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Beaver	ponds	were	a	win-win	for	all	concerned	in	“the	Great	American	desert”	that	modern	ecologists	and	conservationists	are	beginning	to	study	only	now.	These	symbols,	called	pictographs,	are	created	by	painting	on	rock	surfaces	with	natural	pigments.	Some	are	religious	entities	and	others	show	who	came	to	the	area	and	where	they	went.	In
Bolivia,	for	example,	the	government	passed	laws	in	2010	and	2012	for	the	“Law	of	the	Rights	of	Mother	Earth,”	which	were	motivated	by	the	belief	that	nature	has	legal	rights.	It	is	estimated	90%	of	the	monument’s	petroglyphs	were	created	by	the	ancestors	of	today’s	Pueblo	people.	Grace	Morgan	hypothesized	in	her	dissertation	“Beaver
Ecology/Beaver	Mythology,”	the	Blackfeet	sanctified	the	beaver	because	they	understood	the	natural	science	and	ecology	of	beaver	behavior.	Then	you	must	either	adapt	to	it	or	try	to	engineer	it	out	of	existence.”	The	Lakota,	the	Blackfeet	and	the	other	tribes	understood	how	to	live	with	nature.	As	Canadian	anthropologist	R.	Morgan	believed	that	the
Blackfeet	did	not	harm	the	beaver	because	beavers	built	dams	on	creeks	and	rivers.	This	river	has	come	to	be	recognized	as	having	“all	the	rights,	powers,	duties,	and	liabilities	of	a	legal	person”	–	something	the	Maori	believed	all	along.	“Why	is	water	sacred	to	Native	Americans?”	Open	Rivers:	Rethinking	Water,	Place	&	Community,	no.	He
attempted	to	promote	land	ownership	that	was	based	on	watersheds,	instead	of	dividing	land	into	the	rectangular	lots	still	in	use	today.	Some	petroglyphs	have	meanings	that	are	only	known	to	the	individuals	who	made	them.	The	site	that	has	the	most	is	the	Petroglyph	National	Monument	in	New	Mexico.	It	can,	in	fact,	be	compared	to	Mount	Sinai	of
the	Old	Testament,	which	was	viewed	as	“holy	ground”	and	where	God	gave	Moses	the	Ten	Commandments.	Rights	of	Mother	Earth	Indigenous	people	from	around	the	world	share	these	beliefs	about	the	sacredness	of	water.	Established	in	1979,	Machalilla	National	Park	was	named	an	internationally	important	wetland	under	the	Ramsar	Convention
in	1990.	It	was	chanted	by	5,000	marchers	at	the	Native	Nations	March	in	Washington,	D.C.	on	March	10,	and	during	hundreds	of	protests	across	the	United	States	in	the	last	year.	The	Soyiitapi,	divine	water	beings,	also	instructed	the	Blackfeet	to	protect	their	home,	the	water	world.	They	knew	it	was	best	to	live	within	the	restrictions	of	the	limited
water	supply	of	the	Great	Plains.	The	Blackfeet	could	not	kill	or	eat	anything	living	in	water;	they	also	could	not	disturb	or	pollute	water.	CC	BY-SA	2.0	I	learned	from	my	grandparents,	both	members	of	the	Blackfeet	tribe	in	Montana,	about	the	sacredness	of	water.	Today’s	native	people	have	stated	that	the	placement	of	each	petroglyph	image	was
not	a	casual	or	random	decision.	Petroglyphs	are	powerful	cultural	symbols	that	reflect	the	complex	societies	and	religions	of	the	surrounding	tribes.	Petroglyphs	are	more	than	just	“rock	art,”	picture	writing,	or	an	imitation	of	the	natural	world.	There	were	many	reasons	for	creating	the	Petroglyphs,	most	of	which	are	not	well	understood	by	modern
society.	At	the	monument,	archaeologists	have	estimated	there	may	be	over	25,000	petroglyph	images	along	the	17	miles	of	the	escarpment.	Historic	pictorial	symbols	for	a	word	or	a	phrase	have	been	found	dating	to	before	3000	BC.	They	learned	through	observation	that	beavers	helped	create	an	ecological	oasis	within	a	dry	and	arid	landscape.
Beaver	ponds	provided	the	Blackfeet	with	water	for	daily	life.	The	arrival	of	Spanish	people	to	the	Southwest	in	1540	had	a	dramatic	impact	on	the	lifestyle	of	the	pueblo	people.	This	carving	could	produce	a	visible	indentation	in	the	rock	or	it	could	cut	deeply	enough	to	reveal	unweathered	material	of	a	different	color	below.	As	a	Native	American
scholar	of	environment	and	religion,	I	understand	what	makes	the	relationship	between	Native	people	and	the	natural	world	unique.	This	article	was	originally	published	on	The	Conversation.	Geologist	John	Wesley	Powell,	an	early	director	of	the	U.S.	Geological	Survey,	pointed	out	in	an	important	1878	government	study	that	the	defining
characteristic	of	the	Great	Plains	and	the	West	was	its	lack	of	water.	Arrow			Protection	Arrowhead			Alertness	Badger	Track			Summer	Bear			Strength	Bear	Paw			Good	Omen	Big	Mountain			Great	abundance	Bird			Free	of	worry,	Carefree	Broken	Arrow			Peace	Broken	Cross	Circle			Four	Seasons,	That	Which	Revolves	Brothers			Unity,	Equality,
Loyalty	Buffalo	Horns			Success	Buffalo	Skull			Sacredness,	Reverence	for	Life	Butterfly			Everlasting	life	Cactus			Sign	of	desert	Coyote	&	Coyote	Tracks			Trickster	Crossed	Arrows			Friendship	Days-Nights			Time	Passing	Deer	Track			Game	plentiful	Drawn	Bow	&	Arrow			Hunting	Drying	Rack			Plenty	of	Meat	Eagle			Freedom	Eagle	Feather			Chief
Enclosure			Ceremonial	Dances	End	of	Trail			Peace,	End	of	War	Evil	Eye			This	symbol	protects	from	the	curse	of	the	Evil	Eye.	Writing	on	this	issue	later,	author	Wallace	Stegner,	who	was	passionate	about	the	West,	commented,	“[W]hat	do	you	do	about	aridity….You	may	deny	it	for	a	while.	Varying	from	tribe	to	tribe,	it	can	sometimes	be	difficult	to
know	their	meanings,	while	other	symbols	are	very	clear.	Water	as	sacred	place	For	thousands	of	years,	Native	American	tribes	across	the	Great	Plains	developed	their	own	methods	of	living	with	the	natural	world	and	its	limited	water	supply.	As	a	consequence,	many	of	these	practices	went	underground,	and	much	of	the	image-making	by	the
Puebloans	decreased.	The	water	world,	in	particular,	was	held	in	special	regard.	This	is	why	the	Standing	Rock	Lakota	have	been	demanding	for	almost	a	year	a	right	to	clean	water	–	free	from	the	threat	of	potential	environmental	harm	and	to	protect	its	sacredness.	Head	Dress			Ceremonial	Hogan			Permanent	Home	Horse			Journey	Kokopelli			Flute
Player,	Fertility	Lightening			Power,	Speed	Lightning	Arrow			Swiftness	Man			Life	Medicine	Man’s	Eye			Wisdom	Morning	Stars			Guidance	Mountain	Range			Destination	Path			Crossed	Peace	Pipe			Ceremonial,	sacred	Rain			Plentiful	crop	Rain	Clouds			Good	Prospect	Rattle	Snake	Jaws			Strength	Saddle	Bag			Journey	Skyband			Leading	to	Happiness
Snake			Defiance	Squash	Blossom			Fertility	Sun			Happiness	Sun	Flower			Fertility	Sun	God	Mask			The	Sun	God	is	a	powerful	spirit	among	a	number	of	Native	American	tribes.	Sunrays			Constant	Swastika			Four	corners	of	the	world,	Well-Being	Tipi			Temporary	house	Thunderbird			Unlimited	Happiness,	Caller	of	Rain	Thunderbird	Track			Bright
Prospect	Water	Running			Constant	Life	Wolf	Paw			Freedom,	Success	Zuni	Bear			Good	Health	Compiled,	designed,	and	edited	by	Kathy	Weiser/Legends	of	America,	updated	March	2022.	Water	and	the	American	West	The	Great	Plains	of	North	America,	home	to	the	Lakota,	the	Blackfeet	and	other	tribes,	is	a	dry,	arid	place.	Several	waterways	drain
the	area	with	the	largest	being	the	St.	Mary	River,	Two	Medicine	River,	Milk	River,	Birch	Creek	and	Cut	Bank	Creek.	The	U.S.	government,	however,	ignored	Powell’s	ideas.	Water	as	life	Native	American	tribes	on	the	Great	Plains	knew	something	else	about	the	relationship	between	themselves,	the	beaver	and	water.	Powell	also	recommended	that
America	adopt	a	new	type	of	land	development	–	one	that	worked	with	nature,	so	everyone	had	access	to	water.	They	learned	both	through	observation	and	experiment,	arguably	a	process	quite	similar	to	what	we	might	call	science	today.	This	type	of	communication	is	not	unique	to	Native	Americans,	as	long	before	writing	was	developed,	people
around	the	world	recorded	events,	ideas,	plans,	maps,	and	feelings	by	drawing	pictures	and	symbols	on	rocks,	hides,	and	other	surfaces.	As	a	result	of	their	return,	there	was	a	renewed	influence	of	the	Catholic	religion,	which	discouraged	participation	by	the	Puebloans	in	many	of	their	traditional	ceremonial	practices.	Historic	pictographs	are	usually
found	under	protective	ledges	or	in	caves	where	they	have	been	protected	from	the	weather.	For	the	Blackfeet,	Lakota	and	other	tribes	of	the	Great	Plains,	water	was	“life.”	They	understood	what	it	meant	to	live	in	a	dry	arid	place,	which	they	expressed	through	their	religion	and	within	their	ecological	knowledge.	Petroglyphs	still	have	contemporary
meaning,	while	the	meaning	of	others	is	no	longer	known,	but	are	respected	for	belonging	to	“those	who	came	before.”	Throughout	the	United	States,	there	are	thousands	of	pictographs	and	petroglyphs	with	the	greatest	concentration	in	the	American	Southwest.	They	shared	that	the	Blackfeet	believed	in	three	separate	realms	of	existence	–	the
Earth,	sky	and	water.	Petroglyphs	in	the	Petrified	Forest	of	Arizona	by	the	National	Park	Service.	Curtis,	1924.	by	Rosalyn	R.	A	small	percentage	of	the	petroglyphs	found	within	the	park	pre-date	the	Puebloan	time	period,	perhaps	reaching	as	far	back	as	2000	B.C.		Other	images	date	from	historic	periods	starting	in	the	1700s,	with	petroglyphs	carved
by	early	Spanish	settlers.	“Mní	wičhóni”	in	the	Lakota	language	also	has	spiritual	meaning,	which	is	rooted	in	a	connection	to	nature.	In	1692	the	Spanish	resettled	in	the	Albuquerque,	New	Mexico	area.	Recommended	Citation	LaPier,	Rosalyn	R.	Also	See:	Blythe	Intaglios	–	Nazca	Lines	in	California	Healing	Crystals	and	Stones	Indian	Proverbs	&
Wisdom	Medicine	Bags	or	Bundles	Native	American	Totem	Animals	&	Their	Meanings	Sources:	Artsology	Geology.com	National	Park	Service	Native	American	Roots	Many	other	countries	have	come	to	view	the	natural	world	and	water	from	a	similar	perspective.	These	natural	pigments	included	iron	oxides	found	in	hematite	or	limonite,	white	or
yellow	clays,	and	soft	rock,	charcoal,	and	copper	minerals.	“Mní	wičhóni”	became	the	anthem	of	the	almost	year-long	struggle	to	stop	the	building	of	the	Dakota	Access	Pipeline	under	the	Missouri	River	in	North	Dakota.	Native	American	Symbols,	Totems	&	Their	Meanings	–	Digital	Download	The	context	of	each	image	is	extremely	important	and
integral	to	its	meaning.	Knife	River	Indian	Village,	North	Dakota.	LaPier.	The	Blackfeet	Nation	is	an	Indian	reservation	located	east	of	Glacier	National	Park	in	Montana.	Native	American	symbols	were	like	words	and	often	had	one	or	more	definitions	and/or	contained	different	connotations.	2017.	The	Blackfeet	believed	that	in	addition	to	the	divine
beings,	about	which	they	learned	from	their	stories,	there	were	divine	animals,	such	as	the	beaver.	The	Blackfeet	did	not	need	to	travel	for	plants	used	for	medicine	or	food,	as	well.	They	also	learned	from	their	religious	ideas,	passed	on	from	generation	to	generation	in	the	form	of	stories.	Click	for	prints,	downloads	and	products.	Symbols	were	also
used	to	decorate	homes,	were	painted	on	buffalo	hides	and	recorded	important	events	of	the	tribe.	Sulfur	Lagoon,	Aguablanca,	Machalilla	National	Park,	Ecuador.	Such	dams	could	produce	enough	of	a	diversion	to	create	a	pond	of	fresh	clean	water	that	allowed	an	oasis	of	plant	life	to	grow	and	wildlife	to	flourish.	Read	the	original	article.	These
images	are	a	valuable	record	of	cultural	expression	and	hold	profound	spiritual	significance	for	contemporary	Native	Americans	and	for	the	descendants	of	the	early	Spanish	settlers.	These	natural	pigments	were	mixed	to	produce	a	palette	of	yellow,	white,	red,	green,	black,	and	blue.	Puebloans	have	lived	in	the	Rio	Grande	Valley	since	before	500
A.D.,	but	a	population	increase	around	1300	A.D.	resulted	in	numerous	new	settlements.	Photographer	Ken	Lund,	via	Flickr.	The	Lakota	phrase	“Mní	wičhóni,”	or	“Water	is	life,”	has	become	a	new	national	protest	anthem.	For	the	earth	he	drew	a	straight	line,		For	the	sky	a	bow	above	it;		White	the	space	between	for	day-time,		Filled	with	little	stars
for	night-time;		On	the	left	a	point	for	sunrise,		On	the	right	a	point	for	sunset,		On	the	top	a	point	for	noontide,		And	for	rain	and	cloudy	weather		Waving	lines	descending	from	it.	CC	BY-SA	2.0	FR	The	United	States	does	not	have	such	laws.	Photographer	Delphine	Ménard.	They	should	not	be	confused	with	hieroglyphics,	which	are	symbols	used	to
represent	words,	nor	thought	of	as	ancient	Indian	graffiti.	The	Blackfeet	believed	that	humans,	or	“Niitsitapi,”	and	Earth	beings,	or	“Ksahkomitapi,”	lived	in	one	realm;	sky	beings,	or	“Spomitapi,”	lived	in	another	realm;	and	underwater	beings,	or	“Soyiitapi,”	lived	in	yet	another	realm.	Mandan	Hide	with	symbols.	DOI:		Download	PDF	of	Why	is	water
sacred	to	Native	Americans?	The	government	of	New	Zealand	recently	recognized	the	ancestral	connection	of	the	Maori	people	to	their	water.	The	Blackfeet	viewed	all	three	worlds	as	sacred	because	within	them	lived	the	divine.	8.		.	With	the	multiple	languages	spoken	by	Native	American	tribes,	symbols	or	“picture	writing”	was	often	used	to	convey
words	and	ideas.	The	Blackfeet	needed	this	ceremony	to	reaffirm	their	relationships	with	the	three	separate	realms	of	reality.	Another	similar	form	of	communication,	called	petroglyphs,	were	carved,	pecked,	or	abraded	into	stone	surfaces.	For	Native	Americans,	water	does	not	only	sustain	life	–	it	is	sacred.	Paviotso	Paiute	making	petroglyphs	by
Edward	S.	On	March	15,	the	government	passed	the	“Te	Awa	Tupua	Whanganui	River	Claims	Settlement	Bill,”	which	provides	“personhood”	status	to	the	Whanganui	River,	one	of	the	largest	rivers	on	the	North	Island	of	New	Zealand.	It	was	the	home	of	divine	beings	and	divine	animals	who	taught	the	Blackfeet	religious	rituals	and	moral	restrictions
on	human	behavior.	The	divine	beaver,	who	could	talk	to	humans,	taught	the	Blackfeet	their	most	important	religious	ceremony.	From	The	Song	of	Hiawatha	by	Henry	Wadsworth	Longfellow	When	European	explorers	arrived	in	America,	Native	Americans	did	not	communicate	through	writing	as	we	know	it.	There	are	175	miles	(282	km)	of	streams
and	eight	major	lakes	on	the	reservation.	Instead,	they	told	stories	(oral	histories)	and	created	pictures	and	symbols.	In	1680	the	Pueblo	tribes	rose	up	in	revolt	of	Spanish	rule,	and	drove	the	settlers	out	of	the	area	and	back	to	El	Paso,	Texas.	The	ponds	also	attracted	animals,	which	meant	the	Blackfeet	did	not	have	to	travel	long	distances	to	hunt.
Others	represent	tribal,	clan,	kiva,	or	societal	markers.	This	chant	mirrors	the	civil	rights	anthems	of	the	past,	which	emerged	out	of	the	African-American	church.	Facing	Arrows			Warding	off	evil	spirits	Four	Ages			Infancy,	Youth,	Middle,	Old	Age	Gecko			Sign	of	Desert	Gila	Monster			Dream	Time	Great	Spirit			The	Great	Spirit	is	a	conception	of
universal	spiritual	force,	or	supreme	being	prevalent	among	most	Native	American	tribes.	The	Ecuadorian	constitution	in	2008	recognized	the	rights	of	“Nature,	or	Pacha	Mama,”	with	“respect	for	its	existence,”	which	included	water.	The	U.S.	government	spends	billions	of	dollars	to	control	and	retain	water	in	this	“Great	American	desert,”	as	it	was
described	in	the	early	19th	century.	The	Blackfeet	viewed	water	as	a	distinct	place	–	a	sacred	place.	It	is	believed	that	the	majority	of	the	petroglyphs	were	carved	from	about	1300	through	the	late	1680s.
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