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THE ENDURING WISDOM OF SITTING BULL: WHEN THE LAST TREE AND THE TRUTH
ABOUT OUR WORLD

There are few phrases that cut through the noise of modern life quite like the words attributed to the
great Hunkpapa Lakota leader, Sitting Bull. The quote, often recited as "When the last tree is cut
down, the last fish eaten, and the last stream poisoned, you will realize that you cannot
eat money,"  has become a rallying cry for environmentalists,  indigenous rights activists,  and
anyone questioning the relentless march of industrial progress. But to understand the full weight of
this statement, we must look beyond the words themselves. We must look at the man, the culture
from which he came, and the profound, prophetic truth that has made his voice echo across more
than a century. This article explores the context, meaning, and modern relevance of the famous
"Sitting Bull quotes when the last tree" message, revealing why this piece of indigenous wisdom is
more critical today than ever before.

Who Was Sitting Bull? More Than a
Warrior
To  appreciate  the  depth  of  the  "when  the  last  tree"  quote,  one  must  first  understand  Sitting  Bull
(Tȟatȟáŋka Íyotake). Born around 1831, he was not just a fierce warrior; he was a holy man, a chief,
and a visionary leader of the Lakota people. He is best known in Western history for his leadership in
the Battle  of  the  Little  Bighorn  in  1876,  where  his  forces  defeated General  Custer.  However,
reducing him to a military figure is to miss the core of his character.
Sitting Bull was a deeply spiritual man who understood the delicate balance of the world. He was a
leader who fought not for conquest, but for the survival of his people and their way of life—a life that
was  intrinsically  tied  to  the  land.  The  Lakota  lived  a  nomadic  lifestyle,  following  the  buffalo  herds
and respecting the natural cycles of the plains. For them, the earth was not a resource to be
exploited; it was a relative, a mother, a provider. This worldview is the foundation upon which the
famous quote is built. When we search for "Sitting Bull quotes when the last tree," we are not just
looking at a sentence; we are looking at the entire philosophy of a people who understood that
human prosperity is a direct result of environmental health.

THE REAL STORY BEHIND "WHEN THE LAST TREE IS CUT"

It is important to address the provenance of this specific quote. While it is universally attributed to
Sitting  Bull,  historical  records  show  that  the  exact  phrasing  may  have  been  paraphrased  or
synthesized by later authors to capture the essence of his teachings and those of other Native
American leaders. The sentiment, however, is undeniably authentic to the indigenous worldview he
represented. The idea that money, industry, and human greed are ultimately worthless without a
healthy ecosystem is a direct reflection of Lakota cosmology.
Whether Sitting Bull uttered these exact words in a council meeting or if they were compiled from
his broader philosophy, the truth of the statement remains unshaken. The quote works so powerfully
because it uses a logical progression:

Resource Depletion: The trees, the fish, the clean water—the fundamentals of life are1.
consumed.
False Value: The symbol of human economic power—money—remains.2.
Ultimate Realization: The symbol is useless without the substance.3.

This progression is a masterclass in critical thinking. It exposes the flaw in a system that considers
economic growth as a separate entity from natural capital. The "when the last tree" quote forces us
to ask: What are we actually building? Are we building a society of wealth, or a society of survival?

Why This Quote Hits Harder in the 21st
Century
When we look at the global challenges of the last century, the prophecy of this quote feels less like a
warning and more like a report from the front lines. We are living in the "last tree" era in many
respects.

Deforestation: The Amazon rainforest, often called the "lungs of the planet," continues to be
cleared for cattle ranching and soy production. For every acre of rainforest lost, we lose
species, carbon storage, and climate regulation. Sitting Bull's words remind us that these trees
are not just "timber"; they are the infrastructure of life.
Ocean Depletion: The "last fish eaten" scenario is not science fiction. According to the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), over a third of global fish stocks are overfished. We are
literally eating the future of the ocean.
Water Crises: From Flint, Michigan to Chennai, India, the "last stream poisoned" is a daily
reality for millions. Industrial runoff, microplastics, and agricultural chemicals are rendering
water sources toxic. The cost to fix this pollution is astronomical, while the cost of preventing
it was often just a matter of regulation and care.

The  quote  functions  as  a  bridge  between  ancient  wisdom  and  modern  reality.  It  simplifies  the
complex data of climate science into a single, gut-wrenching truth: our economic system is trading
real, living wealth for abstract, dead currency.

THE DEEPER PHILOSOPHY: CONNECTION VS. OWNERSHIP

To fully grasp the power of "Sitting Bull quotes when the last tree," we must analyze the core
difference  between  the  indigenous  worldview  and  the  Western  capitalist  worldview  that  was
invading  his  homeland  in  the  19th  century.

The Western View: Land as Commodity
The European settlers saw land as something to be owned, divided, fenced, bought, and sold. A tree
was board feet of lumber. A stream was a source of power for a mill. The value was determined by
the market. This view separates humans from nature, placing us as masters of an inert world. It is a
worldview that leads naturally to the scenario in the quote: strip the value, pocket the cash, and
move on.

The Lakota View: Land as Relative
Sitting Bull’s worldview was one of kinship. The Lakota phrase Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ translates roughly
to "all  my relations" or "we are all  related." This is  not just a metaphor;  it  is  a statement of
cosmology.  The  tree  is  a  relative.  The  fish  is  a  relative.  The  stream  is  a  living  being.  You  do  not
poison your relatives for profit. You do not sell your grandmother for firewood.
The "when the last tree" quote is the logical conclusion of the ownership worldview. It is a warning
from a man who could see the future because he understood the present. He saw that the relentless
hunger for "money" would eventually consume the very fabric of life that makes money possible.

OTHER NOTABLE WORDS FROM SITTING BULL

While the "last tree" quote is the most famous, it is not the only example of Sitting Bull’s profound
insight. Looking at other quotes helps us triangulate the meaning of the first.

"Let us put our minds together and see what life we can make for our children." This
shows his forward-thinking focus. He was not just fighting for his own time, but for the seventh
generation. This directly contrasts with the short-term profit motive that drives deforestation
and pollution today.
"The love of possessions is a disease in them." Referring to the white settlers, Sitting
Bull identified the core driver of environmental destruction: greed. He saw it as a sickness—a
spiritual illness that leads to the physical destruction of the world.
"Inside of me there are two dogs. One is mean and evil and the other is good. The
mean dog fights the good dog all the time. When asked which dog wins, he thought
for a while and replied, the one I feed the most." This is a metaphor for moral choice.
We, as a society, have chosen to feed the dog of greed, the dog of consumption, the dog that
wants to cut the last tree. The quote is a call to feed the other dog.

These quotes, when read together, paint a picture of a leader who was deeply concerned with
ethics, legacy, and the spiritual health of humanity. The "when the last tree" quote is simply the
practical application of his spiritual insight.

THE MODERN INDIGENOUS RENAISSANCE AND THE QUOTE'S LEGACY

In recent years, the quote has experienced a resurgence, largely because it speaks so directly to the
climate crisis. It has become a staple in movements like Idle No More, the Standing Rock protests
(against the Dakota Access Pipeline), and Fridays for Future.
The strength of the quote lies in its simplicity. At Standing Rock, water protectors chanted, "Water is
life" (Mní Wičhóni).  This echoes the exact sentiment of  the "last  stream" part  of  Sitting Bull's
warning. The protest was not just about a pipeline; it was a stand against the idea that money (oil
profits) is more important than water (life).
Modern indigenous leaders have taken up this mantle. They use the "when the last tree" quote to
remind  environmentalists  that  this  fight  is  not  a  new trend—it  is  a  continuation  of  a  500-year-old
struggle against colonialism and extractive capitalism. They argue that the only way to avoid the
fate described in the quote is to return to the principles of Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ. We must see ourselves
as part of the ecosystem, not its owners.

How to Apply the "Last Tree" Philosophy
Today
Reading the quote should not just be an intellectual exercise. It should be a call to action. Here is
how we can align our lives with the wisdom of Sitting Bull:

Redefine Wealth: Take a moment to look at your "portfolio." Does it include clean air, access1.
to nature, healthy food, and clean water? If not, your wealth is fragile. True wealth is a living
system, not a bank balance.
Support Regenerative Practices: Buy from companies that practice regenerative2.
agriculture and forestry. These methods put carbon back in the soil and water in the aquifers.
They treat the land as a relative, not a factory.
Respect Indigenous Sovereignty: One of the best ways to protect the last tree is to3.
support Indigenous-led conservation efforts. Studies consistently show that indigenous lands
have higher biodiversity and lower deforestation rates than government-protected parks.
Practice Gratitude: Before you consume, think. The quote implies that we take nature for4.
granted. By consciously thanking the tree for the paper, the stream for the water, and the fish
for the food, we shift our relationship from taker to relative.
Simplify: The demand for more "money" is the root of the problem. The quote is a mirror held5.
up to consumer culture. Do you really need that new item? Or are you feeding the mean dog?

CONCLUSION: THE PROPHECY WE MUST AVOID

The words attributed to Sitting Bull in the famous "Sitting Bull quotes when the last tree" passage
are more than just a historical artifact. They are a diagnosis of a chronic societal illness. We have
seen the trees fall. We have seen the fish dwindle. We have seen the streams turn brown. And yet,
we still chase the money.
The quote is not a prediction of inevitable doom; it is a warning designed to wake us up. Sitting Bull
was reminding us that we have a choice. We can continue on the path of the "two dogs"—feeding
the one that leads to profit and destruction—or we can pause. We can look at the last tree standing
and realize that it is worth more than all the currency in the world. The true tragedy is not that we
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