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Death Denial, Human Supremacy, and 
Ecological Crisis: Indigenous and Euro-
American Perspectives
JAMES ROWE & DARCy MAThEWS

Our mother grows angry 
Retribution will be swift 
We squander her soil and suck out her sweet black blood to burn it 
We turn money into God and salivate over opportunities to crumple and 
crinkle our souls for that paper, that gold 
Money has spent us 
Left us in small boxes, dark rooms, bright screens, empty tombs 
Left investing our time in hollow philosophies 
To placate the fear of our bodies returning back into our mother

Tanya Tagaq, Inuk throat singer, “Retribution”

FROM GOVERNMENTS DECLARING climate emergencies to new 
pandemics fueled by deforestation, we live in a period of heightened eco-

logical crises, and scholars have long pointed to narratives of human supremacy 
as central drivers of ecological destruction. One of the more prominent think-
ers to make this argument—Lynn White Jr., in his famous essay “!e Roots 
of Our Ecologic Crisis”—argued that narratives of human supremacy were so 
deeply held, so embodied for most Euro-Americans, that cognitive argumen-
tation alone could not overturn them. White argued that “we must rethink 
and refeel our nature and destiny.”1 Following thinkers such as White, scholars 
in environmental studies are now attuned to the role of a"ect in shaping en-
vironmental behavior and commitments.2 We move further in this direction 
by exploring an overlooked but powerful explanation for stubborn attachment 
to the idea of human supremacy in the Euro-Americas: the political force of 
death denial. In the face of #nitude, human feelings of fear and belittlement 
have fueled Euro-Americans’ attachment to narratives of supremacy. Or, as 
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Inuk throat singer Tanya Tagaq sings in her song “Retribution,” we invest “our 
time in hollow philosophies to placate the fear of our bodies returning back 
into our mother.”

In making this connection between death denial and narratives of human 
supremacy, we draw from three main sources. Firstly, we engage anthropologist 
Ernest Becker who is the Euro-American thinker who has done the most to 
clarify the linkages between death denial and illusions of human supremacy. 
While a small number of scholars have drawn on Becker’s work to explain 
ecological destruction, very little has been done to link his insights on death 
denial to environmental destruction in general and longstanding Euro-Ameri-
can attachments to human supremacy in particular.3

Secondly, we turn to Indigenous studies scholars such as Vine Deloria Jr. 
and Michael Yellowbird to engage the more open and accepting orientation 
towards mortality among many Indigenous nations, and the role this di"er-
ent orientation plays in facilitating non-supremacist relations with the more-
than-human world. While environmental studies scholarship has long looked 
to Indigenous worldviews and land-caring practices for models of reciprocal 
relations with the more-than-human world, scholars have yet to explore the 
connection between non-supremacist worldviews and di"erent orientations to 
mortality.

!irdly, we develop a case study of Coast Salish approaches to mortality, 
arguing that the non-supremacist worldviews and ecological successes of Salish 
peoples—upon whose territories we both live—are deeply connected to their 
di"erent orientation toward death, especially when compared to Euro-Amer-
ican death denial. Our case study shows that environmental education and 
advocacy must begin by addressing the death fear that underpins Euro-Amer-
ican culture. Until the Euro-Americas honestly and collectively reckon with 
the reality of death, stubborn and often unconscious attachments to human 
supremacy will not only remain, but will make the necessity of ecological re-
dress nearly impossible to achieve.

We undertake this analysis from an anticolonial perspective because we are 
committed not only to learning from Indigenous knowledge systems but also 
to supporting Indigenous sovereignty.4 Our previous research, along with that 
of our collaborators, explored Indigenous Peoples’ impressive record of culti-
vating ecological health and species abundance on the Northwest Coast over 
thousands of years.5 Darcy Mathews spent twenty years working with Coast 
Salish funerary experts to manage ancestral human burial sites. We acknowl-
edge the expertise and guidance of these experts as we seek—as settlers—to 
understand the relationship between approaches to mortality, ecological sus-
tainability, historical connections to the land, and the primacy of a place-based 
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kincentric ecology, a concept developed by Enrique Salmón that we explore 
more fully in our case study.6

Although we emphasize the importance of learning from Indigenous cos-
mologies, we recognize that this learning should be in the service of not only 
bettering relations with the more-than-human world but also accelerating pro-
cesses of decolonization in settler-colonial contexts such as the United States, 
Canada, and Australia. Although we focus on human supremacy, we also think 
that research on death denial holds considerable promise for combating other 
destructive illusions like white supremacy, which stand in the way of genuine 
decolonization and learning e"ectively from Indigenous Peoples.7 Overcoming 
Euro-American death denial will help undo compensatory narratives of su-
premacy and the premature death they cause for humans and our nonhuman 
kin.

Ernest Becker and Terror Management !eory
Ernest Becker died at the age of forty-nine, months before his book, !e Denial 
of Death, was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1974. His innovative ideas on how 
death denial shapes behavior, culture, and institutions inspired a sub#eld of 
social psychology known as terror management theory (TMT), which received 
considerable media attention in the COVID-19 era.8 But Becker’s work in 
general was slow to inform debates in the humanities and social sciences, even 
though his death-denial thesis bears on foundational questions of power and 
injustice. More speci#cally, Becker o"ers a powerful explanation for a"ective 
attachments to narratives of supremacy—from human supremacy to white su-
premacy. In other words, his work speaks directly to the provocation at the 
core of this special issue, mainly that “ecological crisis and societal polarization 
emerge from a shared foundation: a dualistic logic of domination and exploita-
tion.” For Becker, death denial fuels this domination. 

According to Becker and other TMT researchers, the intense existential 
fear caused by the reality of death compels humans to psychologically bu"er 
themselves with cultural constructions of supremacy that compensate for the 
overwhelming helplessness they feel in the face of #nitude.9 !e human ani-
mal, like other animals, possesses a will to live. What distinguishes us from our 
fellow critters, however, is an evolutionary inheritance—the cognitive ability 
to imagine and anticipate our own end.10 According to Becker, a will to life 
combined with the cognitive capacity to imagine death led humans to a level 
of existential anxiety seemingly unique in the animal kingdom.11 While this 
article will address the limits to Becker’s universalizing argument, we will #rst 
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trace how it remains constructive for making sense of Euro-American attach-
ments to human supremacy.

Because the prospect of death can be overwhelming, humans develop 
mechanisms for relating to death; some humans develop mechanisms that spe-
ci#cally deny their $eshy mortality. Death denial, for Becker, plays a formative 
role in all cultures. !e primary mechanism for denying death is cultural and 
involves creating the conditions for symbolic immortality, for heroism. Soci-
ety is, for Becker, “a symbolic action system, a structure of statuses and roles, 
customs and rules for behavior, designed to serve as a vehicle for earthly hero-
ism.”12 Each culture has a unique hero system that provides multiple pathways 
to heroism. 

People pursue heroics to earn a feeling of “cosmic specialness”—a sense 
that their life is signi#cant beyond the dust they will one day become.13 For 
Becker, “the real world is simply too terrible to admit; it tells [humans] that 
they are small trembling animals who will decay and die. Illusion changes all 
this, makes [humans] seem important, vital to the universe, immortal in some 
way.”14 Narratives of human supremacy are one such illusion: they allow be-
lievers to feel heroic, to feel cosmically special. We are the chosen species. As 
Becker states: “!e frail human creature tries to change his position from one 
of insigni#cance in the face of nature to one of central importance; from one 
of inability to cope with the overwhelming world to one of absolute control 
and mastery of nature.”15

In the forty-#ve years since Becker’s death, TMT scholars have tested his 
theory multiple times. !e experiments that relate most to our topic at hand 
entail priming a test group on their mortality—either with explicit or sub-
liminal reminders of death—and then tracking how participants respond to 
di"erent situations or written statements. When reminded of their mortality, 
test subjects tend to do two things: (1) they increase their commitment to 
worldviews, and (2) they pursue self-esteem according to the standards of their 
preferred worldview.16 Although a canonical TMT experiment did fail a rep-
lication e"ort in 2019, to date over #ve hundred experiments in twenty-#ve 
countries have supported Becker’s account of how fear of death shapes human 
behavior.17

Numerous tests have linked fear of death to the idea of human supremacy. 
For example, a 2007 study found that test subjects primed on their mortali-
ty were more likely to report negative views of animals.18 A follow-up study 
examined whether the #ndings were similar for pet owners, who presumably 
have more positive attitudes toward animals than the general population.19 !e 
researchers found that even “pet owners evaluate animals, and activities that el-
evate the status of those animals, less favorably when they are reminded of their 
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own creaturely and mortal nature.”20 Likewise, another study found that death 
reminders increased participant support for the killing of animals.21 According 
to the researchers: “!e idea that humans are di"erent from and superior to 
other animals is a fundamental part of most worldviews, and this is certainly 
true of the mainstream American view.”22 

In an interesting twist, a study published in 2018 revealed that challenging 
the illusion of human supremacy brings forth the thoughts of death that the 
illusion serves to repress.23 Researchers had the test group read an article argu-
ing that dolphins are more intelligent than humans and found that the article 
brought forth high levels of death-related thoughts in the test group when 
compared to participants who read an article about dolphin intelligence that 
did not connect dolphins to humans.24

!e #ndings from these studies reveal the link between fear of death and 
a belief in human supremacy in the Euro-American worldview. According to 
Becker’s theoretical framework, all doctrines of supremacy (whether of race, 
nation, class, gender, or species) are e"orts to achieve cosmic specialness for the 
elect, e"orts to fend o" the pain of existential insigni#cance. “All power,” writes 
Becker, “is in essence power to deny mortality.”25 He continues: “Either that 
or it is not real power at all, not ultimate power, not the power that [human]
kind is really obsessed with. Power means power to increase oneself, to change 
one’s natural situation from one of smallness, helplessness, #nitude, to one of 
bigness, control, durability, importance.”26 

Becker was interested not only in articulating the Euro-American world-
view but also in exploring what Euro-Americans could learn from di"erent ap-
proaches, particularly Indigenous worldviews.27 Becker theorized that all worl-
dviews—no matter how diverse—are hero systems designed to protect against 
existential anxiety. He noted, however, that some worldviews are less destruc-
tive than others. He commended Indigenous societies for giving their members 
“less invidious and competitive forms of self-expansion.”28 Euro-Americans, he 
argued, should look to them for inspiration and seek to craft “nondestructive 
yet victorious” social systems that satisfy the need for heroism without precipi-
tating the wreckage that comes from doctrines of supremacy.29

Despite this insight, Becker failed to explain why some societies (e.g., 
Christian) embrace doctrines of human supremacy when others (e.g., Indige-
nous) can meet their existential needs in less destructive ways. Having answers 
to this question would support contemporary e"orts to promote more egali-
tarian worldviews. For instance, perhaps anxiety about death is not as univer-
sal as Becker claimed. Maybe some cultures have learned to overcome their 
existential anxiety to the point where the need for compensatory heroism or 
signi#cance is not so great, thereby quelling the will for supremacy. 
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Indigenous Approaches to Death
In the same year that Becker published !e Denial of Death, Dakota schol-
ar Vine Deloria Jr., a key #gure in the disciplinary formation of Indigenous 
studies, released God Is Red: A Native View of Religion, which challenged one 
of Becker’s key premises. Recall that death-denying illusions, for Becker, are 
integral to all cultures and that some illusions are more destructive than oth-
ers. Although he was not referring to Becker’s theories speci#cally, Deloria Jr. 
challenged Becker’s universalism when he observed that “rather than fearing 
death tribal religions see it as an a%rmation of life’s reality.”30 He continued: 
“!e Indian ability to deal with death was a result of the much larger context in 
which Indians understood life. Human beings were an integral part of the nat-
ural world and in death they contributed their bodies to become the dust that 
nourished the plants and animals that had fed people during their lifetime.”31 
For Deloria Jr., Indigenous approaches to mortality are linked to nonsuprem-
acist worldviews that position humans as fundamentally integrated with the 
natural world; upon their physical death, humans feed other life forms, much 
as animals nourish humans when they are hunted and eaten.

How did some Indigenous nations achieve relative equanimity in the face 
of death? It is di%cult to disagree with Becker’s claim that death is fundamen-
tally troubling for the human animal. But, clearly, fear of death is more mallea-
ble than he allowed for. For example, Arikara scholar Michael Yellow Bird has 
written about the rituals his community used to “rehearse for death.”32 In one 
ritual, for instance, a tribal member was chosen to represent death (i.e., to dress 
up and don body paint). !e chosen one then left the village and prepared in 
isolation to return as death. According to Yellow Bird, the arrival triggered 
“deep emotional responses.”33 As the ritual closed, death left the village, disap-
pearing into the hills. Elders then talked with fellow community members to 
hear how the encounter had impacted them. Sergei Kan’s work with the Tlingit 
has likewise demonstrated how their mortuary Potlatches transformed death 
into a “largely-life-a%rming event.”34

For Yellow Bird, Indigenous rituals share commonalities with Buddhist-in-
spired mindfulness practices, which are increasingly the subject of scienti#c 
study.35 “Indigenous Peoples,” he writes, “have been engaged in practices that 
incorporated mind body meditation and mindfulness principles for thousands 
of years.”36 And, according to a TMT study published in 2019, mindfulness 
practices can reduce defensive responses to death fears, rea%rming that one 
can overcome existential anxiety and reduce compensatory illusions of su-
premacy.37 !e study involved Buddhist and non-Buddhist participants in 
both South Korea and the United States. !e authors, Young Chin Park and 
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Tom Pyszczynski found that non-Buddhists in both countries who were put 
through a twenty-minute meditation protocol did not become more defensive 
of their worldviews after being primed on their mortality (but the control sub-
jects did, as is predicted by TMT). !ey also found that experienced Buddhist 
practitioners did not react defensively when reminded of their own mortality, 
even when they did not meditate before the experiment (a #nding that suggests 
the enduring e"ect of mindfulness practice).

!e authors go even further in pinpointing the mechanism that reduc-
es defensiveness. According to previous TMT studies, defensive responses to 
death arise because of thought suppression. Instead of directly facing their 
anxiety about death, people repress the fear, which is then sublimated into a 
compensatory worldview defense. But Park and Pyszczynski found that medi-
tation halted thought suppression, allowing death fears to be experienced con-
sciously. !is consciousness—like in the death-rehearsal ritual described by 
Yellow Bird—facilitates a non-defensive response to mortality priming. Park 
and Pyszczynski conclude that “responding defensively to thoughts of death, 
by initially suppressing such thoughts and then defending one’s worldview 
when they rebound, is not an inevitable response to this existential problem.”38 
As Deloria Jr. points out: “Indians know that people die. !ey accept death 
as a fact of life. Rather than build a series of logical syllogisms that reason 
away grief, Indian people have a ceremony of mourning by which grief can 
be properly expressed… When [death] is suppressed—as it is in the Christian 
religion—death becomes an entity in itself and is something to be feared.”39 In 
e"ect, ritual and ceremony are mindfulness practices that help reduce existen-
tial defensiveness.

While more research on mind/body practices and death denial is need-
ed, Park and Pyszczynski’s study suggests that existential defensiveness can de-
termine whether a worldview is human supremacist or more egalitarian. We 
suspect that some Indigenous nations use story and mindfulness techniques 
such as ceremony and ritual to transform fear and denial of death into an 
a%rmation of earthly life. !is reduction of existential fear, in turn, supports 
non-supremacist worldviews and produces better ecological outcomes. “From 
our traditional trickster stories that long preceded European and American co-
lonialism,” writes Michael Yellow Bird, “many of us realize that we humans can 
be a fairly egotistical and negative species.”40 He continues: “!e importance of 
understanding the risks of negativity and an overin$ated ego are undoubtedly 
one of the many reasons that our ancestors urged us to practice deep introspec-
tion and humility in our daily lives.”41 In other words, cultures that recognize 
the fear and defensiveness that we humans can easily feel in the face of #nitude 
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and that in turn have developed resources for facing and transforming that fear 
are more likely to produce non-supremacist and egalitarian worldviews.&

Coast Salish Ways of Death and Life
Although the reality of death remains painful for Salish peoples, ritual practices 
help transform death from a “scary other” into a fundamental part of a trust-
worthy and regenerative cosmos. We argue that rather than denying death, 
the ritualized acknowledgment of death among Coast Salish peoples supports 
non-supremacist relations with the more-than-human world. !ese relations 
are, in turn, integral to practices and a worldview that has, as a core value, 
the promotion of networks of relationships and responsibilities between all 
beings—living humans, ancestral humans, salmon, trees, and all others. Fur-
thermore, we assert that this ethos of responsibility and relationality promotes 
ecological health.

!e Coast Salish are an ethnolinguistic group of Indigenous peoples of the 
Paci#c Northwest Coast, living in British Columbia, Washington, and Or-
egon. !ey are a geographically diverse grouping of many peoples with nu-
merous distinct cultures and languages. !e authors live and work within the 
traditional territories of the Lekwungen and W̱SÁNEĆ Coast Salish peoples in 
the metropolitan area of Victoria, and the information presented here derives 
largely from ethnographies, published sources, and from personal teaching 
from knowledge holders. When we present knowledge from these experts, we 
acknowledge them by name in the text and thank them for their guidance and 
expertise. In particular, we acknowledge elder Sellemah/Joan Morris (Songhees 
First Nation), and Harold Joe (Cowichan Tribes).

!e Coast Salish, like many Indigenous Peoples around the world, adhere 
to an epistemological framework that weaves all beings together into a web of 
shared ancestry, origins, and well-being. Rarámuri&scholar and anthropologist 
Enrique Salmón refers to this framework as kincentric ecology. !is view is 
some distance from the human supremacy alive in the Christian Genesis story, 
especially God’s injunction to his human creations: “Be fruitful and multiply 
and #ll the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the #sh of the sea 
and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the 
earth.”42 Contrary to the dominion promoted in the Book of Genesis,&kincen-
tric ecology as a concept promotes the understanding that people are part of 
an extended, interdependent ecological family with all life around them.43 !e 
reciprocal and nonsupremacist relations in this family are supported by more 
a%rmative relationships to mortality.
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Consider traditional Coast Salish understandings of funerals. In the short 
term, funerals helped the deceased reunite with relatives in the land of the 
dead and provided necessities for the trip. !ey allowed people to acknowl-
edge other dead ancestors who may be visiting and present at the time of the 
funeral while helping to ensure the psychological and spiritual well-being of 
the survivors. In the long term, funerals were rituals for mediating the physical 
dissolution of the social person, ensuring the reconstitution of the dead as an 
ancestor, and creating a venue for commemoration and remembering—much 
like the Tlingit mortuary Potlatch mentioned above. !ey were history in the 
making as the burial of the dead anchored memories, stories, knowledge, and 
rights to places associated with speci#c families and lineages. 

!e process, however, came with risks because the ancestral dead are inher-
ently powerful. As Elder Helen Joe states: “!at energy is so strong… we have 
to understand that the spiritual strength and the spiritual part of our people is 
so much greater than the human being and we have to be careful.” !e dead are 
not malicious; they are simply more powerful than the living, and precautions 
had to be taken before entering into any interaction with them.44

In contemporary Coast Salish communities, spirits of the recently deceased 
are still viewed as inherently powerful and potentially dangerous if protocols of 
respect for the dead are not followed.45 For example, close relatives are warned 
to be careful in the year following a death because their loved one may still be 
lingering and tempted to “take” a family member along on the journey to the 
land of the dead. Protocols and prohibitions enable grieving families to cope in 
appropriate ways during this volatile period. Some practices extend to all com-
munity members. For example, Harold Joe, a Cowichan Tribes cultural worker 
and “gravedigger,” warned that you should not eat outside at dusk because a 
lingering spirit might see you, become jealous of your ability to eat physical 
food, and strike out.46 !e awareness of the dead that pervades everyday life for 
many Coast Salish people is, in e"ect, the opposite of death denial. Uncanny 
encounters with the ancestral dead are a part of real life. !ese encounters may 
be odd, or even frightening, but few dispute that spirits exist and have the 
power to in$uence the living.47 

Songhees elder Joan Morris/Sellemah tells us that she receives visitations 
and signs from her “old ones” at important junctures when she needs clarity, 
when she has important decisions to make, or when they have something they 
need to tell her—“but even though they have important things to say to you, 
you still have to stay strong and not take their hand. !ey can take your səlí 
[soul], because they know when you’re su"ering and they want to help you, to 
take you home.”48 
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!e Coast Salish view life and death as cyclical, which underlies the sense 
of connection between ancestors and descendants and is at the root of the 
ethic of mutual respect and responsibility between the living and the dead. In 
this sense, death is not an end but rather a continuum along which personal 
relationships are extended. !e spirits of the dead came to visit and they were 
honored, fed, and spoken to; they retained their agency and continued to exist 
as real beings.49 People were reminded to maintain the connections between 
the living and the dead because the dead were not a resource to be wielded or 
“bossed around.”50 !e ancestral dead were the supernatural foundation for 
social order.51 !ey were supernatural actors who interacted with, assisted, and 
in$uenced the a"airs of the living, especially kin. Kin therefore had a custodial 
responsibility toward the dead. !ey needed to honor their ancestors to en-
sure the continued well-being and positive disposition of the dead toward the 
living. Honoring the dead cultivated kinship values, promoted the continui-
ty of the family lineage through genealogies, and maintained connections to 
ancestral places and histories.52 In other words, a certain amount of ritualized 
interaction between the living and the dead was seen as necessary to “keep the 
world right.”53 

We suspect that these ritualized interactions quelled human-supremacist 
impulses, contributing to a relational worldview that supports ecological health 
as part of making the world right. Many Indigenous nations have been partic-
ularly successful at promoting ecological abundance, particularly when it came 
to the species that sustained them.54 For instance, a study of Indigenous Peo-
ples in the Paci#c Northwest published in 2016 explored how they enhanced 
forest productivity.55 Although the study focused on speci#c land-management 
practices that improved soil conditions for Western redcedar, this ecological 
success also stemmed from a nonsupremacist worldview (including the rituals 
for enacting it). !is worldview was expressed, for example, by the late Kwak-
waka’wakw Clan Chief Kwaxsistalla/Adam Dick, who shared the Kwak’wala 
word q’waq’wala7owkw—which means the responsibility of “keeping it liv-
ing.”56 !is concept re$ects accountability in plant cultivation, including prac-
tices such as tilling, transplanting, weeding, selective harvesting, and controlled 
burning. In e"ect, “keeping it living” encompasses a broad and complex system 
of knowledge, teaching, laws, protocols, ritual, technology, and language as the 
basis for a deep history of ecosystem use and management practices in which 
humans are accountable to the plants and animals they harvest.

Within this system, creating productive root and berry gardens or sustain-
ing #shing grounds to provide for one’s kin means establishing and following 
the appropriate codes to ensure the continued well-being and productivity of 
habitats and their life forms. For example, the sustainable SXOLE or reef-net 
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#shery of the W̱SÁNE' Coast Salish depends on a selective #shing method 
in which two canoes, anchored to the ocean $oor, are situated along known 
sockeye salmon seasonal migration routes. During a $ooding tide, the salmon 
navigate their way along complexes of reefs and paths cut by the #shermen 
through kelp forests; they swim toward the strategically situated and stationary 
canoes and the large billowing net stretched between them.57 While this #shery 
is both ingenious and technically sophisticated, the #shermen see its success as 
being grounded in honoring the proper social relations between humans and 
salmon. Adam Olsen, a member of the Tsartlip Nation, describes the respectful 
relationship each #sherman must have with salmon:

!e wealth of a Straits Salish reef netter was not counted by the 
number of sockeye he could catch, preserve, and trade alone… It was 
also calculated by the long-term quality and abundance of the #shing 
grounds he owned, cared for and passed down to his descendants… 
!is relationship was central to the way of life of a reef netter. Rather 
than viewing the sockeye as a resource to be exploited in full, reef 
netters believe the #sh, like every other living being, was once a hu-
man… [and that] all living things were an integral part of the circle 
of life. !e sockeye that passed by our nets were honoured as sacred 
lineages, no di"erent than the lineage of reef netters… both were part 
of the same cycle.58 

Integral to the success of the reefnet #shery is the First Salmon ceremony. 
Each year when the sockeye salmon begin to run, there is a prohibition against 
#shing until the #rst catch had been ritually welcomed.59 After sx ̣̫ aʼyəqʼʷ (the 
#rst sockeye salmon) is caught, children—freshly bathed, painted with red 
ocher, and with white bird down sprinkled in their hair—are assembled on 
the beach under the guidance of ritual experts to receive the #sh from the #sh-
ermen. Each child carries a dead salmon on outstretched arms from the shore 
to the #re pit.60 !ere, the #sh is laid on a bed of ferns and daubed with tə́məɬ 
(red ocher). Women butcher it, carefully removing the $esh in one piece from 
the spinal column, which is to be preserved intact. !e $esh is then fastened 
to skewers and roasted over coals.61  Often, qʼəxṃin (seeds of Lomatium nu-
dicaule, dried and burned as incense) are sprinkled on the #re while the #sh is 
cooked. When people #nish eating, they are puri#ed, and the bones are “fed” 
with burning qʼəxṃin or təməɬ—both of which are ritually associated with 
protection or puri#cation.62

We suggest that the First Salmon ceremony is a homology to the ritualized 
death, burial, and resurrection of humans.63 On both occasions, events are 
governed by ritual experts, and qʼəxṃin and təməɬ are used as agents of puri-
#cation and spiritual protection. While a funeral works toward transforming 
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the dead from a corpse into an ancestor and repairing the social fabric torn by 
the death of the individual, it is also central to transforming mourners into 
inheritors. Family-owned names, access to owned resource sites, and other as-
sets of the deceased are returned to the family group so they can be resurrected 
again and passed to future generations. !e First Salmon ceremony concerns 
honoring the salmon who were “just like a person.”64 !is ritual works toward 
creating an accord with salmon so they will continue to appear each year. !e 
First Salmon ceremony and funerals for the human dead are highly ritualized, 
cyclical movements between death, burial, and resurrection.

!is regenerative cycle is also referenced in “!e Story of the Sockeye,” 
which Secwépemc Elder Dr. Mary !omas shared with ethnobotanist Nancy 
Turner.65 According to Dr. !omas, the story was used to teach youth about 
growing up and giving back to the community and the more-than-human 
world. !e story ends with the salmon reaching their spawning beds, with 
them “fanning the beds with their tails and putting all their energy into ensur-
ing the survival of the babies. !ey died giving life to the next generation, and 
they also gave life to humans and to all the other living things along the river.”66 
Death is presented in this story as a natural part of a generous and regenerative 
cycle that we share with our nonhuman kin.

Eurocentric death denial has been forcefully enacted upon—and vigorous-
ly resisted by—Indigenous Peoples. As Pamela Amoss observes: “the western 
rationalistic tradition has never been fully accepted by most Coast Salish peo-
ple but has only impinged on their own world view and canons of evidence.”67 
Colonial acts of attempted assimilation, aimed at imposing a capitalist settler 
culture on Indigenous Peoples included the coast-wide Potlatch ban, were en-
acted under an 1884 amendment to the Indian Act by the Canadian gov-
ernment.68 Depending on the culture, Potlatches were days-long gift-giving 
feasts, rituals, and ceremonies held to commemorate the death of a Chief or the 
head of a house; to facilitate the passing of names, titles, and responsibilities 
to inheritors; to distribute tangible and intangible wealth; and to serve other 
vital functions necessary for the continuance of the community’s culture and 
economy.69

!e ban—which came into e"ect in 1885 and was enforced by govern-
ment Indian agents, missionaries, and police—made it a criminal o"ense to 
participate in a Potlatch.70 But many Potlatches continued to be held in secret. 
For the Tlingit, for example, the Potlatch was the culmination of a series of 
funerary rituals; following the wake and cremation, it served to strengthen the 
alliance between the clan of the deceased and the moiety opposites. !e living 
spouse’s lineage was responsible for preparing the body and #nal cremation. 
While the Potlatch honored the deceased, it also provided the living with an 
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opportunity to repay the moiety opposites for their part in the funeral ser-
vice, thus strengthening the social fabric caused by the death of an important 
member of Tlingit society. In e"ect, the Tlingit mortuary Potlatch transformed 
death from a threat to their social order into an opportunity for strengthening 
and enhancing it.71

!e Potlatch ban was a colonial attempt at cultural assimilation, but it 
was also an attempt to interrupt the process by which Indigenous Peoples re-
a%rmed their familial histories and connections to important places. As a par-
ticipant in the Royal Commission on Aboriginal peoples testi#ed in 1992: 
“!is provision of the Indian Act was in place for close to 75 years and what 
it did was it prevented the passing down of our oral history. It prevented the 
passing down of our values. It meant an interruption of the respected forms 
of government we used to have.”72 !e ban attempted to disrupt the Potlatch 
as a resilient institution of social order and Indigenous law in tandem with 
missionization and conversion to Christianity. In contrast to death, which is 
unplanned and tragic, the Potlatch was a process of transforming death “from 
an unpredictable rupture in the $ow of social life into a planned, seasonal, and 
largely life-a%rming event punctuating social time.”73

Although colonization and missionization brought economic, sociopoliti-
cal, and ideological change and introduced Christian approaches to death, fun-
damental elements of the Potlatch survive among all Indigenous communities 
on the Northwest Coast. Among the Tlingit, for instance, contemporary prac-
tice of the funerary Potlatch ensures the survival of ancestral heritage.74 George 
Davis (1899-1980), a respected orator and storyteller, spoke these words at 
a Potlatch in 1980: “If we did not perform the potlatch, we would have lost 
our Tlingit culture (way of life) (Lingít kusteeyí) long time ago. !is is what is 
holding up our Tlingit culture… Our past is sacred and there is no price tag on 
it… !is is what is keeping our Tlingit culture alive.” Potlatching is now also 
a process of resisting those aspects of colonialism that threaten language, law 
and the values associated with the ancestral caretaking and protection of family 
histories and ancestral places. Funerary ritual and kincentric ecology are core 
traditional values that have survived colonization and assimilation but are also 
sites of Indigenous resistance to colonial hegemony.

• • •

!e Coast Salish case is one example among many of non-Euro-American so-
cieties who have developed practices to face the #nitude of death and avoid the 
compensatory and destructive illusions of human supremacy—illusions that 
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result in ecological destruction and other harms. Indigenous scholars such as 
Robin Kimmerer and Glen Coulthard encourage settlers to learn respectfully 
from Indigenous lifeways.75 We argue that one of the key learnings settlers can 
receive from Indigenous Peoples’ is their orientation toward death. 

Ernest Becker’s death-denial theory helps to explain stubborn a"ective 
attachments to human supremacy among Euro-Americans. Narratives of su-
premacy bu"er against existential fears by making subjects feel empowered 
despite the dismembering force of #nitude. Indigenous thinkers such as Vine 
Deloria Jr. and Michael Yellow Bird add nuance to Becker’s argument by chal-
lenging his universalism and o"ering insight into how some peoples hold non-
supremacist worldviews while facing the same predicament of impermanence 
as do all humans. As the Coast Salish case shows, death need not be so terri-
fying that it requires denialism and compensatory illusions. Instead, stories, 
mind-body practices, and rituals can help cultures face and metabolize their 
fears. And recent TMT research on mindfulness reveals that a"ective strategies 
can undo death denial and the supremacy narratives it often generates.76

!ese are important lessons for environmental educators and advocates 
who work in a #eld where educational materials often trigger fears of death 
and images of destruction riding on the backs of climate change or some other 
ecological calamity.77 Our hope is that awareness of death denial and the devel-
opment of a"ective strategies to overcome it will become a focus of future en-
vironmental research, education, and action. But we should take care to learn 
from Indigenous ontologies and ceremonies without stealing knowledge in the 
same way that land was violently stolen in settler-colonial contexts such as the 
United States, Canada, and Australia. Although Lynn White Jr. and Ernest 
Becker were respectful of Indigenous lifeways, they did not explicitly advocate 
for the resurgence of Indigenous cultures and the repatriation of Indigenous 
land. Yet joining Indigenous nations and following their lead as they seek to 
reclaim their lands is one of the best ways for ethical learning to happen in our 
current moment when unjust power imbalances continue to shape relations 
between Indigenous nations and settler peoples and between humans and the 
land we all inhabit.78
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