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The ways a given society relate to their local environments are products of the dynamic 

relationship between the demands of the environment and the social institutions developed in 

light of these demands. Whereas the diversity of social characteristics provides a parallel 

diversity of environmental relationships, one broad distinction that can be made is between those 

societies that are mobile and those that are not. In this distinction, mobile societies are those 

whose social institutions – broadly understood – are adaptable in ways that support the people’s 

movement throughout the landscape, often following seasonal changes in their environments. 

The social institutions that are developed in light of seasonal changes are termed the seasonal 

round and reflect how individual identities, subsistence patterns, and work cycles change 

annually and support the flourishing of the given community (Naramore 2011).  

 

In this paper, I argue for two related points. First, anthropologists have long distinguished mobile 

communities along a range of differentiated mobility strategies such as hunter-gatherer 

adaptation, seasonal transhumance, and nomadism. I argue that although certainly related in 

some ways, the seasonal rounds that describe the social institutions of many North American 

Indigenous Peoples are reflective of a richer mobility strategy that cannot be understood as 

distinct from the social institutions that are developed and serve to reinforce the mobility of the 

society. Second, I argue that seasonal rounds – understood as a mobility strategy inseparable 

from the social institutions of the community – can be seen as a marker of an environmental 

governance strategy that structures the norms and institutions providing the environmental roles 

and responsibilities of a society. The inseparability of mobility strategies from the institutions 

that drive the responsible governance of local environments provides a rich account of collective 

governance that is often overlooked in the literature. It is the aim of this paper to begin detailing 

the tradition of seasonal rounds and its implications for environmental governance. 

 

II 

 

Mobile societies have long been an interest to anthropologists, evidenced at a minimum by the 

diverse family of concepts developed to distinguish between differently characterized mobile 

societies such as hunter-gatherer adaptation, seasonal transhumance, hunter-gatherer settlement 

systems, and nomadism (e.g. Bettinger 1980; Binford 1980; Davis 1963; Dyson-Hudson 1972; 

Lieberman et al 1993). For instance, the mobility strategy of nomadic pastoralism describes 

those communities that move with their livestock herds according to seasonally available 

pastures and forage, differing from hunter-gatherer nomadism in that the latter moves according 

to the movement of non-livestock subsistence animals (Blench 2001). While these range of 

concepts are representative of mobility strategies in general, they often narrowly focus on the 

raw movement of communities and the explanatory variables that prompt this movement, rather 

than recognizing the robust social institutions that are developed in tandem with the movement. 

For example, Dwyer and Istomin (2008) provide a detailed history of the development of 

nomadic pastoralism, echoing the general themes in other mobility literatures that although  

 

“a substantial part of anthropological studies of…nomadic pastoralist movements…were 

influenced by a number of biotic and abiotic factors, it appears that no model – be it 



general or specific – has been formulated to explain how various types of factors interact 

to produce a particular type of movement. In fact, it was claimed that a general 

explanatory model of nomadic pastoralist movements would be impossible to build” 

(521).  

 

This quote reflects the general theme that the explanation of movement is foregrounded in the 

literature, where “biotic”, “ecological”, or “biological” variables are deployed only insofar as 

they sufficiently explain mobility phenomena (Dwyer & Istomin 2008). Given that the concept 

of seasonal rounds also requires an understanding of the mobility strategies of a given 

community, seasonal round (and related) literature from western scientific (social or otherwise) 

sources tend to reflect this focus on movement rather than the “ecological” factors (e.g. 

Fernandez-Gimenez 2000).  

 

A notable exception is the discussion of cultural ecology championed by anthropologists such as 

Julian Steward (1938) and Robert Netting (1981). Cultural ecology recognizes that “ecological” 

factors play a critical role in social institutions and while this stands in contrast to the 

aforementioned accounts, it cannot adequately treat seasonal round strategies employed by North 

American Indigenous peoples as ‘cultural ecology’ imports too much from the conceptual 

architecture it was developed withing, a dualistic western ontology that views nature as the 

background upon which human communities act. For instance, Robert F. Murphy (1981) 

characterizes three aspects of Steward’s work as [1] considering the “resources being 

exploited…followed by an analysis of the relations between these resources and available 

technology”, [2] detailing “the behavior patterns entailed in exploiting the environment in 

question with the tools and knowledge at hand”, and [3] the “exploration of the ways in which 

patterns of work impinge upon and shape other cultural features, especially those governing 

social groupings and relationships” (121). Similarly, Netting (1981) describes his conceptual 

muse, ecological equilibrium, as “the articulations of environmental constraints and institutional 

options that perpetuate a system and allow the human members to fill their physical needs” (xiv). 

Steward and Netting gesture toward the recognition that many social institutions are developed 

in light of “environmental constraints” and methods of “exploitation” and while this is a step in 

the direction, it is still founded on and references a western ontology that situates ‘nature’ as “out 

there…everything that is Not-Man…externally envisaged…separate from culture…an external 

domain” (Robinson & Tout 2012). However, the concept of seasonal rounds employed in North 

American Indigenous Peoples’ literatures reflect a richer account of mobility that recognizes the 

integral role of social institutions in mobility strategies. Put another way, seasonal rounds take 

seriously that the ontology of social institutions and the seasonal movements they support – 

being inseparable from local environment – cannot be understood independently; there is no 

priority nor is one more significant than the other.  

 

Seasonal rounds are ways that a community organizes with respect to their changing 

environments. Communities organized in this way move through their landscapes as changing 

seasons provide different subsistence opportunities, expanding and shrinking according to the 

abilities of their environments to provide necessary resources (Faulkner 1977, Meyer 1990). 

Seasonal rounds, however, are not mere reactions to changing environments as conditions posed 

new challenges and opportunities – as the Kootenai Peoples (2015) recognize, “The Kootenai 

lifestyle, before the reservation era, was migratory but far from random. We knew every aspect 



of our homeland…We knew what to expect as the seasons unfolded, year after year…” (49, my 

italics). Seasonal round strategies are more than random or reactive movements on the landscape; 

seasonal rounds integrate community norms and responsibilities with environmental change to 

develop harmonizing relationships that act in accordance with (not in reaction to) environmental 

change. For example, the Kootenai historically returned to the same campground every winter 

(what is now called Apgar near Glacier Park in Montana) to “dance and sing in an important 

renewal ceremony” (51). There were three songs sung at the ceremony – one for good health, 

one for food, and one for material possessions – which told people to store resources at specific 

campsites throughout the year. During the Leaf Bud Moon, now known as March, winter food 

stores were depleted and food was scarce since snow still covered much of the land, but the 

people had food that had been stored at specific sites during fall hunts to feed them through 

spring (57). The social institutions and community norms underwriting them – namely singing 

and dancing in the renewal ceremony during the winter – prompted the people to store supplies 

throughout the landscape so that they could be used during times of scarcity. Although the 

people did move through and react to the environment, the social institutions that guided the 

movement were not themselves a reaction to a specific environmental change. Seasonal round 

strategies, as seen here, are prompted by annual changes in the environment while also 

prompting both movement on the landscape and the development of social institutions that allow 

communities to live in accord with their landscape. There are reflexive relationships between the 

environment and the mobility strategies, the mobility strategies and the social institutions, and 

the social institutions and the environment, but no single relationship can be understood 

independently nor is it prioritized over the others. 

 

Literature on seasonal rounds can be crudely divided between those accounts that recognize the 

non-heirarchal reflexive relationship, specifically recognizing the accompaniment of social 

institutions, and those that do not with the latter being disproportionately represented (see: Cane 

1987, Cochran et al 2016, Sanchez-Cortes & Chavero 2011,Walthall 1998). Representative of 

this mode of seasonal round treatment is Spangler’s (2009) Closing the Circle: Restoring the 

Seasonal Round to Ceded Territories. Spangler considers how traditional seasonal rounds of the 

Ojibwe Peoples were breached with Euro-American westward expansion and if contemporary 

conservation management has “contributed to closing the breach in the seasonal round” (6). 

Although Spangler recognizes that “an abundance of arts, oral histories, seasonal shelters, tools, 

and transportation corridors” (3) remain as evidence of the Ojibwe’s seasonal round, he also 

leaves it to “sociologists or other disciplinarians to decide whether or not [conserving biological 

species] is analogous to the ‘opportunity for cultural evolution sought by Native Americans’…” 

(7). Spangler’s seasonal round distinguishes between the seasonal movements and activities of 

subsistence and the social norms and institutions that aligned communities to these activities.  

 

Conversely, a burgeoning literature that takes seriously the rich histories of Indigenous 

communities are recognizing that, as argued, the movements of the seasonal round are not 

distinguishable from their environments nor their sociality (see: Benton-Banai 2008, Darnell 

2008, O’Brien 1997, Sprott 1998; Trosper 2002). For example, Raven Naramore (2011) 

describes the links between the seasonal harvest of wild rice and the increasing rate of diabetes 

on the Anishinaabeg White Earth Reservation, citing the ways that the disruptions to “the 

cultural traditions, ceremonies, stories, songs and taboos associated with manoomin [wild rice]” 

(8) have led to deleterious health impacts to the Anishinabe. The disruption of the manoomin 



(wild rice) seasonal round cycle is not merely to be understood in terms of a disruption to the 

societies movement patterns – it is a combined disruption to the social institutions that are 

integral to understanding the manoomin seasonal round. The “traditions, ceremonies, stories, 

songs and taboos” that Naramore cites are robust social institutions that responsibly relate the 

community to their practices – environmental or otherwise – that respect the health of both the 

community and the local environment.1  

 

The social institutions that are developed in tandem with, and serve to reinforce, a societies’ 

seasonal round must reflect the adaptability that is required of a mobility strategy that faces 

annual uncertainties in subsistence provision. Although there are many social characteristics that 

foster this adaptability, the identities of individuals and the collective are critical components that 

deserve particular recognition.2 The constitution of individual and collective identities is 

complex and far from settled, yet there is recognition that our identities are not necessarily static, 

instead shifting over time and throughout different contexts (Abrams 1992; Bhavnani & Phoenix 

1994; Heise & MacKinnon 2010; Weaver 2001). Much of the seasonal round literature that 

recognizes the inseparability of institutions from mobility strategies centers the role of dynamic 

identity in North American Indigenous communities, ranging from gender roles and task related 

identities such as farmers, traders or warriors, to kinship relations and community organizations 

such as families, bands, tribes, or nations (Bohaker 2006, 2010; Buffalohead 1983; Darnell 1998; 

Meissner & Whyte 2017; Schurr 2010; Sinclair 2013).  

 

For example, Heidi Bohaker (2010) describes how the Anishinaabe peoples’ rich notion of 

nindoodem (clan) identities beget special roles and responsibilities apart from those imparted by 

other identity markers such as tribe, kinship networks, or gender. Although the nindoodem 

identity is received from the father’s kinship network, it is shared by others beyond one’s own 

kin and thus relates persons from different families in significant ways. People from the same 

nindoodem identity would “regard each other as siblings upon meeting…even if they…had never 

before met” and this gave rise to “expectations of hospitality and alliance between members” 

(Bohaker 2010, 13). Nindoodem identities and the responsibilities that accompany them are a 

rich social institution that allows communities to grow, separate, move, and adapt throughout the 

year without sacrificing the robust bonds that keep persons accountable to others in ways that 

protect the health of the community.  

 

Dynamic identities allow societies engaged in seasonal rounds to sustain social institutions, yet 

they are also a reflection of a mobility strategy that allows a community to responsibly act in 

their local environments. Regna Darnell (1998) details the ways in which Indigenous societies 

would disperse over their local environments in the winter, “reaching maximum dispersion – a 

single extended family – during winter hunting in a starvation year” as a mechanism for 

responsible food distribution, and then converge in the summer “for visiting, trading and 

marriage negotiation” (98)3. The dispersion and concentration that is characteristic of seasonal 

                                                             
1 I use the term ‘health’ here in a general sense that encompass many of the values underwriting concepts such as 
sustainability (sustainable communities, environments) and resilience (resilient social systems , ecosystems). 
2 Future research would do well to understand other social characteristics that give rise to adaptable social 
institutions. 
3 It is important to note that Darnell names these institutions accordion governance. Accordion governance, as 
such, is an important component of a seasonal round governance, although they occur at different levels of the 



rounds mobility strategies works doubly to reinforce the social bonds necessary for community 

health while allowing the size of the local group to be best matched to the productivity of the 

seasonal resource. For instance, winter dispersal would prevent the over-hunting of game in any 

one area and allow summer environments to rest and recover. Summer congregation could 

benefit from the abundance of vegetative growth while allowing responsible harvesting that is 

essential to the flourishing and health of vegetative systems (Bohaker 2006; Kimmerer 2013). 

 

Seasonal rounds are a mobility strategy that dynamically embeds social institutions into and 

throughout local environments. This brief review illustrates how we cannot treat the mobility 

strategies of North American Indigenous peoples apart from the rich norms and institutions that 

structure the roles and responsibilities that a community has towards their local environments. 

Beyond recognizing the inseparability of the mobility strategy from the social institutions, by 

virtue of recognizing roles and responsibilities towards local environments, the seasonal round 

serves to hold a community accountable to their environments. These responsibilities and their 

subsequent accountabilities can be seen as an environmental ethic and governance strategy, and 

are the topic of the rest of this paper. 

 

III 

 

The ways in which social institutions are understood to benefit, underwrite, and otherwise 

structure environmental governance programs is well-researched and will not be treated here 

(see: Ostrom 1990; Paavola 2007). Instead, I will focus on how seasonal rounds – replete with 

social institutions – reflect a governance strategy that stands in contrast to contemporary 

strategies. It is my claim that although some contemporary governance programs (e.g. adaptive 

management, anticipatory management) have similar desiderata to seasonal round governance 

they diverge considerably in critical ways, specifically in the relationships they maintain between 

local environments and the societies living with them. A crude illustration of this can be seen in 

some of the most popular characteristics of an western environmental ethic – biocentrism, 

ecocentrism, anthropocentrism, etc. Each of these presumes a boundary is drawn at some point in 

an ecosystem, perhaps between biotic and abiotic communities or between humans and the rest 

of the environment. Seasonal rounds, however, do not recognize these boundaries. Humans are 

integrated into our local environments in ways that resist us being treated separately. There is no 

hierarchy, however distinguished. Neither does a seasonal round governance homogenize the 

environment; the birds are different than the fish which are different from the trees, but there is 

no overlay of hierarchal distinction. The different beings in the environment, including ourselves 

and our societies, react interdependently in ways that do not license any one being ‘more 

important’ than others. 

 

This is evidenced in the inability to separate social institutions from the mobility strategies of 

many Indigenous peoples. The social institutions are not an overlay on top of an annually 

variable local environment – they are an integral component of the environment itself. This is an 

ontological claim and should not be confused epistemic or instrumental ends. If human society 

cannot be wrested apart from their local environments, then the characteristics of the society are 

also characteristics of the environment. This recognition is important as it bounds the 

                                                             
governance system (accordion being at the level of social organization, seasonal round being at a more general 
level taking into account the multitude of other institutions). 



appropriateness of a social institution within broader considerations of responsibility to the local 

environment and provides conditions with which to hold people accountable. Accountability, 

here, is seen as being both accountable to other people as in social sanctions, and being 

accountable to variable environments. Thus, an ethic of governance that resist the distinctions of 

varying–centric literatures must consider social institutions as a part of the landscape and, by 

virtue of this, will often require social institutions that are adaptable in ways that support the 

people’s movement throughout the landscape, often following seasonal changes in their 

environments.  

 

The recognition that responsible social institutions are critical to robust governance systems is 

only part of the story. If those social institutions are as such where they allow a society to remain 

stable and static in light of dynamic and variable local environments, then they are purporting at 

least some distinction between the society and the environment. At a minimum, those social 

institutions are not robustly engaging the seasonal round as they do not hold the society 

accountable to the local environment. For example, the North American model of conservation 

(NAM) is often heralded as a success in conservation management which, I suggest, is due in 

part to parallels with seasonal round governance even if falling short of the robust institutions 

required. The NAM ties conservation efforts to game hunting which allows proceeds from 

hunting to fund efforts, mobilizes hunters to support efforts, and motivates hunters to self-

regulate their actions (Geist et al. 2001). North American hunting regulation booklets detail 

which animals can be hunted at which times, understandably reflecting a seasonal round 

(narrowly related to only game animals). The success of the NAM is in the robust social/cultural 

institutions that have been developed regarding game hunting. “Hunting” in this North American 

traditions holds the seasonal round requirements of being comprised of both mobility strategies – 

hunters move to where the game is – layered with complex social institutions tied to gender, 

class, and family roles. These characteristics that render the NAM a success are reflective of a 

seasonal round governance strategy, however they fall short of a robust seasonal round. 

 

The shortcomings of the NAM are two-fold. First, it is narrowly focused. The conservation of 

tree species is done only incidentally as required for the conservation of game species. Broader 

strategies would consider other social institutions that respect the broader environment and with 

annual timeframes instead of merely during ‘hunting season’. Second, it is still limited by 

contemporary management systems that do not respect the ontological commitments of a 

seasonal round strategy. It is one system within a broader system and as such cannot meet 

seasonal round requirements such as land access since property rights regimes restrict mobility 

strategies. I do not mean to suggest that the NAM is itself a seasonal round, only that the 

characteristics that render it a relative success are just those that are taken seriously in seasonal 

round governance. It is these characteristics that serve to distinguish seasonal round governance 

from other programs in significant ways.   

 

IV 

 

The seasonal rounds of North American Indigenous peoples cannot be understood as social 

institutions superimposed on a local landscape. The seasonal round – and the governance 

strategy it evidences – requires that the community is responsible for and accountable to their 

local environments with developed social institutions that reinforce these roles. As argued, 



seasonal rounds are also not to be understood as a mere mobility strategy, instead they highlight 

a robust governance program that does not separate – either ethically, epistemically, or 

ontologically – a people from their environment.  
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