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My Reply
J. BAIRD CALLICOTT

OF THANKS AND PROVOCATION

I begin to write this essay around the Thanksgiving holiday in the last year of
the second millennium. I have much to be thankful for, both personally and
professionally. For my personal blessings, I will have expressed my thanks pri-
vately to family and friends gathered at my home for the holiday. For my pro-
fessional blessings, I express my thanks here publicly to my colleagues and
critics, both to those represented in this volume and those who are not.

My first love in philosophy was that of the ancient Greeks. And among the
many legacies that they bequeathed to the subsequent Western tradition was
critical engagement. One might go so far as to say that the force driving the
rapid development of Greek philosophy from Thales to Aristotle was the crit-
ical engagement of each generation of thinkers with one another and with the
thought of their predecessors. I still occasionally teach the history of ancient
Greek philosophy and always invite my students to marvel at how, for exam-
ple, the critical philosophy of Zeno challenged Empedocles, Anaxagoras, and
Democritus to think far more subtly and incisively about the nature of matter
and motion than had the Milesians. Nearly one-third of a century ago, I dimly
foresaw the possibility of a new environmental philosophy. From the begin-
ning, therefore, I believed (and still believe) that if environmental philosophy
was to emerge (and to persist) as a robust field of inquiry, a community of
thinkers engaged in vigorous mutual criticism would be essential. Accord-
ingly, I deliberately spoke and wrote boldly, provocatively, hoping to attract -

critical engagement and doing so has become a lifelong habit. This volume of . ”
critical essays is, therefore, especially welcome to me, although some of tl’ie;;»;: R

criticisms of my work registered here are painful to read. I sincerely thank :
my present critics, but I want to thank especially those—Kiristin Shrader»}
Frechette and Holmes Rolston III (both outstanding in this regard), Emesf:; R
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species of wildlife in certain circumstances. He then adds another exception
to his proposed “hands-off policy toward wildlife”: hunting and fishing are
justified when “necessary for subsistence.” I can only guess that this is a con-
cession to certain contemporary indigenous peoples, who traditionally sub-
sisted by hunting and fishing (as well as by “gathering” or foraging, we may
also suppose). But much turns on the strength of “necessary.” In today’s
global village, few groups of people are so isolated that hunting and fishing
are absolutely necessary to live. Rather, for many peoples, hunting and fishing
are necessary to maintain continuity with the past and cultural identity. The
question arises then, what about the cultural identity of the rural British gen-
try, which depends, they may claim by parity of reasoning, on maintaining the
tradition of fox hunting; what about the cultural identity of American red-
necks, among whom blood sports, such as cock fighting, are traditional; and
so on and so on? A newsmagazine wag once wrote (I cannot remember who
. or where I read it) that “multiculturalism ends where feminism begins.”
Taylor seems to suggest that animal liberation ends where multiculturalism
begins. And I ask, if so, how broadly should concessions to cultural identity
extend, and by what criterion are legitimate cultural exceptions to be distin-
guished from illegitimate ones? These are the questions that Gruen confronts
directly, but only hints at the way she would answer them.

OF HESTER, MCPHERSON, BOOTH, AND CHENEY AND
MULTICULTURAL ECOLOGICAL ETHICS

Lee Hester, Dennis McPherson, Annie Booth, and Jim Cheney (hereafter
Hester et al.) critique Earth’s Insights—and, from all one can tell by what they
write, the book focuses on capital “I” Indigenous traditions of thought and
little else. Most of my book, however, discusses Judeo-Christian cosmogony;
Greco-Roman mythology and philosophy; Islam; Hinduism; Jainism; Thera-
vada, Hua-yen, Tendai, Shingon, and Zen Buddhism; Taoism; and Confu-
cianism, as partly witnessed by Bratton. In addition, a number of indigenous
traditions of thought are discussed—those of Polynesia, Africa, and Australia,
as well as of North and South America. In short, although purportedly a cri-
tique of Earth’s Insights, the essay by Hester et al. touches only on a small por-
tion of the book. Moreover, their habit of capitalizing Indigenousessentializes
and totalizes the diversity of thought comprehended by the term; it erases the
differences internal to indigenous traditions of thought; and permits the self-
identified “Indigenous” spokespersons among Hester et al. to speak with a
self-conferred authority for all Indigenous traditions of thought. As soon as
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the particulars of capital “I” Indigenous thought come up, however, the au-
thors narrow their indigenous spatiotemporal horizons to “the North
American continent prior to European contact.” Are we to believe that what
is (allegedly) true of North American indigenous thought is true of all indige-
nous thought—South American, Polyrl_csian, African, Australian, Asian,
European? '

In the second endnote, however, Hester et al. write: “This essay was
shaped by Western problematics in environmental ethics. Indigenous coau-
thors [Hester and McPherson] provided some Indigenous content, but the
problem is Western and in most ways so is the voice of this essay” (emphasis
added). By process of elimination, that means, in plain English, that Booth
and Cheney (or perhaps just one of these two) supplied most of the indige-
nous content and wrote most of the Hester et al. essay. Surely-then, there is
some irony in Hester et al.’s charge that “Indigenous thought provides color
commentary in the local vernacular” for my project in Earth’s Insights. In the
Hester et al. broadcast studio, apparently Cheney and Booth are calling the
game play by play, whereas Hester and McPherson are providing color com-
mentary. We are therefore compelled to wonder on what grounds we are sup-
posed to accept Hester et al.’s pontifications—so confidently asserted—about
the indigenous attitudes and values respecting the environing “world” pre-
vailing “on the North American continent prior to European contact.” No
historical sources are cited for these putative Indigenous “world”-oriented
postures of “respect.” The justification we are supposed to accept for this ap-
pears to be as follows. Two of the coauthors self-identify as indigenous. The
approach to ethics, the values, and the epistemological commitments asserted
by the other two “Western voices” (or perhaps by just one of them) are,
therefore, the same as those of all indigenous peoples everywhere, past as well
as present. Apparently, that is, we are supposed to accept undocumented as-
sertions about capital “I” Indigenous thought by the Western voices among
Hester et al. because their “indigenous” coauthors provide some of the con-
tent and endorse the rest.

We might suspect that Hester et al.’s idyllic and wholly undocumented
claims about the environmental attitudes and values indigenous to “the
North American continent prior to European contact” are little more than
conventional romantic fantasy. They are, rather, projections into the past of
the authors’ own attitudes and values. Two of the authors do, after all, self-
identify as Indigenous. Thus, to know what the attitudes and values of
Indigenous peoples on the North American continent were before European
contact, all that is necessary is to consult their own attitudes and values and
those of their Indigenous friends and relatives. Accordingly, we learn that pre-
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Columbian Indigenous North American peoples were “pluralists” just like
the authors: they did not fight over “monistic ideologies,” but rather lived
harmoniously in an “emergent ecological order.” I repeat: No historical evi-
dence whatever for this claim is offered; and the evidence that does exist sup-
ports an opposite conclusion.

Consider more reliable (that is, actual historical) information about two of
the peoples Hester et al. invoke. First, one nineteenth-century Ojibwa author
offered this authoritative account of the origins of the name other indigenous
peoples called his people: “The word is composed of O-fib, ‘pucker up,’ and
ub-way, ‘to roast,” and it means, ‘To roast ’til puckered up.’” As this indige-
nous author goes on to explain, “because of uncontrolled feeling incited by
aggravated wrong,” the Ojibwa were widely renowned for the way they “tor-
tured by fire in various ways” their Indigenous enemies (Warren, 1970, p.
36). The name the Ojibwa called themselves, An-ish-in-aunb-ag, according to
the same authority, may be translated as “original man” (Warren, 1970, p.
56). Other indigenous peoples, by implication, are not “original man,” that
is, not human, at all. Second, Hester et al.’s invocation of both Navaho and
Hopi cultural material to illustrate pluralism and harmony among all North
American peoples (prior to the corrosive effects of European conquest, that
is), is especially ironic. The bitter ethnic conflict, lasting to this day, between
the Navajos and the Hopis antedates European contact. Pre-Columbian
Hopis called the Navajo “Tusavutah (tu—person; savutah—to pound), because
they killed or captured an enemy by pounding his head with a rock” (Waters,
1963, p. 312). The Navajo were, from the Hopi point of view, the Head-
Pounding people. The horticultural Hopi felt preyed upon by the nomadic
Navajo, who wandered into their world about 1,000 years ago, and whom the
Hopi regarded as barbarous murderers and thieves (Kluckhohn & Leighton,
1962, Waters, 1963). The name the Navajos call themselves, Diné, means
“The People” (Kluckhohn & Leighton, 1962). If you are not Diné (i.e., a
person among The People) then who (or what) are you? Diné connotes the
same ethnocentric attitude as An-ish-in-aunb-ay.

Hester et al. insinuate, again and again, that I believe that there exists
“One Truth,” that is, that there is one true worldview—that discovered by
science—and all the others are false. 1 do not. In Earth’s Insights 1 carefully
and assiduously avoid truth claims for the (ever changing) scientific world-
view. Indeed, I agree completely with the Carol-Geddes anecdote, quoted by
Hester et al., about the Indigenous Ms. Ned who insightfully observed that
the scientists she listened to all one day just “tell different stories than we do.”
All human cognitive constructs are stories, narratives, but all are subject to
mutual criticism, as Gruen so forcefully argues. Some stories, I suggest in
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Earth’s Insights, are more “tenable”—not truer, not even more believable—
than others; that is, they may stand up to criticism better than others because
they are more comprehensive, consistent, coherent, pragmatic, beautiful, and
spiritually inspiring—all qualities I would argue that are exhibited by the new
grand narrative of postmodern natural philosophy. Surely this is a modest
epistemological claim. For example, I think that the “epic of evolution” is
more tenable than Hesiod’s epic, the Theagony. (I hope this will not outrage
any indigenous Greeks.) But when stories from different times and places res-
onate well with the new grand narrative of postmodern natural philosophy,
the two are mutually validated. I thought that some such account as this
would lend credibility to the wide variety of such indigenous narratives as
those of the pre-Cookian Hawaiians and pre-Columbian Ojibwa, narratives
that are usually dismissed as “myth” and “superstition.” But Hester, et al.
seem to think that we should bring the contemporary scientific narrative to
the test of these premodern indigenous narratives. In that they appear to
agree in principle with school-board fundamentalists who would bring con-
temporary natural philosophy to the test of the premodern biblical narrative
and prohibit the telling of the scientific story to schoolchildren if it were con-
tradicted by the biblical story. Which indigenous narrative, in other words, do
we select to be the standard against which the scientific narrative will be vali-
dated? As the Ms.-Ned anecdote testifies, and as Hester et al. remind us, in-
digenous narratives are quite diverse, and, I add, often mutually inconsistent.
Not only do we learn from Hester et al. that all past as well as present
Indigenous peoples were peaceful and tolerant pluralists, just like the con-
temporary Indigenous coauthors among Hester et al., we also learn that they
all subscribe(d) to a form of environmental “respect” just like the one re-
cently developed by Tom Birch (1993) and then publicly endorsed by one of
the non-Indigenous authors, namely Cheney (1998). All Indigenous people
manifest(ed) “universal consideration,” that is, they respect(ed) absolutely
everything (except me). This is so, we are informed, because they tell stories
and do not theorize. No Indigenous people have an ethic, we learn, environ-
mental or otherwise, nor do they have a metaphysics (such things belong only
to Western culture) but they do have an epistemology. It too is exactly like
that recently developed by Birch (1993) and Cheney (1998). No less than the
scientific method, which places a premium on falsification of hypotheses, the
epistemology of Indigenous peoples, we are told, is, and always was, self-crit-
ical. We should know this is so because, in the experience of the self-identify-
ing Indigenous authors among Hester et al., when contemporary Indigenous
people from different groups get together with one another they “swap sto-
ries and come to understand each other better and understand the various
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ways of understanding the subject matter of the stories better.” Because all
contemporary Indigenous people, in the experience of the self-identifying
Indigenous authors among Hester et al., are so friendly with one another and
curious about one another’s stories, the accounts of violent and horrible eth-
nic conflict among some Indigenous peoples, prior to the European conquest
of North America, by the nineteenth-century Indigenous historian of the
Ojibwa, is a vicious slander, I suppose we must conclude.

The scientific method is infected throughout with Baconian designs on the
control of nature and any natural philosophy or worldview informed by sci-
ence must also be similarly infected, Hester et al. tell us. But they also tell us
that Indigenous thought, in sharp contrast to postmodern natural philoso-
phy, is genuinely: “ecological.” The seeming paradox generated by the fact
that ecology is a Western science, and must therefore itself be inherently
Baconian, as we are told elsewhere in the essay, should, however, not trouble
us. This and a number of other contradictions in the Hester et al. essay does
not undermine its credibility, they inform us in an endnote, because the crite-
rion of noncontradiction is a local concern of Western philosophy, inapplica-
ble to Indigenous thought. Hester et al. thus join Bratton in expressing
doubts about the usefulness of the noncontradiction criterion in deciding
what is tenable and what is not.

As with Lee Hester and many other contemporary Americans, I too have
indigenous as well as European ancestry. Heretofore, I have made no public
declaration of it because I did not want to exploit something I consider irrel-
evant to sound scholarship. I do not, that is, think that my indigenous ances-
try provides me with any special access whatever to how all Indigenous
people—past and present, here, there, and yonder—think. Because Catherine
Larrere is French, does that alone qualify her, in the absence of careful study
of relevant materials, to pontificate on, say, the fifteenth-century worldview of
the French? Furthermore, must one be French to be able to understand and
credibly characterize the fifteenth-century French worldview? My attempt to
characterize the traditions of thought of various, and very different, indige-
nous peoples in Earth’s Insights was based on a careful study of a wide variety
of cultural materials. In the case of the Polynesian tradition, for example, I re-
lied in part on the Kumulipo, a seventeenth-century royal Hawaiian ge-
nealogical chant; in that of the Ojibwa, I relied in part on a body of narratives
collected and roughly translated by William Jones, an anthropologist of in-
digenous ancestry, and recorded in the original language. Hester et al. chal-
lenge my interpretation of indigenous traditions globally, that is, without
respect to the differences among them and with no reference whatever to any
sources, except their own, apparently innate knowledge of things Indigenous.
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Frankly, I do not know to defend myself against such papal bull, except to
baldly state its preposterous assumptions.

And when I say, “defend myself,” I choose my words carefully because, un-
like all the other authors in this volume, Hester et al. mount a mean-spirited
personal attack on me. Their title rhetorically associates me with George
Armstrong Custer. I consider this to be as tasteless and offensive as if they
titled their essay “Callicott’s Mein Kampf.” The essay is full of the rhetoric
of political violence. I am accused of an “attempted intellectual coup d’état
of Indigenous thought”; of employing an “imperialist conquest model” of
“heart(less)” analysis. They call me “arrogant,” “misguided,” out to “ex-
port” and “impose” the Leopold land ethic throughout the world. (Actually,
in Earth’s Insights, 1 find only one indigenous ecological ethic to be similar to
the Leopold land ethic; others are more or less “ecological” in different
ways.) They accuse me of hubris. This is not only disheartening, it defies un-
derstanding. In a document coauthored by one of the indigenous coauthors
of the Hester et al. essay, McPherson, the same account of the Ojibwa land
ethic that Hester et al. characterize as “distorted” is warmly endorsed for in-
cluding an analysis of the very thing it is now accused of failing to appreciate,
namely, Indigenous respect for things natural:

One of the conclusions which Callicott reaches which has particular
importance for The Native Philosophy Project here in North-
Western Ontario is, for example, that “the Ojibwa regarded animals,
plants, and assorted other natural things and phenomena as persons
with whom it was possible to enter into complex social intercourse.”
... In Callicott’s original research on the Ojibwa narrative-tradition,
. . . he came to realize that “Ojibwa narratives consistently represent
the natural world as a world of other-than-human persons organized
into congeries of societies.” . . . This concept of “other-than-human
persons” is an extremely important one in moral philosophy. A per-
son indeed is someone who has our respect. (Rabb & McPherson
1994,p. 5)

What Hester et al. reject with particular disdain, Rabb and McPherson
(1994, p. 7) go on warmly to endorse: “Callicott and others have suggested
that the North American Indian attitude to nature constitutes a land ethic
very close to that proposed by the famous American environmentalist Aldo
Leopold, [who] argues that what is important in making decisions affecting
the environment is not the right of the individual, human or otherwise, but
the good of the biotic community.” In many other passages in the same doc-
ument, my work is extensively cited as a precedent for taking indigenous
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thought seriously as philosophy, as a study in “ethno-metaphysics.” Further-
more, the material upon which I base my interpretation of an Ojibwa world-
view (i.e., the narratives collected by Jones) is, in the opinion of Rabb and
McPherson (1994, p. 10), so authentic that “many of our [indigenous] stu-
dents have found these narratives very familiar and are able to tell the entire
story with astonishing accuracy after reading only the first few sentences.” As
of this writing, McPherson still uses the text I coauthored and that he and
Rabb cite, Clothed-in-Fur and Other Tales: An Introduction to an Ojibwa
World View, in his courses. And Rabb and McPherson warmly endorse my
methods of ethno-metaphysical analysis. How are we to account for this re-
versal of judgment? Is this more evidence that the principal nonindigenous
coauthor is using the indigenous identity of two of his collaborators as a man-
tle to hide his own naked speculations and otherwise groundless assertions?
As noted, Hester et al. claim that consistency is not a concern in Indigenous
thought. Neither, it seems, is gratitude to a fellow philosopher for work that
helped make an academic program in Indigenous philosophy at Lakehead
University possible.

CONCLUSION

Let me conclude “My Reply” by returning to the point with which I began—
thanksgiving. By way of transition from the immediately preceding discus-
sion, I am grateful that the two versions of the attack on Earth’s Insights (and
its author) by Hester et al. are both accompanied by my retort—here and,
and more fully, in Environmental Ethics (the journal). Again, I thank all the
authors represented in this volume for their engagement with my work, and
the great majority of them for the graceful and appreciative way in which they
do it. Reading these essays and mounting a reply has been both an exhilarat-
ing and humbling experience. I wish I could have devoted a reply of equal
length to each (as I did to that by Hester et al. in the pages of Environmental
Ethics). Short of that, my first challenge was to select the central points in each
of their essays and reply to those. The second challenge was to craft a reply
that had a unity and integrity of its own. It is a Herculean task, to which only
a true philosophical Hercules would be adequate. A mere mortal, I have here
done the best I could.



