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Starting in the arid southwest corner of Oregon and flowing down through the majestic valleys of 

northern California runs the Klamath River.  Home to a diverse group of Indian tribes since time 

immemorial and to equally resilient white settlers and fishing communities for generations, this land and 

her people revolve around the waters of the Klamath Basin, and for that reason it has also become home to 

hundreds of scientists working to understand this hugely important ecosystem.  Unfortunately, for over one 

hundred years there has also been more water promised to the people than has been available.  Although 

the history of this protracted conflict stretches over that entire time, it was in the early 2000s that the 

conflict hit its high water marks, flooding the small communities of the Klamath Basin with fear, sadness, 

and hate.  

Over the course of five years, not one of the four large communities would be left unpunished by a 

combination of bad weather and bad policy.  In 2001, after a century of federally promoted irrigation-based 

farming, the government shut off the water to the farmers in an Endangered Species Act recommendation 

to ensure enough in-stream flows for suckerfish and salmonids, the traditional food stock of the Indian 

tribes. After a summer of intense civil disobedience, violence, and economic ruin for the farming 

community, the Bush government stepped in and in an act widely suspected of scandal, released a revised 

ESA recommendation pledging that full irrigation rights would be restored the next year (Johnson, 2005). 

For the scientific community, this was one more example of their government turning its back on science 

(Service, 2003).  In 2002, with in-stream flows at record lows from irrigation diversions and water 

temperatures correspondingly too high, the largest fish kill in the history of the nation occurred, with 

between 38,000-70,000 coho, chinook, and steelhead dying before reaching their spawning grounds 

(Kempas, 2009).  Grown men stood crying along the river filled with “exploding dead fish carcasses,” the 

tribes and non-Indian fishing communities mourned the loss of the life and loss of subsistence and 
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livelihood (Johnson, 2005).  Finally, in 2006, the repercussions of those thousands of fish not spawning was 

felt in the fishing-dependent coastal communities in California with a coastwide ban was implemented as 

an attempt to restore the fishery, closing the season and sending the third of these land-based 

communities into economic disarray.  

While the Klamath Basin conflict can be approached from many angles and represents many more 

intricate and cross-cutting stakeholders than those described above, the one angle that cannot be 

overlooked is the cultural nature of this conflict. Especially salient is the tense dynamic between the Indian 

tribes and the white settlers who represent a majority culture that has systematically oppressed and 

attempted to assimilate those tribes for more than a century.  In order to explore this cultural dimension in 

a manner befitting the conflict, the Native mediation model of the medicine wheel will help to guide the 

discussion through the four directions of healing (Huber, 1991). These four directions will help to place the 

role of culture, to appreciate the dynamism of history, to reveal important underlying value systems, and to 

build a bridge from the ethnocentrism that undermines community healing to an ethnorelative foundation 

for cultivating solutions.  

The East: Setting the climate by acknowledging culture  

In mediation medicine wheel process, the East represents the first stage of the process and is a 

time for setting the climate of a discussion by honoring the cultures in the room with appropriate prayers 

and other grounding activities that work to acknowledge the interests of the room (Huber, 1991). For this 

discussion, this preparation includes appreciating a fuller range of stakeholders and considering the cultural 

identity issues of those players. At its most basic level, the Klamath Basin conflict is a dispute over 

increasingly scarce water, with “too many people, too many concerns, vying for too little water” (Snyder, 

2005, p. 146).  Again, the two monolithic interests in this case are farmers in the Upper Basin with irrigation 

needs and tribes in the Oregonian Upper Basin and lakes and Californian Lower Basin and estuary areas 

who need in-stream water to support traditional staple fish throughout the watershed.  While the Klamath 
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Basin conflict is often framed as “fish vs. farms,” this does little to acknowledge the deep cultural roots that 

underlie a conflict that is much more than a water quantity and water adjudication issue between two 

industries (Doremus & Tarlock, 2008).  To generalize, there are three ways in which conflicts occur: over 

resources; over power or status; or over values or worldviews (LeBaron & Pillay, 2006).  The conflict in the 

Klamath Basin has been protracted for over a century because it contains all three of these conflict 

mechanisms. In order for the issues of the Klamath Basin to be sustainably resolved, there must be a 

foundational acknowledgment of the various cultural elements at play.  

Cultural values provide three functions: identity meaning, explanatory meaning, and an 

adaptational function. These provide, first, an individual frame of reference to understand the world; 

second, a common language within a cultural group; and third, an evolutionary function through which 

people adapt cultural values based on their relationship with the physical environment (Ting-Toomey & 

Chung, 2005).  While not exhaustive, some of the most prominent cultural groups in the Klamath Basin 

conflict are: the Indians, a diverse cultural group represented by the Upper Basin Klamath Tribes and the 

Lower Basin Hoopa, Kurok, and Yurok; non-Indian fishermen, predominately in small coastal communities 

in California; farmers in the Upper Basin, ranging from livestock ranchers to vegetable farmers, with various 

systems of landownership; and, finally,  scientists whose role in the region has become increasingly 

prominent.   

In each of these groups is a foundational land-based nature to their cultural identity.  As Moore 

points out, “connection to the land, past, present, and future, means that the land-based communities 

have a greater stake in the outcome of the conflicts…they risk personal loss of livelihood, property, culture, 

and social fabric” (Moore, 2013, p. 186).  The economic livelihood of each group — be it fishing, farming, or 

working to improve the environment by increasing our understanding of how it works —  represents and is 

tied directly to their cultural values and identity.  Echoing Moore, Doremus and Tarlock note that “the 

centrality of decisions about natural resources to the culture of various groups makes those conflicts more 
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intense and harder to resolve…it is difficult for the contending groups to empathize with, or even to 

understand, the claims of the other opponents because their own point of view is so ingrained” (Doremus 

& Tarlock, 2008, p. 10). In addition, the relative remoteness of places like the Klamath Basin increases the 

explanatory function of cultural values, sometimes to the detriment of fostering more ethnorelative skills.  

Finally, especially in the case of the Indians in the region, the adaptational function of cultural values is 

deeply connected to the environment. Much like culture, itself most prominent in contrast, this function 

has become increasingly salient as climate conditions and the ecosystem-wide effects of environmental 

degradation begin to undermine cultural understandings of man’s relationship with the land.   

The South: Hearing History 

Michelle LeBaron notes that “when conflict is understood as interrelated with culture, every 

dimension of analysis and intervention is affected” (qtd. Chang et al, 2008, p. 123). Often minimized and 

under-considered, the telling of the historical story is a dimension of intervention that requires great 

intentionality, as it is essential for many indigenous groups, including North American Indians (Huber, 1991; 

Moore, 2013).  In the mediation medicine wheel model, storytelling represents the second phase, or South 

direction (Huber, 1991). Significantly, there are no time limits placed on this stage as “it is important to 

allow each party to speak in full before the other has a turn,” with mediators and other parties listening to 

understand and allowing each “party to finish speaking before intervening,” even if this phase goes on for 

what may be perceived as a very long time by non-Indians (Huber, 1991, p. 2).  During a mediation between 

Navajo and Anglos in New Mexico, Moore notes the importance of offering support for the non-Indians by 

“acknowledging that hearing painful history makes us uncomfortable and impatient” (Moore, 2013, p. 140). 

Remarkably, it was an Anglo participant in that situation who then turned to the Navajo representative and 

acknowledged that “until we all really hear what is being said, until we see that for many here, history is 

actually part of the present and the future, we will not have enough trust to reach an agreement” (Moore, 

2013, p. 140).  In order to recognize the central place of history in the Klamath Basin conflict and build the 
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necessary trust to foster collaboration, a more comprehensive and patient understanding of the past is 

required.  

The West: Discovering what is important  

Because it follows the “expression of the South,” the third phase of the medicine wheel process of 

mediation, the West, is considered to be a place of introspection and reflection (Huber, 1991, p. 2).  

Fittingly, as in much of the mythology and reality of life on the western frontier, “the capacity to stick to a 

hard and painful challenge is an important lesson of the West” (Huber, 1991, p. 2).  Whether farming in arid 

land, fishing on a brutal coast, or surviving repressive assimilation policies, each of the major parties of the 

Klamath Basin conflict has demonstrated an incredible resiliency in the face of adversity.  With the shared 

experience of living on the land, there is hope that with proper reflection these parties will be able to 

appreciate the common ground they share.  One way to approach this is through the use of cultural value 

analysis, a mindful way of comparing tendencies and beliefs across cultural groups (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 

2005).  Through an analysis of one’s own cultural values, one can become more attuned to those of 

culturally different groups and increase one’s “cultural value awareness quotient” (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 

2005, p. 63).    

Stewardship, Science, and Sense of Place  

Echoing the feelings of the tribes up and down the Klamath Basin, Yurok Tribe Executive Director 

Troy Fletcher notes how “the river is critical for our culture and survival…we depend on the fishery…for 

ceremonial, subsistence and commercial purposes…we have since the beginning of time” (LaDuke, 2002, p. 

26).  This sense of connection to place is the dominant “essence of native identity and sovereignty” found 

among indigenous populations throughout the world (Hibbard, Lane, & Rasmussen, 2008, p. 140).  The 

Indians of the Klamath Basin have struggled for over a century to demonstrate and justify their relationship 

with the land to the white settlers. This has been especially difficult in regards to water rights, which they 

have chosen to exercise by leaving water in the river to steward fish stocks rather than extracting it to be 
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put to a so-called better use such as irrigation (Doremus & Tarlock, 2008).  There is a stereotype that 

American Indians did not historically and do not today “use” the environment because their use is so less 

extractive than the farming and industrial methods introduced by white settlers (Sherman, 2008).  This is 

very much a misperception that undermines their very real need for land and water and further 

demonstrates the lack of influence Indians have had on how their land ethics have been communicated to 

white culture (Sherman, 2008). As Hibbard et al point out, “[historically] Indians often manipulated their 

local environments for specific purposes…the idea of ‘preserving’ land in some kind of wilderness state 

would have struck them as impractical and absurd” (Hibbard, Lane, & Rasmussen, 2008, p. 141).  The 

misconception of a preservationist Indian culture could lead to some surprise when it is noticed how much 

Klamath Indians have adopted a partnership with western science to help improve the stewardship and 

management of their homeland.  

As a major component of the most recent series of disastrous natural resource management 

decisions, the role of science has been characterized as “combat biology” and has been used to further the 

interests of all parties at one time or another (Service, 2003).   Interestingly, although many Indian-Anglo 

environmental conflicts often have a theme of tension between modern science and traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK), the tribes of the Klamath Basin have been major proponents of a scientific understanding 

of the region, becoming partners with many agencies and helping to fund monitoring programs (Kempas, 

2009; Moore, 2008).  While collaborative discovery has characterized much of the relationship between the 

tribes and the scientists, this has not been the case between the tribes and the farmers.  As is common in 

recently settled lands, oral history and “anecdotal data” have been used to describe historic fish runs and 

environmental conditions (Moore, 2008). However, during the height of conflict in 2001, a protesting 

farmer presented with anecdotal evidence of abundant salmon once traveling far up river past the current 

dams yelled repeatedly in a documentarian’s camera “those fish were never here, screw the tribal legends” 

(Michelson, Kohler, Most, & Bolado, 2009).  That there are various cultural ways of knowing, remembering, 
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and interpreting evidence remains a contentious element for all parties and all aspects of the Klamath Basin 

conflict, and one cultural value aspect that many find to be cross-cutting in unexpected ways. Considering 

the deep identity connection to the land and the ethics of stewardship that arise from this connection, it 

isn’t too surprising that the Klamath Indians have cultivated an ally in western science that has proven to be 

one of the most powerful ways the tribes can maintain their relationship with the land and work to restore 

it. 

Use of Ceremony and Perceptions of Destiny  

One of the essential cultural value patterns outlined by Ting-Toomy and Chung is the value 

orientation of destiny, which asks whether “the relationship between people and the natural (or 

supernatural) environment [is] one of control, harmony, or subordination?” (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2005, 

p. 71).  The tribes of the Klamath Basin, like many American Indian groups, tend to empathize with a 

harmony-with-nature orientation (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2005).  This can be seen in their adoption of 

science as a means to better understand how to steward the land in a sustainable way that allows 

subsistence and livelihood opportunities, rather than dominating the land. An even more apparent 

adoption of this type of destiny orientation is seen in the use of ceremony in traditional cultures.  In the 

tribes of the Klamath Basin, the use of ceremony has been revitalized along with the escalation of the water 

conflict over the past 15 years.  Jeff Mitchell, an Elder of the Klamath Tribes, comments “there is no doubt 

in my mind that as long as we keep these ways, we keep these songs and these dances, we keep that 

medicine close to us that we will prevail” (Kempas, 2009). 

Of all the ceremonies in the Upper and Lower Klamath Basin tribes, none is more important than 

“Pikiawish.” Pikiawish is considered a “fixing the world ceremony,” that calls for “repairing damaged 

relationships and freeing oneself of bad feelings” (Most, 2006, p. 157). Similar to “‘Ike Ho’oponono” in 

Native Hawaiian cultures, Pikiawish is about bringing the world back into balance (Michelson, Kohler, Most, 

& Bolado, 2009; Most, 2006; Napoleon, 2008). American linguist William Bright recorded the origin of the 
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ceremony in 1957 as a “Coyote story” of how if the people practice “world renewal” then all peoples will 

enjoy prosperity and, especially relevant given the fishing interests of the tribes, “the salmon will overflow 

the river” (Karuk Tribe and the University of California, Berkeley, 2014).   

Historically used as a form of intertribal conflict resolution, Pikiawish was seen as a “time to get rid 

of your hard feelings, [where] you dance with that person you have hard feelings towards and make things 

better” (Michelson, Kohler, Most, & Bolado, 2009).  As well as resolving personal conflicts between 

individuals, Pikiawish is a type of new year celebration where the tribes reflect on their creation stories of 

their ancestors the “spirit people” being transformed into humans and all other living and even non-living 

things such as rocks, water, and air, a time to acknowledge the web that connects all aspects of the world 

and to take responsibility to steward and care for that web (Kempas, 2009; Michelson, Kohler, Most, & 

Bolado, 2009). Karuk leader Leaf Hillman explains: “some people were transformed to humans, some to 

animals, birds, fishes, all those things. So pikiawish, when we do a world renewal ceremony we’re 

reaffirming that we’re related to all those things. We’re giving thanks to them. It’s a reciprocal relationship 

between us and the trees and the water and the fish.” (qtd Most, 2006, p. 164). Perhaps most important 

when considering the entirety of the Klamath Basin conflict, Pikiawish is specifically not about 

strengthening your own tribe’s position to the exclusion of other people. Following his first experience as a 

Pikiawish priest, Hillman’s 15-year old son explains, “when you are out there praying, you are not just 

praying for yourself or for your family… you are praying for everybody on this earth, every tribe, this whole 

land” (Michelson, Kohler, Most, & Bolado, 2009).  The Karuk and other Klamath Basin tribes have been 

more openly sharing this part of their culture during the last decade of conflict both as a means to 

strengthen their resolve and to extend a gesture of collaboration to the non-Indians involved in the conflict 

(Kempas, 2009). 

The North: Creating Solutions by Moving from Ethnocentrism to Ethnorelativism  
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Moving Northward, this final phase of the medicine wheel is a time for solving problems by synthesizing 

and discriminating and organizing the reflections of the West (Huber, 1991).  The field of conflict resolution 

routinely uses the metaphor of an iceberg, and if in the vast ocean that is the Klamath Basin conflict there 

was one iceberg just for culture this discussion would not have even conquered the tip floating above the 

surface, let alone the giant mass below the waterline.  Nevertheless, it provides enough background to 

understand that deep cultural values are at play and a framework that synthesizes these reflections is 

needed in order to move the conflict forward into a phase of solution creation. One framework available is 

the ethnocentric-ethnorelative developmental model put forward by Milton Bennett. Ethnocentrism is the 

tendency to judge one’s own cultural practices as correct and superior to all other cultural practices and 

values (Bennett, 1998; Ting-Toomy & Chung, 2005).  In contrast, ethnorelativism refers to a level of comfort 

with different cultural customs and values other than your own and allows for more genuine intercultural 

communication (Bennett, 1998).  The cultural tensions in the Klamath Basin can be viewed as the result of 

ethnocentric positions from all parties. Wonderfully though, as Bennett’s six-stage model demonstrates, 

people can learn to be more ethnorelative and indeed even in the historically divided Klamath Basin recent 

community negotiations of the last few years has demonstrated this ability to move past the prejudices of 

ethnocentrism and towards more cooperative relations across cultures.  

Ethnocentrism in the Klamath Basin 

Though the Klamath Basin has long been framed as “farms vs. fish,” this is a deeply inaccurate 

framing as well as demonstrating some of the psychological realities of the conflict, including 

marginalization, stereotyping, and dehumanization (Snyder, 2005).  Whereas farming implies farmers (or 

people), fish is often equated to cold-blooded animals, making this not only an inaccurate framing of two 

different groups of people against one another, but actually a much more disturbing framing of humans 

versus animals. At a farming rally during 2001 with posters associating Indians with bottom-feeding, sucker 

fish, Troy Fletcher was stung by the insensitivity of his neighbors, commenting, “By dehumanizing it and 
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making it seem like an animal versus human thing, it’s…it’s really just not right” (Johnson, 2005).  This 

dehumanizing was especially painful for the dozens of Indian farmers who were caught between the two 

sides, as Dino Herrera a Klamath-Modoc Indian noted, during that time “you heard nothing of the Indian 

farmers who couldn’t feed their families” (Michelson, Kohler, Most, & Bolado, 2009).  Those five years were 

also a time when people did not hold back their opinions questioning the very legitimacy of the Indian 

culture, as one Klamath farmer remarked candidly to an Indian filmmaker:  

If the Native Americans tell me, “we have some right to time immemorial to these resources that 
the European does not have, and that these water are sacred and that there is a special spiritual 
need for sucker fish or salmon or any other living thing that only the North American Native 
Americans enjoy”… then I begin to question of the validity of their religion of their cultural vis a vis 
all other people on earth, I don’t think the Native Americans should enjoy any special rights or 
conditions. (Kempas, 2009) 
 

Perhaps because of the cross-cutting nature of their membership, few if any tribal individuals struck out in 

retaliation against their neighbors. However, it did inspire them to take their protests directly to Warren 

Buffet, owner of the dams that have stopped salmon migration since the 1920s, as well as file numerous 

lawsuits to cement their water and fishing rights.  

 From the time the first settler came to the Klamath Basin in the 1870s until today, the white 

settlers have by-and-large shown little regard for the livelihoods and interests of the Indians in the area 

(Doremus & Tarlock, 2008).  Nevertheless, this story would be incomplete if it didn’t recognize the 

hardships and adversity faced by the Klamath farmers.  The vast majority of farmers in the Klamath Basin 

are fourth- or fifth-generation farmers whose forefathers were likely given homesteaders rights through a 

lottery after serving in World War I or World War II (Johnson, 2005). At the time, they were given land, 

meager start-up farm equipment, and the promise of water.  Since then these families have developed a 

deep sense of pride and identity in their family heritage as Klamath farmers. The sense of family honor, 

care for future generations, and attachment to the land can be as easily stated for the farmers, as it can be 

for the tribes: “self-images, aspirations for their children, and the sense of obligation to their predecessors 

are closely bound up with the interactions with the natural world” (Doremus & Tarlock, 2008, p. 10). 
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However, there is a resonating feeling in the community that this culture goes unrecognized and 

increasingly unappreciated by the rest of America. Doremus and Tarlock point out that the law recognizes 

the cultural claims of the Indians, but not those of farming and fishing communities, “which do not fit the 

model of racial, ethnic, or religious groups at high risk of majority oppression” (2008, p. 10).  And again, not 

entirely dissimilar to the experiences of the tribes, many of the farmers who have now been forced to sell 

out their family properties after numerous years of low irrigation leading to poor profits, note how they feel 

they have been “callously pushed off lands they have sacrificed for generations to improve” (Doremus & 

Tarlock, 2008, p. 5). 

Ethnorelativism in the Klamath Basin: A Way Forward 

The first three stages of Bennett’s model for developing intercultural sensitivity — denial, defense, 

and minimization — can be seen in the cultural dynamics of the Klamath Basin conflict (1993).  However, 

what is exciting is the next three stages of acceptance, adaptation, and integration that denote the 

ethnorelative half of the spectrum are slowly starting to transpire (Bennett, 1993).  In order for this to have 

happened “fears that change will bring loss of power, livelihood, and even cultural identity…[had to be] 

acknowledged as both real and legitimate” by all parties involved (Doremus & Tarlock, 2008, p. 11).  

Following the series of disasters that left no community untouched from this fear of drastic change, the 

tribes and Water Users Association began negotiations, almost a decade later agreements have been 

produced that could forge a sustainable future for the whole community.  Especially inspiring is the reports 

back of long-time enemies divided by culture and historic differences are now becoming close and trusted 

friends as they work through the arduous process of finding solutions (Losordo, 2014).  It would seem that 

although there is still a long way to go, the representatives of the major parties have learned the most 

important lessons of the North, that of balance and justice (Huber, 1991).  
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