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Racial Conflict/Racial Unity

“lative Americans and whites transformed violent treaty conflicts into a power-
ful environmental movement in Wisconsin.

From Enemies to

Allies
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Natives marched in Keshena, Wisconsin to protect the Wolf River from Exxon'’s Mining Company.
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BY ZOLTAN GROSSMAN AND DEBRA MCNUTT

he late 1980s and early 1990s was
a time of intense conflict berween
Ojibwe (Chippewa) Indians and
white sportfishers over Native treaty rights
in the forested northern third of Wisconsin.
For months, the normal peace and quiet of
this ceded area outside of the state’s six Ojibwe
reservations was shattered by whites chant-
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ing racist taunts such as “timbern_ _ _ _ _
assaulting tribal elders, and ramming Ojibwe
vehicles to protest the ancient practice of
Native spearfishing.

Less than a decade later, Native American
nations and white sportfishing groups are
cooperating to protect the same fish they had
fought over, and building a powerful alliance

that has chased several mining companies

out of the state. International mining indus-
try journals now express worry about the
contagious spread of Wisconsin anti-min-
ing strategies, and identify Wisconsin as one
of four global battlegrounds for the indus-
try’s future.

While some acrtivists downplay racial
differences in order to build short-term coop-
eration between different groups, the Wis-
consin experience shows that such a strategy
is counterproductive. The Native nations that
asserted their rights most strongly also devel-
oped the strongest cooperation with neigh-
boring non-Indian communities around issues
of murual concern, and against outside cor-
porate threats. The Wisconsin experience

demonstrates that racial politics do not con-
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