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Foreword

As my friend and I walked through an empty cornfield, she pointed at various plants

and asked what I knew of them. I was slowly becoming more embarrassed as I realized I did

not know as much as I thought I did. But then we came to a wide shrub, still sprinkled with red

berries despite the cold weather.“I know this one! This is a Japanese Barberry.” I said eagerly.

She responded, “That’s right. What do you know about it?” I recalled learning from an early

biology class that it had been introduced as an ornamental shrub, but quickly grew out of

hand. “The berries are edible,” I said, “But it’s a horribly invasive species.” She went on to tell

me how she made a point to harvest it every season, sometimes even making an event out of it

with other foragers. She asked whether I thought invasive species were bad. “Of course they

are”, I said, reciting what I had been told time and time again, “They’re killing off our native

species. If we don’t get rid of them soon, it could cause ecological collapse.” Then, we had one of

the most eye opening conversations of my 20 year old life. “I heard a theory a long time ago by

an Indigenous researcher. They say that invasive species are meant to spread and proliferate

because they are meant to be used. The Japanese Barberry we passed has nutritious berries

that last well into the winter, kudzu is almost completely edible, and knotweed has an



abundance of medicinal properties. The problem isn’t in the plant or the animal. The problem

is that humans don’t use them anymore.”

After years of learning about ecology through a Western lens, this conversation was the

first time I had ever come to question the integrity of how I viewed invasive species. Like many

others, I had learned to consider invasive species the villain of the natural world. In my view,

and many others, invasive species were simply bad actors in a civil ecological society. I did not

think about how this view affected my relationship to nature, nor the world as a whole. The

question, “are invasive species really our enemy?” has stuck in my mind for years, inspiring me

to take the dive into exploring this question. As my friend pointed out to me all that time ago,

the invasive species issue might not be an ecological problem, but a cultural one.



Introduction

Throughout this book, I will be exploring and challenging the Western world’s view of

invasive species, as well as comparing and exemplifying an alternative framework based in

Indigenous knowledge. For those unfamiliar, the Western world refers to the common culture

held by most of Europe, plus North and South America, New Zealand, and Australia after

European colonization. As sociologist Samuel Huntington describes, the world can be split up

into “The West and the rest”. The Western world is considered to be the dominant world culture,

due its strong influence on non-Western cultures via imperialism and colonization (Huntington,

1996). The West is characterized by an emphasis on industrial society, material wealth, and

large-scale religion. Additionally, Western culture is sometimes also referred to as Christian

culture, as Christianity can be considered the driving force behind all of Western society’s

cultural customs, rules, and values (Huntington, 1996). However, this is not to say Christianity

is the only religion practiced in Western society. Other Abrahamic religions, Judaism and Islam,

are widely practiced in the Western world but have had less major impacts on Western culture



as a whole. The three Abrahamic religions are monotheistic, meaning they all believe in a single

all-powerful God (Kiprop, 2019).

The non-Western world, on the other hand, is

made up of the remaining array of non-dominant

cultures and religions. The East, as opposed to the

West, often refers to the Middle East and Asia, but

the distinction is not as precise as with Western

nations. For example, the Middle Eastern nation of

Israel has adopted many Western values and

practices, leading many to consider it a Western

nation despite its geographic location and its many

non-Western characteristics (Kirshner, 2013). As is

the case with Israel, Western influence can be felt

very strongly in many other Eastern countries,

especially Japan. Since the mid to late 19th century,

Japan has accepted Western influence through trade

and immigration, leading to major changes in its

government, standards of living, science, technology, and popular culture (2012).

Asides from the Eastern world, non-Western culture can also be found in the world’s

Indigenous groups. There are over 5,000 known Indigenous groups, each with their own distinct

culture, religions, and values: the Aboriginal people of Australia, the Māori of Aotearoa (New

Zealand), the Amazonian people of Brazil, the Hopi of Northeast Arizona, and the Kānaka Maoli

of Hawaii are just a few examples (2021). Indigenous peoples, such as those I listed, often exist

in nations considered to be Western or Eastern. However, these groups have been living in their

respective areas for far longer than any Western or Eastern colonization took place.



Indigenous peoples are the original peoples, meaning they existed in their location

before any other humans and have been there since. Western colonization came hundreds of

years after areas were originally settled by Indigenous peoples, leading to the domination,

relocation, and sometimes even genocide of those groups. The influence of Christopher

Columbus, sometimes considered a hero in the Western world for his contribution to the

colonization of the Americas, led to the death of 90% of the Native Americans living on the

continent at the time. In Haiti, Columbus and his men reduced a population of 300,000 Taino

people to only 500 (Nevius, 2015). Indigenous people continue to face oppression and

Westernization across the world, but continue to fight to preserve their unique cultures

Because of the diversity of languages, practices,

and values across Indigenous groups, there is no

all-encompassing Indigenous culture. However,

there are some commonalities that differentiate

them from Western or Eastern culture. Many

Indigenous cultures are polytheistic, meaning

they believe in multiple deities, and may also be

animistic, meaning they believe that all living and

non-living beings have a spirit (Singh et al., 2019).

Additionally, many Indigenous groups hold

different views on technology and

industrialization than Western society. According

to Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel,

industrialization and large scale agriculture did

not develop in Indigenous societies because their geography simply did not allow for it (1997).

However, there is also the aspect of culture. Western ideas of progress (technological



advancement, economic development, productivity, etc.) are based on our cultural values and

are not universal. Paranjpe (2002) explains that the notion of progress as scientific and

technological development comes from Western Enlightenment. Although some Indigenous

peoples have welcomed certain advancements, this idea of progress can detract from and

minimize Indigenous cultural practices (Paranjpe 2002). Finally, Indigenous groups globally

have maintained a close relationship with their respective lands and ecosystems. Therefore, they

hold extensive knowledge and understanding about the functions and interactions of their local

ecology.

This book is inspired by the knowledge held by the Anishnaabe, a group of multiple

North American Indigenous peoples located in the Great Lakes Region. As a way to exemplify a

marriage of Indigenous and Western cultures, I provide three areas in which the reader can

engage with Indigenous philosophy by using invasive plants and animals as food, medicine, or

art. Within each section, I provide three examples of recipes or uses that involve common

invasive species found in the United States. However, the purpose of these instructions are to

serve as a guide, and I encourage further research and exploration into the uses of invasives

found in your area.



Defining Invasive Species

So what is an invasive species? First, it is

important to know what an invasive species is

not. Plants and animals that exist outside of their

native habitat are not always invasive. These

species are referred to with a multitude of names,

including alien, exotic, and non-native. However,

they are most commonly referred to as

introduced species. By some force, and

oftentimes human influence, an organism ends

up where it is not supposed to be. While it is

possible for an animal to fly to a new habitat, or a

seed to be carried miles away by the wind, the

major cause of introduced species is

globalization. As humans move back and forth across the globe, other organisms will move with

them. While most of this displacement is unintentional, sometimes humans will purposefully

introduce a species for a multitude of reasons. Aesthetics, agriculture, pest control, and even

Shakespeare’s plays have all been reasons why organisms have been brought outside their native

range. While some of these species have not become invasive (Did you know apples,

earthworms, and even pigeons aren’t native to North America?), many have. According to the

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), “Invasive alien species are species that

are introduced, accidentally or intentionally, outside of their natural geographic range and that

become problematic” (IUCN, 2020). There are no exact qualifications for labelling a species as

invasive, but rather it is based on human determination. Invasive species usually include those

who spread quickly through a new habitat and outcompete native species. Usually, the factors



that kept the species from becoming problematic in their native habitats, such as predators and

resource scarcity, are not present in the new habitat. As mentioned previously, there was an

attempt to introduce birds featured in Shakespeare’s plays to North America. The European

Starling, one such bird, quickly spread due to its tolerance of humans and lack of specialization.

Because of their large numbers, starlings outcompete native birds for food and will go after the

crops in agricultural fields (Adeney, 2001). In Western culture, animals such as the European

Starling are labelled as invasive. While this classification might seem obvious to the Western

reader, the purpose of this book is to show that the ideas associated with species such as the

starling are not universal.



The Western Standpoint on the Invasive Species Issue

In Western culture, the accepted view of human relationships to other living beings is

that humans belong above other creatures; Western society believes humans to be more

intelligent, powerful, and, above all, important than anything else. In this case, it is completely

acceptable to exhibit full control over land, resources, and our non-human neighbors. If a large

tree was located only feet away from a powerline, what would you do? Would you suggest to

move the power line, or to cut down the tree? Western society has taught us that cutting down

the tree for the sake of human innovation is always correct because human ways must come

first. This is precisely the treatment of invasive species in a Western context; Species are only

considered invasive because humans, often being the catalyst for species introductions in the

first place, decide they do not belong. There are many problems that can be found with this

viewpoint.

First, Western discussions of invasive species place blame for the issues they cause on

the species themselves. It is implied that such species are simply evil at their core; They

mindlessly invade, pillage, and kill, therefore they must be killed themselves. However, this idea



places non-human creatures in a human context. Invasion is a purely human construct and

implies intention. The word itself invokes images of aggressive military assault on another

nation, with a goal to conquer or plunder (Warren et al., 2017). Warren et al. demonstrated how

this language bias leads to harm and a lack of objectivity in research, finding that it leads

researchers to interpret invasive species more negatively than similarly impactful native species

(2017).

Second, calling species invasive implies that they came to new habitats by their own will.

In reality, the vast majority of species introductions come from human movement. The millions

of ships, planes, cars, and even people themselves that travel across the globe every day can

carry stowaways. Over time, global trade and travel has skyrocketed leading to more and more

species introductions every year. Additionally, many species are moved intentionally. The “devil

weed”, Chromolaena odorata, was purposely planted in Kenya’s Masai Mara National Reserve

and quickly spread into the savannah (Witt et al., 2017).

While not all of these species become invasive, or even survive in their introduced

habitat, some have proven to be a major threat to native ecology. According to the National

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), over 180 non-native species that threaten

humans and native non-humans have been introduced to the Great Lakes region of the U.S. due

to trade (NOAA, 2022). By ignoring the role human trade and travel play in the invasive species

issue, Western society cannot address the issue at its core. The reality is that plants and animals

do not move from place to place with the desire to invade, but rather that Western globalization

has allowed for the movement of species into areas where they have an easier time surviving and

reproducing. Lastly, the Western view of invasive species harms the human relationship to

nature. True love and respect for the natural world cannot have exceptions. A good relationship

with nature means understanding the contexts and processes underlying what we see when we

look at the world. If nature can so easily be split into black and white, good and bad, innocent

and guilty, it leaves no room for compassion and nuance.



An Indigenous View of Invasive Species

In order to understand invasive species through an Indigenous lens, one must first

familiarize themselves with the tenants of Native philosophy and worldview. In his book Native

Science, Gregory Cajete explains the central foundations of belief found across Indigenous

cultures. Cajete writes, “Native science is in every sense an expression of the evolutionary

interrelationship of Native people with nature” (2000, Pg. 58). Native philosophy centers

around the critical relationship between all beings on Earth, including living and non-living. No

organism exists in a vacuum— “we are all related” (Cajete 2000, Pg. 61). What we in Western

society view as a species is considered to be a tribe or nation, complete with its own culture and

community. The universe exists as constant reciprocity and interactions amongst the various

tribes. As Kimmerer explains, the Anishnaabe creation story of Skywoman characterizes the

inherent reciprocity of life on Earth. Skywoman, who has fallen from her home of skyworld and

landed on Earth, is embraced and aided by the animals of Earth. Skywoman, in turn, planted

seeds that provided for her and the animals, allowing for the Earth to flourish (Kimmerer 2016,



Pg. 3-5). Since Skywoman fell, the Earth has continued to be shaped and maintained by

interactions between all life. This reality is even present in Western science; Energy cannot be

created or destroyed, but rather constantly passed around between atoms. However, in Western

science, humans are often omitted from the large-scale energy transfer system known as nature.

Indigenous ideology instead places humans as central players within Earth’s ecosystems,

beginning with the Skywoman. Rather than discourage interaction with the environment due to

the belief that humans only cause harm, it is integral to Indigenous philosophy that humans can

and must play positive roles in their environment. Additionally, this framework actively

dismantles the desire for control over nature. In Western society, control over nature is

normalized. Rather than promote the functioning of our local ecosystems, we replace them with

grass and fences. This is because Western society cannot comprehend non-humans as our

equals; Our core values tell us that human beings are unique manifestations of God’s will,

inherently above all other organisms. Native philosophy, as Cajete explains, “...Focuses on a

direct relationship with the Earth as the source of knowledge and meaning for human life and

community” (2000, Pg. 109). With these integral differences in mind, it is apparent that a

significantly different view of invasive species would arise.

Nicholas Reo, an Indigenous professor and researcher, has spent much of his career

researching and documenting the Indigenous relationship to invasive species. His focus lies in

the Anishnaabe people of the Great Lakes region, an area especially prone to species invasions.

In a paper titled, “Anishinaabe Aki: an indigenous perspective on the global threat of invasive

species”, Reo and fellow researcher Laura Ogden describe Aki, the Anishnaabe cosmology. Much

like the explanation of Native philosophy provided by Cajete, Aki considers all living and

non-living beings sacred and each their own autonomous nation. Thus, it is expected that each

nation will travel and migrate, much like humans will. Anishnaabe teachings promote the idea

that, “It is the responsibility of humans to determine the reason why new plants or animals have

arrived in their territories, and actively determine the nature of novel human–animal or



human–plant relationships” (Reo & Ogden 2018, Pg. 4-5). Rather than an immediate dismissal

of non-native species as harmful and requiring removal, Aki promotes a holistic and

compassionate understanding of why a new species has arrived and how to deal with them. The

answer to invasive species, as described by many Anishnaabe, is use. In an interview with CBC

radio, Reo explains, “Every plant and animal is useful to us… It is our responsibility to figure out

how they are useful” (Vermes, 2018). Because of their ability to spread and populate quickly,

invasive species are abundant, making their use particularly beneficial. As my friend had

explained to me, it’s possible that so-called invasive species are in fact here to help us. Many

invasives provide a plentiful source of food, medicine, and other resources. Perhaps, if they had

been used, introduced species would not have posed a threat to native ecosystems. A view with

so much compassion and trust towards the Earth is so rare in Western society that it is often

dismissed as naive or childish. What is wrong with believing the Earth may be kind to us? Why

is it so imperative that we view the Earth as a horrible, unloving place? The answer is this: If it

was accepted that nature loves and shows kindness to humans, Western society would not be

able to control and abuse the natural world to the extent that it currently does. As Robin Wall

Kimmerer stated in Braiding Sweetgrass, “Knowing that you love the earth changes you,

activates you to defend and protect and celebrate. But when you feel that the earth loves you in

return, that feeling transforms the relationship from a one-way street into a sacred bond”

(2016). By believing that all plants and animals, including non-native species, love and want to

help humans, our desire to act as steward and care for the Earth becomes that which cannot be

obtained by holding the Earth and humanity as separate entities. To truly accept this view of the

Earth, one must start by accepting the gifts that nature– and yes, even invasive species– provide

us.



Section 1: Food

“How generously they shower us with food, literally giving themselves so that we can

live. But in the giving their lives are also ensured. Our taking returns benefit to them in

the circle of life making life, the chain of reciprocity. Living by the precepts of the

Honorable Harvest – to take only what is given, to use it well, to be grateful for the gift,

and to reciprocate the gift.”

-Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass

What is more integral to life than food? Food is health,

food is joy, food is community, and food is what connects us to

the universe. As Robin Wall Kimmerer explains, food is a gift

from the Earth and it is vital that we acknowledge and

reciprocate it. Many invasive species give the gift of food, and

many Indigenous individuals have proposed the consumption

of invasive species as a means of control. Nicholas Reo explains

the benefits of incorporating invasive species into food systems,

describing them as “...A welcome addition to the food system”.

The species are described as not only delicious, but plentiful as

well (Vermes, 2018). Such is the benefit of invasive species: they

are abundant. Foraging can sometimes put strain on species, such as the native American

Ginseng which is at threat due to overharvesting (Evelyn, 2019). Since invasive species are often

characterized by overabundance and proliferation, it is unlikely that overharvesting will occur

and more likely that the harms caused by invasive species will be lessened.



As explained by popular forager Alexis Nicole, foraging food is a way for people to

connect to their land, their history, and even themselves. In an interview with NPR, Nicole

explains that foraging rekindled her love for food and helped her to recover from an eating

disorder. Additionally, as Nicole explains, people of color have historically been excluded from

and pushed away from natural settings. In the past, black slaves often foraged to supplement

their meals. After emancipation, property laws and social taboos restricted the ability of poor,

non-white individuals to access wild food. As Nicole explains, foraging combats both the notion

of nature as a whites-only setting, as well as negative societal views on eating wild . Foraging not

only connects one to their environment, but also combats social stigmas. (Mohtasham &

Zomorodi, 2021).

Advice for Foraging

It goes without saying that there are important guidelines and safety precautions to be

aware of when foraging. As a rule of thumb, foraging should take place only in areas away from

roadways and that are not treated with chemicals. Additionally, many state and national parks

do not allow the removal of any plants from premises. Be aware of any side effects a foraged food

or medicine may have, as it is not uncommon for them to have detrimental effects to people with

certain conditions, especially those who are pregnant or breastfeeding. Once you have found

your desire foragable, do not harvest it unless you are completely certain that you have

identified it correctly. Be prepared with at least 2-3 ways to identify the plant and differentiate it

from others. Although I will not be including any in these recipes, avoid foraging plants that

have poisonous look alikes such as Queen Anne’s lace.



Queen Anne’s lace (right) can be easily mistaken for Poison hemlock (left).

Steps for a Respectful Harvest

A key aspect in maintaining a reciprocal relationship with the environment is harvesting

in a respectful manner that shows appreciation for the nourishment that the Earth provides. As

Robin Wall Kimmerer explains, the first step to a respectful harvest is an introduction.

Kimmerer writes, “I explain why I’ve come and ask their permission to harvest, inquiring

politely if they would be willing to share” (2016, Pg. 175). This may seem silly in a Western

context— “Why would one introduce themselves to a plant? A plant does not talk or understand

language.” Whether or not a plant can understand our words, the importance lies in the

meaning of an introduction. By treating a plant with the same formalities we would another

human, that plant is no longer a background prop in a human-centered world. This simple

action reminds us that plants are just as much alive and well as humans, and that the resources

they provide for us are sacrifices. The value of what we take from nature becomes clear when we

acknowledge the life that created it. Once you have introduced yourself to the plant, it is vital

that you take only what you need and never harvest the last portion. Even with invasive species,

needlessly large harvesting is wasteful and disrespectful. The final and most important step is to

thank the plant from which you are harvesting and to give something in return. A verbal “thank

you” once again acknowledges the plant as a being of equal value to humans, but a gift cements



the reciprocal relationship between yourself and the plant. A gift can come in many forms; It

could be a physical gift, such as food or drink, or non-physical, such as a song or dance. The gift

could also be an action that assists the plant; For example, Kimmerer describes how she would

thank her strawberry plants by weeding small patches where runners could put down their roots

(2018, Pg. 25). There are no right or wrong gifts, but the gift is nevertheless essential to

respectful harvesting. Kimmerer puts the situation beautifully, “If all the world is a commodity,

how poor we grow. When all the world is a gift in motion, how wealthy we become” (2018, Pg.

31).

Recipes

The following recipes were inspired by Indigenous uses of invasive species, using the

books Weed ‘em and Reap by Roger Welsch and Stalking the Wild Asparagus by Euell Gibbons.

Welsch and Gibbons, neither Indigenous themselves, recorded the uses and cooking methods of

various forageable plants as told to them by Indigenous individuals. Sadly, records of use

written by Indigenous individuals themselves are few and far between, with those in existence

being inaccessible or difficult to acquire. Much of the knowledge of edible foods held by

Indigenous peoples is passed down orally, but a more major influential factor for the lack of

Indigenous recipes is Western culture’s disregard for both Indigenous groups and wild edibles.

Records that were published have not been widely distributed or archived, thus they become

essentially “lost” in that the general population is unable to access them. Welsch and Gibbons’

work, although a secondary source, still aims to promote and accurately record Indigenous

recipes as well as their cultural importance.



Chicory Coffee

Chicory is a plant native to Europe and Asia, which quickly spread through North America and is

now considered invasive in many states. It often grows in disturbed soils, especially along

roadsides, and its distinctive blue flower is only present in the morning. All parts of the plant

can be consumed, but the roots are particularly prized as a coffee additive or alternative

(Welsch, 2006). Native Americans have used chicory roots as both a beverage and as a

vegetable, similar to parsnips or carrots (Gibbons, 1962).

Ingredients and equipment:

● 8 oz chicory roots

● Coffee grinder

○ Anything that can grind into a powder will work

● Coffee maker of choice

○ Machine, pour over, etc.

Instructions:

● Wash and scrub the roots well until all the dirt has been removed

● Preheat your oven to 200° F

● While the oven is preheating, chop the roots as finely as possible

● Place the finely chopped roots on a baking sheet and bake at 200° for

about an hour or until dry

● Once the roots have dried out

enough, turn up the heat to 300°

and roast for about 10-15 minutes

● Once the chicory pieces have

browned nicely, remove and let cool



● Finely grind the chicory to a powdery consistency in a coffee grinder, food processor, or

even by hand with a mortar and pestle

● Chicory root powder can either be brewed on its own the same way as coffee for a

caffeine-free beverage, or mixed into ground coffee beans

○ For a chicory-coffee blend, use a ratio of 1 part chicory to 2 parts coffee

● The brewing process of chicory alone and chicory mixed with coffee are the same as

brewing regular coffee

Cattail Shoot Saute

Although common cattail (Typha latifolia) is native to North America, its cousin narrow-leaf

cattail (Typha angustifolia) and the hybrid of the two (Typha x glauca) are not. Hybrid cattail

has proven to be especially invasive, as it combines adaptations of both parent plants, allowing it

to be hardier and more widespread than either of the others. The flower head (AKA the hotdog

shaped part of the spike) is long and thin in both hybrid and narrow-leaf cattails, with the

narrow-leaf variety being much smaller compared to the hybrid. Common cattail flower heads

are very thick and relatively stout, with wider leaves as well. Cattails have been used extensively

by Native Americans, with everything from food, to floor mats, and even as diapers. As

explained by Welsch, the women of the Omaha tribe would collect the “fluff” from the flower

heads and use it both as insulation and stuffing for pillows and chairs. During the cold winters,

mothers would use the fluff to both keep their babies warm and absorb their wastes (Welsch,

2006).

Ingredients:

● 2 cups cattail shoots

● 1 tbsp olive oil

● ⅓ cup onion, sliced or chopped



● 3 cloves garlic, chopped

● Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

● Remove the outer leaves and rinse the inner

leaves well

● Cut shoots into 1-2 inch pieces, or smaller if

desired

● Add the oil, shoots, onion, and garlic to pan

● Cook everything on medium heat for about 5

minutes, stirring often

● Season with desired amount of salt and pepper

and serve

Sauteed green amaranth

Green amaranth, not to be confused with the commonly cultivated red amaranth, is an invasive

leafy plant. The plant is native to North and South America, but has spread out of its native

range and to other continents where it is considered invasive. It can often be found in rich soils

near farmland in spring all the way to fall. Historically, Native Americans used the seeds of the

plants to make bread and porridge and the plant was likely cultivated to do so (Gibbons, 1962).

Ingredients:

● 4 cups chopped green amaranth leaves

● 1 yellow onion, sliced

● 2 medium or 1 large tomato, chopped

● 4 cloves garlic

● Salt to taste

● Bacon (optional)



Instructions:

● Saute the onions and garlic in a pan until the begin to become translucent

● Add the tomato and amaranth to the pan, coating with oil and salt

● Once the amaranth greens begin to wilt, remove from pan and serve

● For more protein, fry bacon with the leftover oil and chop to add as a topping



Section 2: Medicine

“The food upon which Indigenous people around the world depended for life was

also their medicine. The two were so intimately intertwined that many foods,

under proper supervision and application, were components of a medical system

based on the natural properties of plants and animals”

- Gregory Cajete, Native Science

In many Indigenous cultures, medicine and food are one in the same. While Western

culture places a barrier between medicine and food, plants are the basis for both  medicine and

human health. Take aspirin, for example, a widely used pain relief drug. Aspirin is made of

salicylic acid, a compound synthesized by willow trees to kill bacteria and fungi. Despite aspirin

being a fairly recent invention, humans have been using willow bark as a pain reliever for almost

4000 years (Desborough & Keeling, 2017). In many Indigenous cultures, disease is considered

an effect of disconnect with one's environment. Cajete writes, “Among all tribes, illness was

associated with a kind of disharmony with some key element of the natural environment, so the

healing rituals and ceremonies involved a reestablishment of harmony between the individual,

family, or clan group and their immediate environment” (2000, Pg. 116). In a sense, this view

coincides with the Western scientific view of illness. People often become unwell due to a lack of

nutrition, which we gain from plants and animals, or due to infection. Adequate involvement

with nature, through ingesting fresh air, getting enough sunlight, and consuming nutritious

foods, can improve one’s immunity and increase their ability to fight off infection. If not, the

medicines we use to assist our body, like aspirin, come from, or are based off of, processes found

in plants. Thus, nature is truly the cornerstone of human health.



Due to the importance of plants in non-Western medicine, the health benefits of invasive

species should be of great consideration. Many invasive plants have been found by Indigenous

peoples to have impactful medicinal properties, such as mugwort, dandelion, and jewelweed.

Using Medicinal Plants Safely

It is of utmost importance that both foraging and the use of medicinal plants is done with

caution. The effects of many wild medicines have not been thoroughly tested, therefore using

medicinal plants should be done at your own risk. For this section, I will list potential negative

effects of the medicine as well as people who may be most impacted. Because of the lack of

testing, there also may be other negative effects that have not been documented. Similar to

foraging for food, it is advisable to not use wild medicines while pregnant, breastfeeding, or have

known health conditions such as diabetes or high blood pressure.

Recipes/Instructions for use

Much like with food, direct records of Indigenous wild medicine are scarce. As Gibbons

explains, Indigenous medicine was vital to the survival of early American settlers. As time

passed, the Anglo Americans took their knowledge of Native medicine and attempted to turn it

into a product, oftentimes with disastrous effects due to a lack of understanding and

preservation techniques. Additionally, many products posed as “Indian medicine” were not

based in Indigenous medicine at all. Because of this, Indigenous medicine came to be viewed

with scrutiny that continues to be upheld in modern Western culture (Gibbons, 1962). Thus,

Indigenous knowledge of wild medicines is similarly, and sometimes even more fervently, made

inaccessible and unobtainable. The uses I describe in the following pages come from my own

knowledge, taught to me by my mother and grandmother, as a personal contribution.



Mugwort tea

Ingredients:

● 8 oz water

● 1 tbsp chopped mugwort

● Honey to taste

Directions:

1. Bring water to boil in a kettle

2. Pour hot water over the mugwort and let sit for 10

minutes

3. Strain out the mugwort by pouring it over a

strainer into another container

● If you don’t have a tea strainer, you can

also gently pour the tea into a container

covered with a cloth or strong paper towel

4. Sweeten with honey and enjoy!

Benefits

Mugwort is often used as a sleep aid and has been found to give people intense dreams.

It can also help menstruation, digestion, bloating, and general stress relief.

Side effects

Pregnant women should avoid mugwort due to its tendency to induce contractions.

Ragweed is a close relative to mugwort, so those with a ragweed allergy should avoid mugwort as

well. It is not uncommon for people to have unknown allergies to mugwort, especially if they

have a known allergy to celery, carrots, sage, birch, and fennel. If you choose to ingest mugwort,

watch for symptoms such as sneezing, itching, a runny nose, and headaches.



Dandelion root tincture

Ingredients:

● 1 oz dandelion root, chopped

● 4 oz vodka

● 1 dark glass dropper bottle

Directions:

1. Place your roots in a clean glass jar

2. Fill the rest of the jar with vodka and ensure the

roots are completely submerged

3. Cover the jar and leave in a dark cabinet for

about 1 month

○ Shake the jar about every week

4. After 1 month, strain out the roots and keep the

liquid tincture

5. Move the strained tincture into your dropper bottle and label

6. Store in a dark place, such as a cabinet or cupboard

7. Take up to 10-15 drops twice a day or as needed for indigestion

Benefits

Dandelion root is considered very beneficial for digestion and cleansing due to its

diuretic characteristics. Some have also found it helpful in promoting skin health and energy

levels, while also relieving issues such as high blood cholesterol, constipation, arthritis, gout,

and even hangovers.

Side effects



Dandelions are generally considered safe, but should not be consumed by pregnant or

nursing women. It is also possible to be allergic to dandelions, but allergic reactions are usually

mild.

Jewelweed poison ivy treatment

Instructions:

1. Remove 1 stem from the plant by cutting or pinching it off

2. Pinch or crush the stem to push out at least a

pea sized amount of sap

3. If possible, wash the area of the rash with soap

and water

4. Gently rub the sap into the rash

5. Wash hands thoroughly

○ If you are unable to wash your hands,

avoid touching your bare skin

Benefits

Jewelweed is regarded as a natural rash treatment, used not only for poison ivy but other

rash-inducing plants such as stinging nettle as well. Jewelweed has also been shown to be

antifungal and can be used in cases of ringworm and athlete’s foot as well. The plant also has

benefits similar to dandelion if consumed as a tea.

Side effects

Like dandelion, jewelweed is generally considered safe, especially when being used

topically. As always, pregnant women and breastfeeding women should avoid consuming

jewelweed.



Section 3: Art

“As we experience the world, so we are also experienced by the world”

-Gregory Cajete, Native Science

Art as a use for invasive species may not be obvious to some, but nevertheless it can act

as a valuable pathway to use and appreciate the natural world, especially for those who do not

want to consume foraged goods. When we create art, we are creating an expression of love for

both ourselves and our subjects. As Cajete explains, humans are inherently creative. He writes,

“Human life at all levels is wholly a creative activity and may be said to be an expression of the

nature within us. We are, after all, a microcosm of the macrocosm” (2000, Pg. 15). Despite the

undermining of casual artistry in the Western world, the innate desire to interact with our world

through the creation of art remains at the core of human life.

In Indigenous ideology, the sacred meaning of art is

recognized as a ceremony or ritual. Cajete explains, “The

sacred level of art not only transforms something into art,

but also transforms the artist at the very core of his or her

being” (2000, Pg. 46). Art is not simply the act of creation.

Much like the universe, making art is a reciprocal

interaction between art and artist. Art is transformative,

educational, and sacred. The creative process is a journey

that connects the artist to themselves, the world, and their

subject matter.

Art has many purposes in the invasive species issue. Most

importantly, it establishes respect and appreciation for whatever species you choose as your

subject. By creating art involving invasive species, you are acknowledging their inherent value

that is so often stripped away and disregarded. Additionally, you establish appreciation for the



role they have played in their environment that is now under transformation. As an educational

process, art also allows the artist to better understand their subject matter. Therefore, the

creation of art furthers one’s connection and understanding of their environment, influencing

and guiding their role as protector or steward. Finally, art provides purpose for species who may

have no other use for humans and therefore remain unacknowledged. When discussing uses for

species, the initial understanding is that of physical use, as food, fuel, building materials, etc.

Non-humans as subject matter or inspiration for art can still be considered usage on the

emotional and spiritual level. As is in line with Indigenous beliefs, it is true that all beings have

gifts to offer to humans, and humans should accept and give thanks for these gifts.

In this section, I will provide examples of my own art involving invasive and native

species. My examples will not be exhaustive in terms of options for types of art, but rather are a

starting place to encourage and inspire others. What type of art you create is up to you; Painting

and drawing may be obvious, but I encourage you to attempt other forms such as music, dance,

or sculpture.



Photo of Azure Bluet

Azure bluets, sometimes called quaker ladies, are flowers native to the Eastern U.S. and

Canada. These flowers grew everywhere around my childhood home and remain one of my

favorite flowers to this day. I associate them with the coming of spring; Warmth, fun, happiness,

and joy are all feelings that enter my mind when I see bluets. I am reminded of lying in the warm

grass, watching the clouds float lazily overhead, blissfully unaware of anything except the feeling

of the breeze on my face and the sound of my neighbor’s lawn mower. To me, bluets represent

the pure bliss of childhood and freedom from the stressors of adult life. I cannot go back to my

childhood home, nor can I turn back time and relive those wonderful spring days. But when I

see these little blue and yellow flowers poking out from a crack in a stone wall, I am reminded of

the joy I felt back then and, just for a fleeting moment, I am a child once again.



Sketch of a Starling

One of my favorite daily rituals is drinking coffee while watching birds forage in my

backyard. Despite having only a strip of forest behind my apartment, many different species of

birds call my backyard home and it has delighted me to see the composition and dynamics of the

birds change from year to year. For the past few years, my backyard has mainly been composed

of common New England songbirds such as sparrows, phoebes, chickadees, and cardinals. This

year, however, I have noticed quite a few new species: broad winged hawks, mourning doves,

Connecticut warblers, and, to my surprise when I opened the window one morning, an entire

flock of European starlings. I was amazed to see so many birds fit into the limited area of grass

between my apartment and the trees. The starlings moved as one whole, lifting off and flying

together as one great mass of iridescent darkness. One bird came right up to the window where I

was sitting and I was stunned by the beauty of its feathers. It was as if each feather was drawn on

by hand, each with a unique and beautiful color that shifted in the light. The light ends of the



feathers imitate the look of stars in the night sky, no doubt where the bird got its name. My

sketch does not capture the beauty of the bird, nor have I found any images that replicate the

experience of seeing the bird in person. What my sketch does capture, however, is the awe and

respect I felt in that moment.

Because of their status as invasive, European Starlings are added to the list of vilified

species by the US government. In 2021, over 1 million starlings were killed by the US Wildlife

Services. One of the biggest motivators of the cullings is agricultural productivity, out of fear that

starlings will harm the U.S. not ecologically, but economically. Not only were starlings targeted

in this culling, but so too were gray wolves, black bears, coyotes, beavers, and mountain lions-

all vital native predators in U.S. ecological systems (Milman, 2022). Economic harm is a major

determinator for a species becoming labelled as invasive. This is one of the major issues with the

invasive species issue- It is not determined by ecological harm, but rather harm to Western

society. As such, native species often cannot escape the clutches of the U.S. government’s

eradication programs. Wolves, bears, and wild cats, although essential to their respective

ecosystems, may kill livestock. Most importantly, these predators are villainized in the same way

as invasive species. Large predators are dangerous and threaten the feeling of control Western

society strives for. Like invasive species, it is easier to simply kill threats to control instead of

dealing with the problem in a respectful, nature-honoring way.



Ode to the Ashborer

When you look towards the westward sky

With sun bright and clouds above

The only sky you’ve ever known

Do you know that you’re invasive?

When you feast upon the ripe green land

A gift for sure, from the Earth to all

Do you know that you’re a colonizer?

When you see your children happy and full

The goal all life has to share

Do you know that you’re a menace?

Little jewel, living upon this good green Earth

What do you call yourself?

“Ode to the Ashborer” is a poem dedicated to the emerald ash borer, a jewel green beetle

that threatens the native ash trees of the U.S. It is considered one of the most prolific and

harmful invasive species, estimated to have killed 15 million ash trees by 2004 (Poland &

McCullough, 2006). The harm caused by the ash borer will likely lead to irreversible ecological

damage and possibly the disappearance of ash trees from the northeast U.S. This is precisely

why I chose this insect as the subject of this poem. By showing empathy to even the most

destructive insects, it can both increase our understanding and objective view of nature as well

as encourage us to see human behavior in a different light. The ash borer is truly one of the

biggest threats to forest ecology- but not as much as Western society. Between 1990 and 2010,

almost 20 million acres of forest was lost to deforestation (Becker 2016). To put this into

perspective, this is slightly less than the size of South Carolina. The damage of the ash borer



pales in comparison to the ecological harm Western society has caused. Because of this, Western

colonization in the Americas falls in line with Western society’s own definition of invasive

species. European colonizers came from across the ocean, established themselves in the

Americas, and have continued to cause immense harm to its native land and people. Why is it

acceptable for Western society, but not the ash borer? In the end, the ash borer has many of the

same reasonings. The ash borer, in this case, does not have the notion of progress and simply

wishes to fulfill its evolutionary goal: survival and reproduction. Instead of shifting blame onto

other species, the Western world should put more focus into its own invasion problem.



Conclusion

The natural world is currently in dire straits. Because of Western society, most of the

Earth’s land has been converted for agriculture or livestock, pushing many plants and animals

away from their homes and towards extinction. Pollution, climate change, and disease threaten

practically every living being on the planet. These issues, too, come from Western society’s

misuse of land, resources, and fossil fuels. The threat of invasive species is not a separate entity,

but rather a secondary issue that can be traced back to Western trade, travel, and species

introductions. In Western culture, we demonize and vilify invasive species through language and

policy, blaming them for ecological destruction. At its core, the issue is not the species

themselves, but rather our cultural views that allow for the displacement of plants and animals

that then become invasive. Rather than further harm our relationship to nature, a better

solution to the invasive species issue is to promote management strategies that encourage

kindness and understanding towards all species, as well as put into perspective Western

culture’s role in the invasive species problem.

Indigenous scholars and philosophers like Gregory Cajete, Robin Wall Kimmerer, and

Nicholas Reo have explained a far different view of nature and invasive species compared to

Western culture. Rather than human control over the Earth, Indigenous philosophy holds that

the universe is based on interactions between all living and non-living beings, with an emphasis

on the gifts each provides for one another. Every plant and animal has a purpose, including

invasive species. As more and more Indigenous groups are finding, many invasive species can be

incredibly useful to humans as food, medicine, and as resources for crafting and art. By using

invasive species in these ways, humans can both decrease the harm caused by invasives, move

away from less sustainable resources, and most importantly, improve our relationship with

nature.



By providing explanations and examples of use in this book, I hope to have inspired

others to consider the role of Western practices in the invasive species problem, as well as take

individual action to help the environment. Most importantly, this book serves to exemplify ways

Indigneous ideology can be integrated into Western society. Indigenous philosophy and ideas

are too often excluded in Western contexts, ignoring the valuable knowledge they hold and

furthering Indigenous oppression. The solution to environmental issues should not be a

continuous effort to bandage the harms of Western society, but instead to consider alternative

ways of thinking and viewing the world around us. A solution this drastic does not happen

overnight; It begins individually by allowing ourselves to analyze our cultural values and how

they have impacted our relationship with the environment. Change does not need to occur on a

large scale for it to be meaningful. Change in oneself, by learning to love and be loved by the

environment, is enough. Even a single raindrop is enough to create ripples.
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