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Indigenous Land Acknowledgments





Greetings from my homeland, the Očhéthi Šakówiŋ Oyáte Makȟóčhe (People of the Seven Council Fires territory). Our homeland is where our relatives come from, where our relatives live, and where our relatives love and defend each other. To coexist with our relatives is a difficult responsibility but one made more so ever since settlers invaded our homeland. Settlers, among other things, have nearly exterminated our relative the Tȟatȟáŋka Oyáte (Buffalo Nation). Compared to 150 years ago, few of them survive today. Settlers have enclosed our relative the Mní Oyáte (Water Nation). There are several structures built on the Mní Šoše (a.k.a. the Missouri River) that, like bondage, constrain the Mní Oyáte’s natural, life-giving flow. Settlers have drilled into our relative, Uŋčí Makȟá (Grandmother Earth). The drilling has left our Grandmother Earth with notable scars: Mount Rushmore, Crazy Horse Monument, Homestake Mine, the Dakota Access Pipeline, and abandoned radiation testing sites. Settlers have illegally colonized and, therefore, unlawfully reside viiiin our homeland. We have never consented to these and other colonizer-led harms. Hence, the litmus test of any land acknowledgment is the rightful return of stolen Native land.


—Waŋblí Wapȟáha Hokšíla (Edward Valandra)


Next to the entrance of the Chicago Cultural Center, we can read that, according to the American Indian Center of Chicago, the city where I live “is the traditional homelands of the Council of the Three Fires: the Odawa, Ojibwe and Potawatomi Nations. Many other Tribes like the Miami, Ho-Chunk, Sac and Fox also called this area home. American Indians continue to call this area home and now Chicago is home to the third largest Urban American Indian community that still practices their heritage, traditions and care for the land and waterways. Today, Chicago continues to be a place that calls many people from diverse backgrounds to live and gather here.”


—João Salm


A large part of this little book was written in Belém and Santarém, Brazilian Amazon cities, which are respectively the original homelands of the Tupinambá and Tapajó Peoples. These two Amazonian cities are today the home of many other Indigenous Peoples who live in urban and rural areas. Despite the settlers’ attempts to eliminate and displace them, Amazonian Native Peoples are still here. They are alive and resist. Indigenous Peoples are not groups who remained in the past. They are our relatives with whom ixwe share our existence contemporaneously and deserve respect like any other People. We recognize that, in the Amazon region, all lands were originally Indigenous lands and many of them continue to be Indigenous territories which need to be respected and protected today.


—Josineide Pamplona e Nirson Neto
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Chapter 1 Environment and Restorative Justice: An Overview






We begin this little book by sharing two interconnected stories from Brazil, although the link between them does not seem evident at first glance.


In 2024, one of the greatest climate tragedies in South America occurred in Rio Grande do Sul, a Brazilian state primarily inhabited by descendants of European settlers. An unprecedented increase in rainfall over several weeks has led to the flooding of rivers and the inundation of entire cities, claiming nearly two hundreds lives and destroying homes, vehicles, public buildings, crops, and roads. This climate event resulted in a lack of drinking water, the spread of diseases, and the displacement of thousands of families. The natural disaster in Rio Grande do Sul left countless people in extreme vulnerability. They were taken to shelters, where they remained until they could return to their homes, if those homes were not destroyed. Furthermore, the damage caused by the flooding dramatically impacted many 2domestic and farm animals, resulting in a horrifying zoological emergency.


A few years ago, another crisis arose involving the Yanomami, an Indigenous People residing in an environmentally conserved area of the Amazon rainforest. Miners, who came from various regions of Brazil, invaded the Yanomami’s homeland. Similar to settler invasions elsewhere, this incursion brought devastating epidemics to their lands, resulting in the deaths of hundreds of Yanomami community members. Previous intrusions had already inflicted harm and even the extermination of neighboring Indigenous Peoples. In addition to diseases, the illegal occupation of Yanomami land led to murders and violent conflicts between Indigenous Peoples and the invaders, rivers became muddy and contaminated with mercury, the forest was cleared in some areas, and animals were driven or frightened away from their natural habitats. This contemporary settler assault on the environment has led to a health crisis and starvation for Indigenous communities, particularly impacting children and the elderly.


To many people, these two events—the flooding and the invasion—may seem unrelated and have nothing to do with each other. The flood, being a natural occurrence, appears to lack or have no direct culprits. However, we cannot deny that the flooding was a natural disaster driven by climate change, which is happening globally, along with human behaviors that have contributed to this change. The settler invasion has more easily identifiable perpetrators. There are both direct and indirect responsibilities, including those related to the state and businesses, for systematic violations of Indigenous Peoples’ rights, not just those of the Yanomami.
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But these tragic events are deeply interconnected. We argue here in this little book that climate catastrophes are connected to settler colonialism.1 Settler colonialism is a form of colonization where settlers, typically from foreign countries and cultures, migrate to new territories with the goal of permanently settling and asserting control over them. This logic inherently uses strategies such as forced displacement, genocide, and ethnic cleansing to achieve settler goals: occupy and lastingly remain on stolen land. To do so often causes environmental harm, leading to severe damage to the Natural World. This colonialism is not just a mere past event; rather, it is an ongoing structure that continues to shape the present.


How shall we address the environmental injustices and damages resulting from settler colonialism? Drawing inspiration from Indigenous Peoples, we contend that the restoration of kinship, the embrace of relationality, and a nuanced understanding of addressing the complexities of environmental harm and injustice is the answer. It may sound unusual, but allow us to elaborate further.




Settler Colonialism and Environmental Crisis


You have likely studied in school, read books, visited museums, watched TV, listened to podcasts, or researched websites about the diverse human groups that inhabited the Americas before the arrival of European settlers. Perhaps you’ve heard that many ecosystems in both North and South America are examples of “domesticated nature”—areas that have been “exploited” and “controlled” by humans since time immemorial. You may also know that Indigenous 4Peoples have never transformed their environments in a destructive way. Thus, you understand that “your lands” were already inhabited long before the arrival of European settlers or others from different regions and their descendants, and the environmental harm in such lands was a direct result of the behavior and lifestyle of foreign people (from this point forward, “settlers” will refer to this group of people).


Contrary to the typical settlers’ narrative, these lands were neither empty nor unproductive before their arrival. They were home to many Indigenous Peoples who lived and continue to live there. These communities maintain a balance with the Natural World, just as their ancestors did, and have never mistreated or degraded “it” as settlers have done and continue to do. Settler occupation severely disrupted that balanced relationship with other-than-human beings. In this book, “other-than-human beings” refers to all living things beyond humans, including animals, plants, waters, rocks, air, fire, hills, mountains, thunder, the sun, the moon, and even spiritual or nonmaterial forces.


To address current environmental catastrophes, we must learn from Indigenous Peoples. Their traditional ecological knowledge offers insights on how humans can live connected to the Natural World and restore balance where it has been disrupted.







Being Good Relatives


Indigenous Peoples from Abya Yala—a term for what settlers eventually renamed the “American” continents—focus on the concept of “good living” in their homelands. “Good living”—also referred to as “good life” or “good conviviality”—is an English translation 5of Indigenous terms that express the relationship between humans and all living beings. While settlers concern themselves with “the environment,” Native Peoples prioritize relationality and coexisting with all living beings in a balanced way. They do not view the Natural World as a detached “it” or “thing” but rather as an engaged, subjective “you” or “us,” inseparable from humanity. For them, all beings that make up the Natural World possess personality and deserve our utmost care, respect, and consideration—if not rights. Consequently, you’ll notice that we capitalize words for other-than-human beings, such as Fire and Water.


The Očhéthi Šakówiŋ Oyáte (People of the Seven Fire Council, also known as Lakȟóta, Dakȟóta, and Nakȟóta, or the Sioux Nation) recognize that all beings—humans and other living entities—share the same energy force from a Creator. They express this with the phrase Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ (All My Relatives). As a result, they emphasize the importance of being good relatives to one another.


While this viewpoint is Indigenous, it is not entirely unfamiliar to Western thought. For instance, settler cultures deeply influenced by Christian beliefs refer to themselves as God’s children, and in that spirit of fellowship, they address each other as brothers and sisters. Saint Francis of Assisi even spoke of Brother Sun and Sister Moon, referring to these other-than-human beings. Because of this, kindness is expected in their interactions. Thus, through fellowship, settlers create a different form of kinship that transcends genetic or blood ties, somewhat resembling, but not exactly like, the kinship found in Indigenous cultures.


This finding encourages both Indigenous Peoples and settlers to establish proper relations with all our 6relatives. From this perspective, the environment is as worthy as humankind, and vice versa. We have a moral responsibility to build and sustain a beloved community with all living beings, including nonhumans, and not to harm them as good relatives would. Teachings from peoples who have inhabited these lands since time immemorial (which we now call home) inspire us to be good relatives to the Natural World.







Restorative Justice and Multidimensionality


We believe that restorative justice theory and practices might offer a pathway to being good relatives. As a global movement and social philosophy, restorative justice is a way of imagining, practicing, and living justice2 in a way that requires us to be responsible in our relationships with each other and ourselves. It requires us to recognize the harm we have caused and be aware of how we can actively take responsibility for it. This approach involves those who inflict harm—including governments and corporations, in some instances—and those who experience the harm in processes aimed at repairing wrongs, preventing the recurrence of harmful behaviors, and transforming the underlying structures and narratives that perpetuate harm.


For decades, restorative justice efforts have focused on addressing harms related to interpersonal relationships (e.g., within the criminal justice system) and the community. More recently, the vision and practice of restorative justice have broadened to confront harm-doing and violence at the societal level, including structural and systemic violence, historical traumas and their consequences, and intergenerational 7harms. This expanded understanding of restorative justice encompasses environmental harm and injustice, which seriously affects both the Natural World and human beings. However, few restorative justice practitioners and scholars engage with the legacy and aftermath of settler colonialism, and even fewer have explored its connection to the environmental crisis we are currently experiencing.


In Abya Yala, ecological debates cannot be divorced from settler colonialism. To tackle these complex issues, we suggest restorative justice adopt a multidimensional framework. This framework transcends the economic concerns that frequently dominate settler discussions on environmental mitigation. Instead, it considers the psychological, relational, social, economic, political, cultural, ecological, and spiritual dimensions of life, offering a holistic perspective of justice, deeply inspired by Indigenous Peoples. Throughout this book, we will delve deeper into this idea and its implications for addressing environmental harm and injustice.







About This Book


This little book invites us to think collectively about addressing the environmental issues plaguing our world—one that repairs the harms of settler colonialism and calls us to be good relatives to the Natural World. To tackle systemic environmental problems, the following pages offer much more than a call to exercise our imagination; they also present an urgent call to action to apply the concepts, principles, values, and methodologies associated with restorative justice. Given the contexts from which the authors originate, the focus is primarily on two settler states: the 8United States and Brazil. However, we contend that the words and reflections are valuable and adaptable to other regions of the world.


The approach presented in the following pages draws inspiration from various sources, including the Očhéthi Šakówiŋ Oyaté’s worldview, the Brazilian socio-environmental movement, the struggles for environmental justice in the United States, and the idea of multidimensionality in the work of African Brazilian sociologist Alberto Guerreiro Ramos. This knowledge is complemented by the coauthors’ theoretical and practical experiences as Indigenous peoples and settlers in restorative justice. Consequently, this book represents a dialogue between Lakota (Waŋblí Wapȟáha Hokšíla) and settler (João Salm, Nirson Neto, and Josineide Pamplona) authors from Northern and Southern Abya Yala. It is akin to a joint flight of the Eagle and the Condor, as the ancient Indigenous prophecy suggested. We speak about this prophecy in the closing chapter.


Before reading the next chapter, we recommend that you go to the end of the book to read the “About the Authors” section, where we introduce ourselves. Knowing who we are and where we come from is an Indigenous protocol and necessary first step for treating each other as relatives. If you haven’t already, we also suggest reading the “Indigenous Land Acknowledgments” that precede this chapter, as they discuss the Indigenous homelands from which we wrote this book, many of which were stolen or significantly impacted by settlers.


The rest of the book takes you on a journey to understand the connections among settler colonialism, Indigenous Peoples’ relationship with the 9Natural World, and pathways to repair the harm that has been done and continues to be done to the environment. Chapter 2 discusses how settler colonialism has led to environmental damage in Abya Yala and outlines the various waves of environmentalism that settlers have used to mitigate these harms, which is primarily rooted in an anthropocentric worldview. Chapter 3 shifts focus to the environmental justice movement in the United States, which brings a broader perspective to environmental debates by confronting racism and the unequal distribution of environmental damage and risks. Chapter 4 then transitions to explore the Indigenous view that all living beings, including other-than-humans, are people and relatives and what this understanding signifies for the protection of the Natural World.


Drawing from the Oyáte’s perspective of transforming strangers into relatives and the practice of peacemaking circles, Chapter 5 presents restorative justice. In Chapter 6, this understanding expands into a multidimensional approach to restorative justice that seeks to heal the harm caused to both the Natural World and Indigenous Peoples by settler colonialism. Finally, in Chapter 7, we conclude by using a metaphor to illustrate how settlers and Indigenous Peoples can come together to heal environmental wounds.


We wish you a good journey!
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