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 Racial Discourses in Environmentalism

The mobilization of Western, Christian rhetoric in the early environmental movement 

enabled white settlers to exclude indigenous nations’ histories and actors from foundational 

conservation and preservation efforts, and to elevate white actors’ interests.  

This Eurocentric discourse illegitimates indigenous individuals’ sovereignty and agency. It 

erases indigenous culture, knowledge, and experiences from the environmental history of 

the United States. 
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Existing Debates on Race & Environment

Climate Impacts 
Race
Scientific racism 

National Park 
Creation 

White dominance of 
national parks, 
John Muir as a key actor



Poststructuralism & Postcolonialism 
⁕ Poststructuralism 

○ Foucault, Jackson, & Neumann 
○ Discourse constitutes structures, 

structures constitute discourse 
○ Importance of rhetoric & 

symbols 
○ Exclusion of actors/knowledge   

⁕ Postcolonialism 
○ Said 
○ Civilizational boundaries 



Main Actors 
John Muir 
Theodore Roosevelt 
U.S. Congressional Record  
Yosemite Nation
Society of American Indians 

Main Events 
Yosemite National Park 
Mesa Verde National Park
Hetch Hetchy Dam



Discourse Analysis

John Muir Theodore Roosevelt

⁕ Separates indigenous actors from 
ideals of civilization and progress 

⁕ Generates racial hierarchies and 
civilizational boundaries

⁕ 1902 State of the Union Address, Flagstaff 
Speech, 1903, “Conservation as a National 
Duty” Speech, 1908 

⁕ Utilizes religious connotations of 
nature; Edenic, “virgin” landscapes

⁕ Excludes indigenous actors from 
beauty of the landscape 

⁕ Picturesque California, 1888, The Wild Parks 
and the Forest Reservations of the West, 
1901, Letter to Roosevelt, 1907, Sierra Club 
Bulletin, 1908



⁕ Uses religious connotations, appeals 
to progress and civilization

⁕ John Muir’s petition

⁕ Congressional Record (1890, 1901, 1913) 

 

Discourse Analysis

⁕ Challenge the subjugation of 
indigenous agency, sovereignty, and 
humanity 

⁕ Confronts the inequities and the 
racism of U.S. policy initiatives 

⁕ Yosemite Petition to Congress 1890,  Society 
of American Indians’s Quarterly Journal, 
1913-1914

Congress Indigenous Actors



 



Contemporary Connections

Group A

 
 

Venus has a beautiful name 
and is the second planet from 
the Sun. It’s hot and has a 
poisonous atmosphere

Conclusion

⁕ Infuse indigenous actors, knowledge, perspectives, and history into 
preservation and conservation efforts 

○ Indigenous actors in positions of leadership: Deb Haaland, Chuck Sams 

○ Return indigenous tribes’ collective jurisdiction of the existing national 
parks, with federal aid

○ Utilize public land trust systems to return tribal ownership to certain 
national parks    

○ Biden’s Executive Order, Office of Environmental Justice 
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