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A particular concern of many environmentalists (and social scientists) is the steady loss
of this planet’s cultural diversity as thousands of small societies are pushed aside by the
relentless march of economic development. This selection describes the problem and
points out that protecting indigenous peoples is not just a matter of justice—the well-

being of everyone in the world depends on it.

In July 1992, an aged chief of the Lumad people in
the Philippines—a man with a price on his head for
his opposition to local energy development—sat at
the base of the cloud-covered volcano Mount Apo
and made a simple plea.

“Our Christian brothers are enjoying their life
here in the plains,” said eighty-six-year-old Chief
Tulalang Maway, sweeping his arm toward the
provincial town of Kidapawan and the agricultural
lands beyond, lands his tribe long ago ceded to
immigrants from afar. Turning toward the moun-
tain—a Lumad sacred site that he has vowed to
defend “to the last drop of blood”—Maway slowly
finished his thought, “We only ask them to leave us
our last sanctuary.”

Chief Maway’s words could have been spoken
by almost any tribal Filipino, or, for that matter,
any Native American, Australian aborigine, African

Source: “Supporting Indigenous Peoples,” by Alan Thein Durn-
ing, in State of the World 1993: A Worldwatch Institute Report
on Progress Toward a Sustainable Society, edited by Lester
R. Brown et al. Copyright © 1993 by Worldwatch Institute.
Reprinted by permission of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc.
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pygmy, or member of one of the world’s thousands
of other distinct indigenous cultures. All have an-
cient ties to the land, water, and wildlife of their
ancestral domains, and all are endangered by on-
rushing forces of the outside world. They have been
decimated by violence and plagues. Their cultures
have been eroded by missionaries and exploited by
wily entrepreneurs. Their subsistence economies
have been dismantled in the pursuit of national
development. And their homelands have been in-
vaded by commercial resource extractors and over-
run by landless peasants.

Chief Maway’s entreaty, in its essence, is the
call of indigenous peoples everywhere: the plea
that their lands be spared further abuse, that their
birthright be returned to them. It is a petition that
the world’s dominant cultures have long ignored,
believing the passing of native peoples and their
antiquated ways was an inevitable, if lamentable,
cost of progress. That view, never morally defen-
sible, is now demonstrably untenable.

Indigenous peoples are the sole guardians of
vast, little-disturbed habitats in remote parts of
every continent. These territories, which together



encompass an area larger than Australia, provide
important ecological services: They regulate hydro-
logical cycles, maintain local and global climatic
stability, and harbor a wealth of biological and
genetic diversity. Indeed, indigenous homelands
may provide safe haven for more endangered plant
and animal species than all the world’s nature re-
serves. Native peoples, moreover, often hold the key
to these vaults of biological diversity. They possess
a body of ecological knowledge—encoded in their
languages, customs, and subsistence practices—
that rivals the libraries of modern science.

The human rights enshrined in international
law have long demanded that states shield indige-
nous cultures, but instead these cultures have been
dismembered. A more self-interested appeal ap-
pears to be in order: Supporting indigenous survival
is an objective necessity, even for those callous
to the justice of the cause. As a practical matter,
the world’s dominant cultures cannot sustain the
earth’s ecological health—a requisite of human
advancement—without the aid of the world’s en-
dangered cultures. Biological diversity is inextri-
cably linked to cultural diversity.

Around the globe, indigenous peoples are fight-
ing for their ancestral territories. They are strug-
gling in courts and national parliaments, gaining
power through new mass movements and interna-
tional campaigns, and—as on the slopes of Mount
Apo—defending their inheritance with their lives.
The question is, Who will stand with them?

STATE OF THE NATIONS

Indigenous peoples (or “native” or “tribal” peoples)
are found on every continent and in most coun-
tries [see Table 1]. The extreme variations in their
ways of life and current circumstances defy ready
definition. Indeed, many anthropologists insist that
indigenous peoples are defined only by the way
they define themselves: They think of themselves
as members of a distinct people. Still, many indige-
nous cultures share a number of characteristics
that help describe, if not define, them.

They are typically descendants of the original
inhabitants of an area taken over by more powerful
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outsiders. They are distinct from their country’s
dominant group in language, culture, or religion.
Most have a custodial concept of land and other
resources, in part defining themselves in relation
to the habitat from which they draw their liveli-
hood. They commonly live in or maintain strong
ties to a subsistence economy; many are, or are
descendants of, hunter-gatherers, fishers, nomadic
or seasonal herders, shifting forest farmers, or
subsistence peasant cultivators. And their social
relations are often tribal, involving collective man-
agement of natural resources, thick networks of
bonds between individuals, and group decision
making, often by consensus among elders.

Measured by spoken languages, the single
best indicator of a distinct culture, all the world’s
people belong to 6,000 cultures; 4,000—5,000 of
these are indigenous ones. Of the 5.5 billion hu-
mans on the planet, some 190 million to 625 mil-
lion are indigenous people. (These ranges are
wide because of varying definitions of “indige-
nous.” The higher figures include ethnic nations
that lack political autonomy, such as Tibetans,
Kurds, and Zulus, while the lower figures count
only smaller, subnational societies.) In some
countries, especially those settled by Europeans
in the past five centuries, indigenous populations
are fairly easy to count [see Table 2]. By contrast,
lines between indigenous peoples and ethnic mi-
norities are difficult to draw in Asia and Africa,
where cultural diversity remains greatest.

Regardless of where lines are drawn, however,
human cultures are disappearing at unprecedented
rates. Worldwide, the loss of cultural diversity is
keeping pace with the global loss of biological di-
versity. Anthropologist Jason Clay of Cultural Sur-
vival in Cambridge, Massachusetts, writes, “there
have been more . . . extinctions of tribal peoples in
this century than in any other in history.” Brazil
alone lost eighty-seven tribes in the first half of the
century. One-third of North American languages
and two-thirds of Australian languages have disap-
peared since 1800—the overwhelming share of
them since 1900.

Cultures are dying out even faster than the
peoples who belong to them. University of Alaska
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TABLE 1 Indigenous Peoples of the World, 1992

Region

Indigenous Peoples

Africa and Middle East

Great cultural diversity throughout continent; “indigenous” share hotly contested lands.

Some 25-30 million nomadic herders or pastoralists in East Africa, Sahel, and Arabian
peninsula include Bedouin, Dinka, Masai, Turkana. San (Bushmen) of Namibia and
Botswana and pygmies of central African rain forest, both traditionally hunter-gatherers,
have occupied present homelands for at least 20,000 years (25-350 million indigenous
people overall, depending on definitions; 2,000 languages)

Americas

Native Americans concentrated near centers of ancient civilizations: Aztec in Mexico,

Mayan in Central America, and Incan in Andes of Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru. In Latin
America, most Indians farm small plots; in North America, 2 million Indians live in
cities and on reservations (42 million; 900 languages)

Arctic

Inuit (Eskimo) and other Arctic peoples of North America, Greenland, and Siberia

traditionally fishers, whalers, and hunters. Sami (Lapp) of northern Scandinavia are
traditionally reindeer herders (2 million; 50 languages)

East Asia

Chinese indigenous peoples, numbering up to 82 million, mostly subsistence farmers such

as Bulang of south China or former pastoralists such as ethnic Mongolians of north and
west China. Ainu of Japan and aboriginal Taiwanese now largely industrial laborers
(1284 million; 150 languages)

Oceania

Aborigines of Australia and Maoris of New Zealand, traditionally farmers, fishers,

hunters, and gatherers. Many now raise livestock. Islanders of South Pacific continue to
fish and harvest marine resources (3 million; 500 languages)

South Asia

Gond, Bhil, and other adivasis, or tribal peoples, inhabit forest belt of central India.

In Bangladesh, adivasis concentrated in Chittagong hills on Burmese border, several
million tribal farmers and pastoralists in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Nepal, Iran, and central
Asian republics of former Soviet Union (74-91 million; 700 languages)

Southeast Asia

Tribal Hmong, Karen, and other forest-farming peoples form Asia ethnic mosaic

covering up lands. Indigenous population follows distribution of forest: Laos has more
forest and tribal peoples, Myanmar and Vietnam have less forest and fewer people, and
Thailand and mainland Malaysia have the least. Tribal peoples are concentrated at the
extreme ends of the Philippine and Indonesian archipelagos. Island of New Guinea—
split politically between Indonesia and Papua New Guinea—populated by indigenous
tribes (3255 million; 1,950 languages)

Source: Worldwatch Institute.

linguist Michael Krauss projects that half the
world’s languages—the storehouses of peoples’
intellectual heritages—will disappear within a
century. These languages, and arguably the cul-
tures they embody, are no longer passed on to
sufficient numbers of children to ensure their sur-
vival. Krauss likens such cultures to animal
species doomed to extinction because their popu-
lations are below the threshold needed for ade-
quate reproduction. Only 5 percent of all
languages, moreover, enjoy the relative safety of
having at least a half-million speakers.

To trace the history of indigenous peoples’ sub-
jugation is simply to recast the story of the rise of
the world’s dominant cultures: the spread of Han
Chinese into Central and Southeast Asia, the as-
cent of Aryan empires on the Indian subcontinent,

the southward advance of Bantu cultures across
Africa, and the creation of a world economy first
through European colonialism and then through
industrial development. Surviving indigenous
cultures are often but tattered remnants of their
predecessors’ societies.

When Christopher Columbus reached the
New World in 1492, there were perhaps 54 mil-
lion people in the Americas, almost as many as
in Europe at the time; their numbers plum-
meted, however, as plagues radiated from the
landfalls of the conquistadors. Five centuries
later, the indigenous peoples of the Americas,
numbering some 42 million, have yet to match
their earlier population. Similar contractions
followed the arrival of Europeans in Australia,
New Zealand, and Siberia.



TABLE 2 Estimated Populations of Indigenous
Peoples, Selected Countries, 1992

Share of
National
Country Population* Population
(millions) (percent)
Papua New Guinea 3.0 77
Bolivia 5.6 70
Guatemala 4.6 47
Peru 9.0 40
Ecuador 3.8 38
Myanmar 14.0 33
Laos 1.3 30
Mexico 10.9 12
New Zealand 0.4 12
Chile 1.2 9
Philippines 6.0 9
India 63.0 7
Malaysia 0.8 4
Canada 0.9 4
Australia 0.4 2
Brazil 1.5 1
Bangladesh 1.2 1
Thailand 0.5 1
United States 2.0 1
Former Soviet Union 1.4 >1

‘Generally excludes those of mixed ancestry.
Source: Worldwatch Institute.

Worldwide, virtually no indigenous peoples
remain entirely isolated from national societies. By
indoctrination or brute force, nations have assim-
ilated native groups into the cultural mainstream.
As a consequence, few follow the ways of their
ancestors unchanged. Just one tenth of the Penan
hunter-gatherers continue to hunt in the rain forests
of Malaysian Borneo. A similar share of the Sami
(Lapp) reindeer-herders of northern Scandinavia
accompany their herds on the Arctic ranges. Half
of North American Indians and many New Zealand
Maori dwell in cities.

Tragically, indigenous peoples whose cultures
are besieged frequently end up on the bottom of the
national economy. They are often the first sent to
war for the state, as in Namibia and the Philippines,
and the last to go to work: Unemployment in Cana-
dian Indian communities averages 50 percent. They
are overrepresented among migrant laborers in
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India, beggars in Mexico, and uranium miners in
the United States. They are often drawn into the
shadow economy: They grow drug crops in north-
ern Thailand, run gambling casinos in the United
States, and sell their daughters into prostitution in
Taiwan. Everywhere, racism against them is ram-
pant. India’s adivasis, or tribal people, endure hard-
ships comparable to the “untouchables,” the most
downtrodden caste.

Native peoples’ inferior social status is some-
times codified in national law and perpetuated by
institutionalized abuse. Many members of the hill
tribes in Thailand are denied citizenship, and
until 1988 the Brazilian constitution legally clas-
sified Indians as minors and wards of the state. In
the extreme, nation-states are simply genocidal:
Burmese soldiers systemically raped, murdered,
and enslaved thousands of Arakanese villagers in
early 1992. Guatemala has exterminated perhaps
100,000 Mayans in its three-decade counterinsur-
gency. Similar numbers of indigenous people
have died in East Timor and Irian Jaya since 1970
at the hands of Indonesian forces intent on solidi-
fying their power.

In much of the world, the oppression that indige-
nous peoples suffer has indelibly marked their own
psyches, manifesting itself in depression and so-
cial disintegration. Says Tamara Gliminova of the
Khant people of Siberia, “When they spit into your
soul for this long, there is little left.”

HOMELANDS

Indigenous peoples not yet engulfed in modern
societies live mostly in what Mexican anthropol-
ogist Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran called “regions of
refuge,” places so rugged, desolate, or remote that
they have been little disturbed by the industrial
economy. They remain in these areas for tragic
reasons. Peoples in more fertile lands were eradi-
cated outright to make way for settlers and planta-
tions, or they retreated—sometimes at gun point—
into these natural havens. Whereas indigenous
peoples exercised de facto control over most of
the earth’s ecosystems as recently as two centuries
ago, the territory they now occupy is reduced to
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an estimated 12 to 19 percent of the earth’s land
area—depending, again, on where the line between
indigenous peoples and ethnic nations is drawn.
And governments recognize their ownership of but
a fraction of that area.

Gaining legal protection for the remainder of
their subsistence base is most indigenous peoples’
highest political priority. If they lose this struggle,
their cultures stand little chance of surviving. As
the World Council of Indigenous Peoples, a global
federation based in Canada, wrote in 1985, “Next
to shooting Indigenous Peoples, the surest way to
kill us is to separate us from our part of the Earth.”
Most native peoples are bound to their land through
relationships both practical and spiritual, routine
and historical. Tribal Filipino Edtami Mansayagan,
attempting to communicate the pain he feels at
the destruction of the rivers, valleys, meadows,
and hillsides of his people’s mountain domain,
exclaims, “these are the living pages of our un-
written history.” The question of who shall con-
trol resources in the regions of refuge is the crux of
indigenous survival.

Indigenous homelands are important not only
to endangered cultures; they are also of excep-
tional ecological value. Intact indigenous com-
munities and little-disturbed ecosystems overlap
with singular regularity, from the coastal swamps
of South America to the shifting sands of the Sa-
hara, from the ice floes of the circumpolar north
to the coral reefs of the South Pacific. When, for
example, a National Geographic Society team in
Washington, D.C., compiled a map of Indian lands
and remaining forest cover in Central America in
1992, they confirmed the personal observation of
Geodisio Castillo, a Kuna Indian from Panama:
“Where there are forests there are indigenous
people, and where there are indigenous people
there are forests.”

Because populations of both indigenous peo-
ples and unique plant and animal species are nu-
merically concentrated in remnant habitats in the
tropics—precisely the regions of refuge that Beltran
was referring to—the biosphere’s most diverse
habitats are usually homes to endangered cultures.

The persistence of biological diversity in these
regions is no accident. In the Philippines and
Thailand, both representative cases, little more than
a third of the land officially zoned as forest remains
forest-covered; the tracts that do still stand are
largely those protected by tribal people.

The relationship between cultural diversity
and biological diversity stands out even in global
statistics. Just nine countries together account for
60 percent of human languages. Of these nine cen-
ters of cultural diversity, six are also on the roster
of biological “megadiversity” countries—nations
with exceptional numbers of unique plant and an-
imal species. . . . By the same token, two-thirds
of all megadiversity countries also rank at the top
of the cultural diversity league, with more than
100 languages spoken in each.

Everywhere, the world economy now intrudes
on what is left of native lands, as it has for cen-
turies. Writes World Bank anthropologist Shelton
Davis: “The creation of a . . . global economy . . .
has meant the pillage of native peoples’ lands,
labor and resources and their enforced accultura-
tion and spiritual conquest. Each cycle of global
economic expansion—the search for gold and
spices in the sixteenth century, the fur trade and
sugar estate economics of the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, the rise of the great coffee, copra
and . . . tropical fruit plantations in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, the modern
search for petroleum, strategic minerals, and trop-
ical hardwoods—was based upon the exploitation
of natural resources or primary commodities and
led to the displacement of indigenous peoples
and the undermining of traditional cultures.”

The juggernaut of the money economy has not
slowed in the late twentieth century; if anything,
it has accelerated. Soaring consumer demand
among the world’s fortunate and burgeoning pop-
ulations among the unfortunate fuel the economy’s
drive into native peoples’ territories. Loggers,
miners, commercial fishers, small farmers, plan-
tation growers, dam builders, oil drillers—all
come to seek their fortunes. Governments that
equate progress with export earnings aid them,



and military establishments bent on controlling
far-flung territories back them.

Logging, in particular, is a menace because so
many indigenous peoples dwell in woodlands.
Japanese builders, for example, are devouring the
ancient hardwood forests of tropical Borneo, home
of the Penan and other Dayak peoples for dispos-
able concrete molds. Most mahogany exported
from Latin America is now logged illegally on In-
dian reserves and most nonplantation teak cut in
Asia currently comes from tribal lands in the war-
torn hills of Myanmar.

The consequences of mining on native lands are
also ruinous. In the late eighties, for instance,
tens of thousands of gold prospectors infiltrated the
remote northern Brazilian haven of the Yanomami,
the last large, isolated group of indigenous peoples
in the Americas. The miners turned streams into
sewers, contaminated the environment with the
1,000 tons of toxic mercury they used to purify
gold, and precipitated an epidemic of malaria that
killed more than a thousand children and elders.
Just in time, the Brazilian government recognized
and began defending the Yanomami homeland in
early 1992, a rare and hopeful precedent in the
annals of indigenous history. Still, in Brazil overall,
mining concessions overlap 34 percent of Indian
lands. . ..

Other energy projects, especially large dams,
also take their toll on native habitats. In the north
of Canada, the provincial electric utility Hydro
Quebec completed a massive project called James
Bay I in 1985, inundating vast areas of Cree In-
dian hunting grounds and unexpectedly contami-
nating fisheries with naturally occurring heavy
metals that had previously been locked away in
the soil. The Cree and neighboring Inuit tribes
have organized against the project’s next gigantic
phase, James Bay II. The $60-billion project
would tame eleven wild rivers, altering a France-
sized area to generate 27,000 megawatts of ex-
portable power. As Matthew Coon-Come, Grand
Chief of the Cree, says, “The only people who
have the right to build dams on our territory are
the beavers.” . . .
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Commercial producers have also taken over in-
digenous lands for large-scale agriculture. The
Barabaig herders of Tanzania have lost more than
400 square kilometers of dry-season range to a
mechanized wheat farm. Private ranchers in
Botswana have enclosed grazing lands for their own
use, and Australian ranchers have usurped aborigi-
nal lands. In peninsular Malaysia, palm and rubber
plantations have left the Orang Asli (Original Peo-
ple) with tiny fractions of their ancient tropical
forests.

Less dramatic but more pervasive is the ubiqui-
tous invasion of small farmers onto indigenous
lands. Sometimes sponsored by the state but ulti-
mately driven by population growth and maldistri-
bution of farmland, poor settlers encroach on native
lands everywhere. In Indonesia during the eighties,
for example, the government shifted 2 million peo-
ple from densely populated islands such as Java to
800,000 hectares of newly cleared plots in sparsely
populated indigenous provinces such as Irian Jaya,
Kalimantan, and Sumatra. Half the area settled was
virgin forest—much of it indigenous territory. . . .

Few states recognize indigenous peoples’ rights
over homelands, and where they do, those rights are
often partial, qualified, or of ambiguous legal force.
Countries may recognize customary rights in the-
ory, but enforce common or statutory law against
those rights whenever there is a conflict; or they
may sanction indigenous rights but refuse to en-
force them. Through this cloud of legal contra-
dictions a few countries stand out as exceptional.
Papua New Guinea and Ecuador acknowledge in-
digenous title to large shares of national territory,
and Canada and Australia recognize rights over
extensive areas. . . . Still, across all the earth’s
climatic and ecological zones—from the Arctic
tundra to the temperate and nontropical forests to
the savannahs and deserts—native peoples control
slim shares of their ancestral domains. . . .

STEWARDS

Sustainable use of local resources is simple self-
preservation for people whose way of life is tied



478  Environment and Society

to the fertility and natural abundance of the land.
Any community that knows its children and grand-
children will live exactly where it does is more apt
to take a longer view than a community without
attachments to local places.

Moreover, native peoples frequently aim to
preserve not just a standard of living but a way of
life rooted in the uniqueness of a local place.
Colombian anthropologist Martin von Hilde-
brand notes, “The Indians often tell me that the
difference between a colonist [a non-Indian settler]
and an Indian is that the colonist wants to leave
money for his children and that the Indians want to
leave forests for their children.”

Indigenous peoples’ unmediated dependence on
natural abundance has its parallel in their peerless
ecological knowledge. Most forest-dwelling tribes
display an utter mastery of botany. One typical
group, the Shuar people of Ecuador’s Amazonian
lowlands, uses 800 species of plants for medicine,
food, animal fodder, fuel, construction, fishing, and
hunting supplies.

Native peoples commonly know as much about
ecological processes that affect the availability of
natural resources as they do about those resources’
diverse uses. South Pacific islanders can predict
to the day and hour the beginning of the annual
spawning runs of many fish. Whaling peoples of
northern Canada have proved to skeptical western
marine biologists that bowhead whales migrate
under pack ice. Coastal aborigines in Australia dis-
tinguish between eighty different tidal conditions.

Specialists trained in western science often fail
to recognize indigenous ecological knowledge
because of the cultural and religious ways in which
indigenous peoples record and transmit that learn-
ing. Ways of life that developed over scores of gen-
erations could only thrive by encoding ecological
sustainability into the body of practice, myth, and
taboo that passes from parent to child. . . .

What are the conditions in which traditional
systems of ecological management can persist in
the modern world? First, indigenous peoples must
have secure rights to their subsistence base—rights
that are not only recognized but enforced by the

state and, ideally, backed by international law. Latin
American tribes such as the Shuar of Ecuador,
when threatened with losing their land, have cleared
their own forests and taken up cattle ranching, be-
cause these actions prove ownership in Latin Amer-
ica. Had Ecuador backed up the Shuar’s land rights,
the ranching would have been unnecessary.

Second, for indigenous ecological stewardship
to survive the onslaught of the outside world, in-
digenous peoples must be organized politically and
the state in which they reside must allow demo-
cratic initiatives. The Khant and Mansi peoples of
Siberia, just as most indigenous people in the for-
mer Soviet Union, were nominally autonomous in
their customary territories under Soviet law, but po-
litical repression precluded the organized defense
of that terrain until the end of the eighties. Since
then, the peoples of Siberia have begun organizing
themselves to turn paper rights into real local con-
trol. In neighboring China, in contrast, indigenous
homelands remain pure legal fictions because the
state crushes all representative organizations.

Third, indigenous communities must have ac-
cess to information, support, and advice from
friendly sources if they are to surmount the obsta-
cles of the outside world. The tribal people of Papua
New Guinea know much about their local environ-
ments, for example, but they know little about the
impacts of large-scale logging and mining. Foreign
and domestic investors have often played on this
ignorance, assuring remote groups that no lasting
harm would result from leasing parts of their land
to resource extractors. If the forest peoples of Papua
New Guinea could learn from the experience of
indigenous peoples elsewhere—through support-
ive organizations and indigenous peoples’ federa-
tions—they might be more careful.

A handful of peoples around the world have suc-
ceeded in satisfying all three of these conditions. . . .

RISING FROM THE FRONTIER

From the smallest tribal settlements to the U.N.
General Assembly, indigenous peoples’ organiza-
tions are making themselves felt. Their grassroots



movements have spread rapidly since 1970, gaining
strength in numbers and through improvement of
their political skills. They have pooled their talents
in regional, national, and global federations to
broaden their influence. This uprising, which like
any movement has its share of internal rivalries,
may eventually bring fundamental advances in
the status of all endangered cultures. . . .

In a world where almost all nations have pub-
licly committed themselves to the goal of sustain-
able development and most have signed a global
treaty for the protection of biological diversity,
the questions of cultural survival and indigenous
homelands cannot be avoided much longer. As
guardians and stewards of remote and fragile
ecosystems, indigenous cultures could play a cru-
cial role in safeguarding humanity’s planetary
home. But they cannot do it alone. They need the
support of international law and national policy,
and they need the understanding and aid of the
world’s more numerous peoples.

Giving native peoples power over their own
lives raises issues for the world’s dominant culture
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as well—a consumerist and individualist culture
born in Europe and bred in the United States. In-
deed, indigenous peoples may offer more than a
best-bet alternative for preserving the outlying
areas where they live. They may offer living ex-
amples of cultural patterns that can help revive
ancient values within everyone: devotion to fu-
ture generations, ethical regard for nature, and
commitment to community among people. The
question may be, then, Are indigenous peoples
the past, or are they the future?

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. How many indigenous cultures are there on this
planet? What general traits do they have in
common?

2. Why are the world’s tribal peoples disappearing?

3. The author asserts that sustaining the world’s
natural environment depends on assuring the fu-
ture of indigenous peoples. Why is this so?



