Durham did not accept the passive victimization of Indigenous peoples and their 
environments before the devastating forces of globalization, nor did they imagine 
some mythical state of human togetherness. Rather, each generalized and recon-
textualized Amerindian cosmologies to emphasize difference, disagreement, and 
dynamism in intrahuman and other-than-human relations. They anticipated 
worldwide demands for environmental justice—what McKee calls “rights to sur-
vival,” Nicholas Mirzoeff identifies as “the decolonization of the atmosphere,” 
and Demos terms “decolonizing nature”—that animated broader ecocritical 
debates after 1992.35 

At the same time, by positing a firm dividing line between Indigenous 
American and Euro-American worldviews after nearly five centuries of entangle-
ment, Deloria and Durham may have inadvertently reinforced romantic ideas 
about the ecological Indian. The famous tear that rolled down the cheek of Iron 
Eyes Cody, played by an Italian-American actor who paddled across trash-filled 
waterways in Keep America Beautiful advertisements beginning in 1971, signaled to 
viewers the loss of a generic spiritual state of harmony with the land.36 Recalling 
the befeathered figures at the edge of Asher B. Durand’s allegorical painting Progress 
(The Advance of Civilization) from 1853, Cody’s anachronistic character was a silent 
ghost, witnessing a now-perverse modernity unfolding without his participation. 
The ecological Indian perpetuates an assumption that Indigenous beliefs in an 
enspirited landscape put inherent constraints on consumption lacking in capitalist 
cultures. Instead of acknowledging a shared modernity, the trope permits the judg-
ment of good and bad American Indians by the measuring stick of a primitive  
wilderness fantasy.37 This either-or scenario rests on Euro-American moral and 
aesthetic values. It sidesteps the challenging work of translating Native American 
perspectives while eclipsing politics altogether. Such representations furthermore 
ensure that concepts like the beautiful, the harmonious, and the sustainable are 
fixed in advance of Indigenous practices, making it tricky to differentiate new 
intellectual and creative work from an already thoroughly aestheticized field. 
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41. See Jimmie Durham, “An Open Letter on 
Recent Developments in the American Indian 
Movement/International Indian Treaty Council,” 
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As AIM activists discovered, actual First Nations land claims threatened the 
desired purity of “nature’s nation.”38 Speaking of the disappointing lack of sup-
port from American environmentalists, Durham stated, “For them it was strictly 
an environmental issue and if you brought in indigenous land rights it became 
politicized. . . . A lot of the little groups are actively against Indians because we’re 
just other humans polluting what should be pristine land.”39 His commentary 
highlights a persistent dualism in mainstream apprehension of Native American 
attitudes toward nature: on the one hand, the projection of a depoliticized 
Indigenous spirituality into an Edenic past, and on the other, the rejection of 
ongoing contemporary challenges to the settler colonial occupation of Native ter-
ritory. The situation mirrors the approach of conservationists on behalf of the 
national park system in the late nineteenth century, who treated Shoshone, Nez 
Perce, and other groups as “renegades to be excluded from a civilized and domes-
ticated national wilderness.”40 Not surprisingly, Durham eschewed environmen-
talism as a viable framework for Indigenous justice in the 1970s—a political 
position that subsequently informed his creative tampering with classifications of 
human, animal, vegetal, and mineral matter. He likewise reported that the IITC’s 
efforts to secure UN support for Indigenous treaty rights failed due to the domi-
nance of nation-state members invested in colonial and capitalist expansion. A 
similar problem has since plagued the development of shared governance at UN 
climate summits.41 Durham resigned from the IITC in 1979, as the movement 
suffered from the infiltration of Federal Bureau of Investigation agents, a national 
media blackout, and activist infighting.42 In the wake of these developments, art 
proved to be a generous realm for exploring what formal political processes had 
seemingly foreclosed: a recognition that nearly five hundred years of settler colo-
nialism remixed, without entirely displacing, Indigenous approaches to the 
“whole earth.”

Repoliticizing the Ecological Indian in the 1980s and 1990s

Long before AIM, Native American makers negotiated a modernity dominated 
by colonial nation-states, broken treaties, and relentless resource exploitation by 
using aesthetic practices to conceptualize and noncoercively shape relations of 
governance. As revealed in the award-winning exhibition Nation to Nation: Treaties 
between the United States and American Indian Nations (2014–21) at the National Museum 
of the American Indian in Washington, DC, Haudenosaunee wampum belts and 
Arapaho calumets, or “peace pipes,” embody what US and Canadian legal docu-
ments rarely record, namely, the central role of other-than-human persons in 
the ethical jurisdiction of shared space.43 Historical diplomatic arts furthermore 
crystalize political principles for subsequent generations, regardless of their 
capacity to secure lasting nation-to-nation agreements. The Tuscarora scholar and 
artist Jolene Rickard sees continuity between old and new practices of “visual 
sovereignty” that transcend Euro-American legal-national frameworks to embody 
“the consciousness that it is the renewable quality of the earth’s ecosystems that 
sustain life.”44 She asserts the ongoing relevance of a historical consciousness of 
the Guswentah, or Two Row Wampum, comprising woven strands of white and 
purple shell beads that form an abstract representation of two vessels traveling on 
parallel paths down the same river, materializing peace, equality, and reciproc-
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ity between the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, Dutch settlers, and the vital lands 
they shared in 1613.45 Put differently, First Nations have long practiced diplomacy 
in the name of ecology, encoded and communicated through wordless arts. 
Imaginative reprisals of this intersection in contemporary art have consistently 
answered to universalizing accounts of planetary dysfunction with calls for justice 
that bind disparate human and other-than-human persons. Such considerations 
prompt me to chart a different course through so-called identity art of the 1980s 
and 1990s, toward a more expansive genealogy of ecocritical contemporary art. 

Durham’s Mataoka Ale Attakulakula Anel Guledisgo Hnihi: Pocahontas and the Little 
Carpenter in London effectively maps the overlapping terrains of diplomacy, art, and 
ecology. The large-scale installation opened at Matt’s Gallery in London in 1988, 
just as climate change was emerging as a major public concern.46 A vast assembly 
of nailed, hammered, and glued materials recalls two journeys. First, Mataoka—
called Pocahontas by the British—the famed translator and daughter of an impor-
tant Algonquian chief, accompanied her husband, the Englishman John Rolfe, 
their infant son, Thomas, and other members of the Powhatan nation to London 
in 1616, where she met with the queen and died of illness before returning home. 
Second, the lesser-known Cherokee diplomat Attakulakula, translated by the 
British as “The Little Carpenter,” sailed to England with a delegation of six others 
in 1730, where they negotiated the Treaty of Whitehall. In the pamphlet accompa-
nying the exhibition, Durham wrote, “When I began researching the lives and 
myths of Pocahontas and Attakulakula in London I found such a morass of lies 
and of important truths untold, I realized that there was no way I could present a 
counter-narrative.”47 Accordingly, Mataoka resembles a “cigar store Indian,” a class 
of stereotyped wooden sculpture first used to advertise tobacco, the valuable new 
commodity cultivated in the Americas, in Britain in the seventeenth century.48 
She is bodiless except for a funerary sheath of black draped over scrap lumber. 
Fake neon feathers surround her carved, downtrodden face; a patch of boa con-
strictor skin covers one cheek.49 Mataoka is located at the center of the installa-
tion in a room plastered with European representations of the “princess,” scattered 
with cigarettes and fake roses, and labeled “shrine (to a cheap romance).” Her 
voice is silenced, written over by stacks of newspapers and authoritative books in 
the nearby section called “history.” A patchwork figure with golden hair repre-
senting Attakulakula grips a snakelike figure in a nearby section titled “guardian.” 
In his other hand is a facsimile of the Treaty of Whitehall, which pledged the 
friendship of the crown in exchange for exclusive British rights to settlement and 
trade in Cherokee lands. 

Amid signs of oppressive manipulation, Durham interwove an alternative, 
expansive understanding of diplomacy as carpentry throughout the installation. 
He proposes that Attakulakula earned the nickname the Little Carpenter by exer-
cising the skill to “bring together society’s disparate elements, disputing factions 
and potentially profitable trade undertakings.”50 The artist accordingly fashioned 
the sinuous creature held by Attakulakula from rattlesnake skin, painted sticks, 
and plastic rattles. The composite figure calls to mind the powerful horned ser-
pent named Uktena in Cherokee history.51 It shares a scaly surface with Mataoka’s 
cheek, suggesting common animal kin beyond the purview of colonial represen-
tations. The artist’s poetry further associates snakes with eloquent speech (rattles) 
and decisive action (bites).52 
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Mataoka Ale Attakulakula Anel Guledisgo Hnihi models diplomacy as the creative 
fashioning of humans, animals, materials, and words into new, shared political 
structures. Addressing the limitations of formal political representation for 
Indigenous peoples and their other-than-human relations inside colonial systems, 
the whole of Mataoka Ale Attakulakula Anel Guledisgo Hnihi can be understood as a his-
tory of negotiations that remains under construction. Raw wood beams form a 
series of open, interconnected rooms in which patchwork Native American, 
European, and animal figures interact, recalling Attakulakula’s vision of the con-
tested Carolinas as “one house [that] covers us all.”53 Durham has similarly 
described the entire universe as a “big council meeting” in which all present are 
responsible for “listening . . . and speaking well.”54 His material expression of 
diplomatic relations extends beyond the closures of colonial nationalisms and 
official documents to model an unfinished process of consensus-building among 
all entities who share a particular landscape. 

Durham’s emphasis on the philosophical and material dimensions of Native 
treaty negotiations provides a useful entry point to a series of contemporaneous 
performances staged by Rebecca Belmore. Artifact #671B (1988) references the 
Liquor Control Board of Ontario’s number for a favorite local brand of cheap 
wine as well as the objectifying assignment of Indian identification numbers  
by Canadian and US governments. The artist sat cross-legged and wrapped in 
blankets on a snowy street outside the Thunder Bay Art Gallery in Thunder Bay, 
Ontario, with a Shell logo pinned to her chest and an upside-down Canadian flag 

53. A transcript of  Attakulakula’s speech is quoted 
in James C. Kelly, “Notable Persons in Cherokee 
History: Attakullakulla,” Journal of  Cherokee Studies 
3, no. 1 (Winter 1978): 10.
54. Jimmie Durham, “Jimmie Durham,” in Land, 
Spirit, Power: First Nations Art at the National Gallery 
of  Canada, ed. Diana Nemiroff, Robert Houle, 
and Charlotte Townsend-Gault, exh. cat. (Ottawa: 
National Gallery of  Canada, 1992), 145. 

Jimmie Durham, details of Mataoka 
Ale Attakulakula Anel Guledisgo Hnihi 
(Pocahontas and the Little Carpenter in 
London), 1988, mixed-media installation, instal-
lation view, Matt’s Gallery, London (artwork © 
Jimmie Durham; photograph provided by Matt’s 
Gallery) 
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attached to her back. She was visible to members of the public and the media 
along the torchbearer procession route for the Winter Olympics, which occurred 
in Calgary, Alberta, that year. The government of Alberta had recently awarded 
drilling rights to Shell Oil on land claimed by the Lubicon Cree Nation in a fifty-
year dispute among Indigenous, corporate, and Canadian leaders. The company 
was also a sponsor for the major exhibition The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s 
First Peoples, organized by Calgary’s Glenbow Museum.55 An occupation involving 
bodily endurance by a woman of Anishinaabe heritage, Artifact #671B was indebted 
to histories of Indigenous activism as well as performance art that addresses the 
intersections of gender, race, space, and power.56 The latter included James Luna’s 
Artifact Piece of 1987, in which the artist put his body and personal belongings—
scars from bar brawls, divorce papers, rock-and-roll records—on display in a 
vitrine in the San Diego Museum of Man for four hours alongside “natural history” 
displays of Southern California Indigenous peoples’ bones and material culture. 
Artifact #671B drew connections between the colonial-capitalist objectification  
of Indigenous bodies, the appropriation of their art, and the commodification of 
their lands. Belmore established this juncture using a mode of embodied protest 
that recalled the spectacular events of AIM. While concentrating attention on  
marginalized human actors, this approach did not account for other-than-human 
sources of power long central to material expressions of Indigenous diplomacy. 

Three years later, Belmore introduced a participatory form of political 
address that included land as a collaborator. Ayumee-aawach Oomama-mowan: Speaking to 
Their Mother (1991) provided a mobile technology for Indigenous oratory and sto-
rytelling practices in response to the media’s neglect of First Nations perspectives 
on an uprising in Oka, Quebec, that year. The Mohawk community of Kanesatake 
erected road barricades to protest the development of a golf course and luxury 
condominium on Indigenous burial grounds, prompting a violent reaction from 
the provincial police. Belmore subsequently traveled a giant wooden megaphone 
around Canada, from Banff National Park, to a northern Saskatchewan logging 

Rebecca Belmore, Artifact #671B, 1988, 
performance, Thunder Bay, Ontario (artwork  
© Rebecca Belmore)
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blockade, to the Prime Minister’s home, inviting participants in each place to 
address their chosen narratives to the surrounding land. While resonating with 
Indigenous worldviews, the notion of earth as a female body—specifically, a 
bountiful maternal womb—was appropriated and essentialized by environmen-
talists, new agers, and feminists alongside the Crying Indian in the 1970s. As Jane 
Blocker articulated in relation to the work of the Cuban-American performance 
artist Ana Mendieta, “Earth is nature to the nation’s culture. It is free from politics 
while the nation is defined politically, universal while the nation is particular, 
timeless while the nation is contingent.”57 Put in familiar terms, the gendered 
trope wed an objectified “whole earth” to a depoliticized ecological Indian,  
warranting criticisms I have already rehearsed. In Ayumee-aawach Oomama-mowan, 
Belmore reclaimed and transformed this overdetermined figure without resorting 
to nostalgic notions of premodern purity. The outsized wooden megaphone 
transformed a technology of modern manufacture and authority into a conduit 
for connecting a variety of human and other-than-human speakers and address-
ees. Here participants’ conversations with “their mother” were occasioned by and 
thoroughly entangled with state power, commercial development, and mass 
media, as well as First Nations land claims, environmental knowledge, and oral 
traditions. As the sound of human voices bounced off boulders and buildings, it 
assumed the features of a politicized contemporary landscape, in which ancestral, 
matrilineal, national, corporate, and “natural” sources of power clashed and min-
gled.58 Instead of a timeless feminine essence inviting passive worship (or worse, 
colonial penetration), earth was grasped as a dynamic set of relations shaped by 
participants willing to both talk and listen.  

Thanks to a centuries-old visual culture linking Natives and nature, advocat-
ing for First Nations contributions to ecoaesthetics can seem dangerously self-
evident. When considering the reception of Indigenous practices, it matters that 
repoliticizing the ecological Indian in the manner of Durham and Belmore is 
consonant with subsequent efforts to displace purified nature in ecocritical 
debates. With the publication of William Cronan’s “The Trouble with Wilderness: 
Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” (1995), Bruno Latour’s The Politics of Nature 
(2004), Timothy Morton’s Ecology without Nature (2007), Donna Haraway’s When 

Rebecca Belmore, Ayumee-aawach 
Oomama-mowan: Speaking to Their Mother, 
1991, performance with a wooden megaphone, 
multiple locations (artwork © Rebecca Belmore)
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Species Meet (2008), and other seminal texts, nature has been rewritten as a thor-
oughly cultural domain, and in turn, politics is infused with material forms of 
power that appear inside and stretch beyond human categories. Informed by 
these interdisciplinary conversations, Demos emphasized that creative practitio-
ners began to investigate “nature-culture assemblages, insisting on the political 
dimensions of ecology and sustainability in relation to social justice and eco-
nomic equality” in the 1990s and 2000s.59 According to his timeline, a new 
emphasis on political ecology finally supplanted the restorationist ecoaesthetics 
of previous decades, which had isolated nature as an “autonomous sphere of 
existence.”60 I find that the most critical variants of this move—especially the 
calls for decolonization from Demos, McKee, and Mirzoeff that are cited through-
out this essay—have created a field of potential allies poised to better hear 
Indigenous concerns. At the same time, genealogical accounts of contemporary 
art and ecology remain blunted so long as they incorporate Native perspectives 
after powerful members of artistic and scholarly institutions arrive at formations 
of ecology long advocated by Indigenous thinkers and makers. Some of the same 
exclusions that shaped older myths about nature thereby persist in structuring 
new histories of ecocritical art.   

Our most powerful national and international governing bodies operate in a 
relational framework that excludes most earthly persons, human and otherwise. 
Yet collectively grappling with transborder monsters such as climate change can-
not proceed without a thorough political accounting of the entanglement of elite 
minorities, disenfranchised majorities, and other-than-human persons. Native 
intellectuals and leaders have laid the foundations for such a project by modeling 
worlds in which matter is not simply endowed with sensuous power, but is 
granted a role in mediating diverse human jurisdictions. “To speak about Mother 
Earth’s rights challenges the entire legal system on which this capitalist system is 
based,” stated former Bolivian Ambassador Pablo Solón Romero to the UN in 
2011. His words informed Rights of Nature: Art and Ecology in the Americas, an exhibition 
that Demos cocurated with Alex Farquharson and Irene Aristizábal at Nottingham 
Contemporary in 2015.61 Decades before, Durham and Belmore creatively mod-
eled kinship and dialogue among diverse human and other-than-human beings 
in the context of shared justice struggles. They critically addressed the absence of 
nonhuman life in the legal structures of modern nation-states that dominate the 
geopolitical order.62 Their work replaced a romanticized Native-nature continuum 
with an integrated field of diplomacy, ecology, and art. 

Colonialism and Climate Change in the 2000s

Even as political ecology has gained critical momentum, the post-2000s rhetoric 
of the Anthropocene regularly glosses the concerns of environmental justice with 
an assumption of human-wide culpability for climate change. Demos countered, 
“It is not native peoples, or impoverished communities, or underdeveloped 
countries who are subsidizing . . . the industrial fossil-fuel economy and its 
catastrophic impact.”63 In search of a term that captures the divisions and antago-
nisms at play, he joined Haraway and others in advocating for “Capitalocene” 
because it places due blame on a global minority of government and corporate 
leaders.64 As these debates unfold, I wonder what historical culpabilities are  
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quietly excused when we substitute modifiers such as “anthro” or even “capital” 
for “Euro” and “American”? From the perspective of a field shaped by misnomers 
that arrived on Spanish ships and have stuck around for half a millennium, the 
scramble to newly brand an era of earthly devastation looks a bit like claiming the 
discovery of an old story. As Todd has argued, the academic appeal of glossy new 
terms for disaster rests in part on the exclusion of diverse peoples who testify 
to the “ongoing damage of colonial and imperialist agendas.”65 Deloria echoed a 
lineage of Indigenous leaders when he described the world-changing coloniza-
tion of the Americas as a teleological conquest of space defined not as dynamic 
systems of diverse life so much as an empty container for a singular history.66 
Elizabeth Cook-Lynn similarly analyzed interdependent threads of ecocide (the 
killing of earth), genocide (the killing of people), and deicide (the killing of 
gods).67 For many Indigenous people, apocalypse concerns the past as much as 
the future.

Some of the most insightful recent projects by Native North American artists 
insist on a historical approach to the altered earth that exposes continuities with 
earlier imperialist projects. At the same time, they register the local, intimate,  
and embodied impacts of contemporary resource exploitation. Interwoven with 
critiques of the interdependencies between corporate and colonial violence, they 
creatively repurpose Indigenous environmental knowledge to the ends of survival. 
This dual approach is captured in the wordplay of Bonnie Devine’s Radiation and 
Radiance (1999). Seventy-eight drawings reflect her investigation of the history of 
uranium mining begun upstream of Ojibwa Serpent River First Nation in north-
ern Ontario in 1953, which grew to include a sulfuric acid plant in the middle of 
her community. After the last mine closed in 1996, nearly two hundred million 
tons of radioactive mill tailings continued to contaminate the Serpent River 
watershed, causing untold deaths of plant, animal, and human residents.68 In 
Radiation and Radiance, Devine joined the drawings into codices suggestive of 
Anishinaabe birch-bark scrolls that transmit sacred knowledge. She later animated 
them in the video Rooster Rock, the Story of Serpent River (2002).69 Prefacing signs of 
environmental injustice are the migration stories of her people, which tell of lines 
of canoes arriving at the mouth of the Serpent River near Lake Huron. There, some 
of the elders stopped, sensing power—radiance—coming from a granite rock out-
cropping, and determined that they had arrived at a home rich in ceremonial fea-
tures. Their teachings emphasize that manitos, spirits residing in the natural features 
of the land, are to be respected but not fundamentally disturbed.70 Equally relevant 
is the report of a ship captain’s geological “discoveries” at the same site from 1847, 
which eventually led to the extraction of uranium to spur the development of 
nuclear weapons in the United States in the 1950s.71 Devine’s multilayered archive 
transformed states again when, tempted to destroy hundreds of pages of “useless” 
research left over from her graduate education, she instead stitched and beaded 
them into a sixteen-foot Canoe (2003), using Anishinaabe construction techniques 
detailed in her notes.72 The fragile vessel conjoins seemingly incommensurate 
methods of perceiving, valuing, and navigating the same landforms. It wills a  
precarious dialogue to unfold among Indigenous carpentry, ancestral teachings, 
resource prospecting, and corporate science.

Devine uses poetic forms to grasp the enigmatic nature of uranium. Her 
decades-long endeavor stemmed from childhood observations of the conical 
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piles of glimmering yellow tailings, byproducts of the mining process that are at 
once beautiful and highly toxic, strewn through her community. Noting that sci-
entists sometimes use a language of kinship to describe nuclear processes—for 
example, decay can produce “radioactive daughters”—the artist has suggested 
that uranium is “a kind of life form that we haven’t catalogued or recognized or 
politicized as a being.”73 Her installation Phenomenology (2015) juxtaposes materials 
collected near a demolished sulfuric acid plant where raw ore was leached at 
midcentury, including a layered metamorphic rock called gneiss from the 
Serpent River, a decaying uranium sample, and industrial hardwood stakes like 
those used in prospecting, draped in white muslin.74 While stones are often 
associated in the English language with weight and immobility, Devine’s tableau 
highlights the animate potential of seemingly inert substances, as grasped in 
Anishinaabe verb tenses that make way for social relationships with other-than-
human entities.75 In particular, the disturbance of uranium-rich strata triggers a 
chain of invisible reactions capable of penetrating and modifying flesh. When 
the artist shrouded rigid stakes in pliable cloth and first exhibited them on an 
exposed hillside overlooking the Humber River near Lake Ontario, the installa-
tion swayed and frayed in winds that she believed carried unseen radioactive 
particles.76 The stakes are scaled to the human body. They call to mind a line of 

Bonnie Devine, Canoe, 2003, graphite and 
mixed media on paper, with twine, beads, and 
cotton thread. Collection of  Eiteljorg Museum of  
American Indians and Western Art, Indianapolis, 
Indiana (artwork © Bonnie Devine; photograph 
provided by National Museum of  the American 
Indian, Smithsonian Institution)
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ceremonial dancers dressed in fluttering gowns, or nomadic dwellings, such as 
the tipis that Plains peoples lined with muslin instead of hide amid the massive 
dislocations of US Indian removal in the nineteenth century. Across subatomic 
and atmospheric scales, Devine’s projects picture a world in a state of constant 
movement and transformation. Throughout, Anishinaabe environmental knowl-
edge likewise shape-shifts to navigate and persist through the mining industry’s 
catastrophic disturbance of elemental forces.

Will Wilson’s multimedia project Auto Immune Response (AIR) (2005–ongoing) 
similarly visualizes desertification, “a process by which fertile land turns into bar-
ren land or desert,” as a colonial technique of “slow violence.”77 His project con-
nects climate change to the conquest of Dinétah (the Navajo Nation), the physical 
and spiritual homeland of the Diné (Navajo), or Earth Surface People, in the arid 
Four Corners region of the southwestern United States. Here I expand on our 
brief discussion in “Beyond the Mirror” to emphasize the work’s relationship  
to Anthropocene discourses. As Traci Brynne Voyles has analyzed, US officials’  
designation of Dinétah as “a waterless worthless waste” preempted the violent 
cleansing of Diné agriculture, animals, and humans beginning in the nineteenth 
century.78 This willed project of desertification continued in the second half of  
the twentieth century, as Indigenous Southwest lands unwittingly hosted nuclear 

Bonnie Devine, Phenomenology, 2015, 92 
hardwood stakes, muslin, rock from Cutler, 
Ontario, uranium sample in aluminum canis-
ter, glass shelf, installation views, University 
of  Toronto Art Centre, 2015, and McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection, 2015. Collection of  the 
artist (artwork © Bonnie Devine; photographs 
provided by the artist)
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detonations and more than three thousand Diné laborers were exposed to carci-
nogenic uranium ore in some twenty-five hundred mines.79 The first iteration of 
AIR, which debuted at the Heard Museum in Phoenix in 2006, traces the journey 
of a Diné man through a poisoned landscape and into an architectural interior. 
Seven monumental digital photographic collages surround the perimeter of a 
metal hogan—a circular Diné house—recalling the nineteenth-century aspira-
tions of the panorama to immerse visitors in a total viewing experience. How-
ever, the sublime Western landscape tradition is interrupted by clues to invisible 
poisons. As we follow the sightline of the Indigenous man in profile across the 
horizon of AIR #1, we encounter fence posts, power lines, an atrophied atom 
bomb, and his faint body double wearing a gas mask. These ghosts hail from a 
multilayered history of land uses and abuses that collectively create an environ-
ment inhospitable to life. The shimmering pool of water covering the terrestrial 
surface is now cast in an ominous light, calling to mind the largest nuclear spill 
in US history, which sent ninety-three million gallons of radioactive waste cours-
ing through Dinétah in 1979.80 The AIR series is ostensibly set in a postapocalyptic 
future, not unlike the predicted horrors of climate change. Yet citations of mul-
tiple past events and processes suggest that catastrophe has already happened, 
again and again, at Dinétah. 

Parallel to Anishinaabe teachings that warn against disturbing the manitos, 
some Diné understand the subterranean veins of uranium as a giant yellow snake, 
of the sort that twin heroes, Monster Slayer and Child of the Water, sent into 
slumber in mythic times to make the earth habitable by humans.81 Wilson con-
jures the relevance of such stories in AIR #5, in which the body of the gas-mask-
wearing protagonist is doubled and joined by a single, tangled air tube that 
resembles an umbilical cord. The “twins,” bloody-eyed and streaked with earthen 
white clay, resume the struggle against monsters awakened in mines. Auto Immune 
Response, its title conjuring a diseased body at odds with itself and its surround-
ings, thus begins with a diagnosis. Wilson’s title parallels Mirzoeff ’s recent assess-
ment of a globe beset by “autoimmune climate-changing capitalism syndrome,”  
a condition rendered invisible by a Western landscape tradition devoted to aes-
theticizing—and anesthetizing—environmental damage.82 Yet Mirzoeff ’s call to 
“occupy climate change,” made in the wake of Occupy Wall Street and focused  
on political organizing in the global South, does not adequately account for  
the fraught legacy of occupation as it pertains to the conquest of Indigenous 
American lands. Furthermore, an exclusive focus on the immediacy of mass gath-
ering misses the more subtle, durational work of Indigenous diplomacy and asso-
ciated arts that anchor “Red Power” in complex interdependencies with a range 
of others, human and otherwise.

Like Canoe and Phenomenology, AIR shifts our attention from spectacles of occu-
pation to the scrappy survival of those who stay. The photographic collages reveal 
Wilson’s protagonist sprinkling yellow corn pollen in prayer and building a 
hogan with the help of a laptop and postindustrial remnants that litter the land. 
Photographic frames give way to architectural ones, as visitors are invited to enter 
the three-dimensional structure in the center of the gallery. It is both a pragmatic 
house and a philosophical construct that organizes Diné dwelling according to 
distinctive principles of time and space. First Man and First Woman, Holy People 
who had perfect knowledge of the world, created and animated a prototype,  

previous pages:

Will Wilson, Auto Immune Response # 1 and 
Auto Immune Response # 5, 2005, archival 
pigment prints, ea. 44 x 79 in. (111.7 x 200.6 cm). 
(artworks © Will Wilson; photographs provided  
by the artist) 
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giving form and order to chaos in the universe.83 By repeating mythic beginnings, 
new forms of house-building make possible the central Diné concept of Sa’ah 
naaghaii bik’eh hozho, which translates roughly as “a long life lived in beauty, har-
mony, and happiness with one’s environment.” In contrast, unnatural illness and 
premature death signal the disruption of balanced relations and require realign-
ment through ceremonies that take place in the center of the hogan.84 Visitors to 
Wilson’s high-tech variant could lie on a bed coursing with artificial light, orient-
ing their bodies toward the ceiling, the sky, and ideally, dimensions that cannot 
be seen. Wilson turns our attention to the everyday challenge of dwelling as phys-
ical, political, and philosophical work. Central to this project are Diné concepts of 
beauty that extend beyond the domain of the visible, as a counter to the unseen 
irradiation of Indigenous land and bodies. Both Devine and Wilson further sug-
gest that although the Anishinaabe and the Diné are not the primary agents of 
devastation in their homelands, communal stories and ethics remain paramount 
in the project of survival. 

Art and #NoDAPL

As many critics have noted, the intractable system of global capitalism and the 
correspondingly vast scale of climate change can make apocalypse seem inevi-
table. Feelings of depression and futility can eclipse response and responsibility, 
particularly the difficult work of devising physical and conceptual structures for 
survival. The projects I have discussed do not locate the tools for such a practice 
in either a mythical Edenic past or in a deferred disastrous future, but rather in 
stories of Indigenous persistence and resourceful refashioning throughout a his-
tory of colonization that is still unfolding. Such a potent mix of past accounting 
and creative response has animated a wide array of recent Indigenous actions 
against corporate resource exploitation, cohering with unprecedented force 
around the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline. Reprising the connec-
tions between diplomacy, justice, and aesthetics considered throughout this essay, 
the House of Tears Carvers of the Lummi Nation in western Washington set out 
on a five-thousand-mile journey across Canada and the United States carrying a 
twenty-two-foot-long totem pole on the back of a flatbed truck in 2016. On an 
extensive website dedicated to the trip, the Lummi insisted on the global dimen-
sions of their own legal battle against the proposed Gateway Pacific Terminal coal 
station that threatens treaty-based fishing rights. The growth in fossil fuel extrac-
tion in the Pacific Northwest, and its eventual transport to China across the Salish 
Sea was, they determined, a story that “needs to reach the largest possible audi-
ence.”85 Their own journey was designed “to bring attention to proposed fossil 
fuel terminals, oil trains, coal trains, and oil pipelines, and the threat they pose 
to tribes and local communities” and “to bear witness to the need for all peoples 
to work together in the name of our common humanity and our covenant with 
Mother Earth.”86 More than a citation of the ecological Indian, the relationships 
between the bald eagle, buffalo skull, and spiritual leaders on the face of the pole  
were politicized by a savvy anticorporate media campaign that harnessed the lan-
guage of global climate justice. 

As with others during and after AIM, Lummi leaders expanded protest 
modalities with a creative practice of diplomacy focused on alliance building 
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among disparate human and other-than-human communities. Among the carved 
and painted figures appear several calumets like the ones smoked to spiritually 
consecrate historical treaties between Plains people and their colonizers.87 In 
August of 2016, the pole approached the NoDAPL encampments of Oceti Sakowin 
and allied water protectors near the Missouri River in North Dakota. The pipeline 
known to the Lakota as the “black snake” violates historical treaties by sending 
crude oil across unceded Native lands and rivers.88 It has drawn ire from justice-
minded publics around the world in the context of contemporary environmental-
ism. Yet evidence of cultural persistence throughout the camps—prayer bundles, 
equestrian regalia, and totem pole figures—located the struggle in a longer colo-
nial history that has shaped a shared, if violently divided, earth. The Lakota phrase 
Mni Wiconi (water is life) augmented Indigenous resistance to state and corporate 
abuse by communicating the noninstrumental value of nurturing liquid connect-
ing human bodies, other beings, and the land. In turn, the Lummis’ journey 
across contested geographies and historical periods reframed a declamatory dis-
course of the Anthropocene within a continuum of creative struggle—a story that 
is no more nor less urgent now than it was at first contact. 
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Jewell James, 22-foot red cedar totem 
pole, 2016 (artwork © Jewell James; photograph 
by Paul K. Anderson, provided by the Lummi 
Nation House of  Tears Carvers)

James, a master carver, donated the work to the 
Lummi Nation House of  Tears Carvers Totem 
Pole Journey in 2016.
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