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This project will assess and define a connection between Florida’s native animal 

populations and their significance to the environment and the cultures of Florida’s Indigenous 

Peoples. The main Florida indigenous groups referenced are the Muscogee (Creek) and The 

Seminole Tribe of Florida. The main points of focus are animal symbology, relationships 

between native animals and group social structure, kinship relationships, and hunting practices. 

I also consider the adaptation of these practices as cultural diffusion and assimilation occurred 

between the indigenous groups and early non-indigenous settlers. I include an in-depth 

discussion about several animals around which the Muscogee Creek created their clans, 

connecting to creation stories, social structure, and ancestry. The sacred relationships between 

native animals and peoples goes widely unnoticed by the present-day occupants of Florida; 

therefore, educating the public on these connections can help them better understand the 

importance of wildlife preservation and conservation in the state. 
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Introduction

Article 25 of the United Nations Declaration of Rights of Indigenous Peoples declared 

that indigenous people across the globe were entitled to the right to maintain their connection 

with their traditionally owned lands and the resources associated with it (United Nations 

Declaration). This declaration sets a standard for respect of these lands and resources, including 

the native species the indigenous communities rely on.  While the vast majority of countries 

signed this declaration, four countries, including the United States, stand opposed. Regardless, 

the State of Florida is home to thousands of native animal species, many of which play roles in 

indigenous societies. Florida’s native animal species influence and connect with social 

structures and kinship of Florida’s indigenous peoples through their symbolism. The strong 

connection between indigenous societies and the native wildlife of Florida warrants the 

implementation of conservation and preservation strategies to protect biodiversity as a 

traditional indigenous resource as well as a resource for future generations of Floridians in 

general.  

This study will utilize indigenous history and ethnographic data to explain the 

connections between indigenous peoples and native wildlife in the forms of creation stories, 

social structure, and ancestry. It will also promote the development of public education 

programs that draw from these indigenous traditions. This approach can help to encourage the 

protection of the native species and ecosystems in the state while also raising the visibility of 

Florida’s indigenous cultural practices and their connections to these popular animals. This 

indigenous-focused approach to conservation education can help protect Florida’s indigenous 
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practices in accordance with United Nations’ guidance, while also protecting the native wildlife 

in Florida.  

The main Florida indigenous groups referenced are the Muscogee (Creek) and Seminole 

peoples. The Seminole and Muscogee people are two of the largest and most geographically 

diverse indigenous groups in Florida, providing connections between the native wildlife of 

Florida and indigenous peoples across the entire state. The first section of this study presents 

an overview of the native peoples of Florida with a focus on these two groups, introducing their 

social structures and connections to native wildlife. The second section provides an analysis of 

animals as symbols and how they connect to Seminole and Muscogee life in folklore and rituals. 

The third section details species information on select keystone animal populations with 

connections to the environment and indigenous culture. It discusses the use and treatment of 

these animal populations starting with traditional indigenous treatment and ending with their 

treatment at the hands of the dominant non-indigenous society. The fourth and final section 

proposes suggestions for wildlife conservation and preservation efforts undertaken at both 

state and local levels, which incorporates these ideas. Utilizing these sections, this project 

assesses and defines the connections between Florida’s native wildlife and its significance to 

the environment and the cultures of Florida’s Indigenous Peoples. These connections to the 

environment and indigenous culture make native wildlife conservation an immediate priority 

for Florida’s inhabitants, which can be achieved through changes in government regulation and 

increased awareness programming for the public.  
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Florida Native Peoples 

The State of Florida has been home to different groups of indigenous peoples for 

thousands of years, starting with the Paleo-Indians around 10,000 B.C.E. (Knotts 2003, 4). The 

Paleo-Indians traveled in small groups across the entire state of Florida. Over time, the Paleo-

Indians spread out and started to develop different practices and belief structures, eventually 

separating out into the early peoples of Florida: the Ais, Yamasee, Osochi, Ocale, Panazola, 

Chatot, Tocobaga, Guale, Jeaga, Timucua (alternatively known as the Utina), Apalachee, 

Tequesta, and Calusa (Knotts 2003, 6). In the 18th century, an indigenous group known as 

Muscogee, or Lower Creek, moved south into Florida from Alabama and Georgia. They moved 

to pursue respite from the dominant Upper Creek peoples, residing north of Florida, during an 

internal conflict that led to the separation of the two groups ("Seminole History"). 

 

Muscogee 

The Muscogee people are part of what is referred to in many documents as the Creek 

Confederacy, based on non-indigenous observation of the majority of Muscogee settlements’ 

proximity to creeks or other forms of water (Crane 1918, 339-341). This observation created a 

secondary and more widely spread designation for the Muscogee people, the title of Creek 

Indians (Clark and Isham). Archeological evidence places the Muscogee people's point of origin 

as a splinter of the early Appalachian woodland culture of Georgia and Alabama (Clark and 

Isham). The Muscogee people referenced refers to the Lower Creek population that migrated 

south into Florida during the 1700s ("Seminole History"). Today, the remaining Muscogee 
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population of Florida exists mostly in the Northern portion of the state, called the Panhandle, 

and is separate from the indigenous group now known as the Seminole people (“Muscogee 

Nation”).  

 

Kinship, Social Structure, and Animal Connection  

 Muscogee social structure consists of the household, family, clan, phratry, clan moiety, 

town, and town moiety (Swanton 1939, 79). Muscogee households are operated by women; 

the typical family may contain multiple households consisting of a woman and a man, their 

children, the husbands of their daughters, and unmarried male relations of the home owning 

females that do not live with the families of their wives (Swanton 1939, 79).  

Households belong to clans based on a matrilineal system, meaning that the clan of 

offspring is determined by the clan of the mother (Hewitt 1901, 1928). Clans are made up of 

several households, and clan association is only passed on through the women in society, so 

males do not transfer the clan association of their mothers to their children; they are associated 

with the clans of their wives (Hewitt 1901, 128). Each Muscogee clan is affiliated with a totem 

animal, plant, or element that influences the traits and actions of clan members in relation to 

each other and to those from other clans (Swanton 1928, 168). Clan totems represent a 

spiritual connection with the clan’s ancestors, and the Muscogee people believe that their 

ancestors become their totem animals after death (Swanton 1928, 169). Clan association plays 

a large determining factor in which individuals can marry and produce offspring with another; 

certain clans are forbidden to intermarry with other clans, and marriage within one’s clan is 
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considered incest. The taboo exists because certain clan animals are more heavily associated 

with one another, and the Muscogee people believe they share direct connections with the 

totem animals through reincarnation (Swanton 1939, 108-109).  

Clan associations also shape the ways in which individuals are expected to interact with 

those around them utilizing the same rules of ancestry and clan connection associated with 

reincarnation and marriage. Clan members are expected to treat their own clans with jesting 

attitudes and disparaging comments such as mocking hunting abilities or other skills (Swanton 

1928, 168). These comments are understood to be converse to their actual meaning as a 

notation of familiarity and affection, but in interactions with other clans farther associated from 

family, different standards of behavior are required; in the case of the clan of one’s father, the 

utmost respect and support is expected from all offspring (Swanton 1928, 168). Muscogee clans 

are considered to be pantribal, meaning that the same clan association can be present in 

multiple groups of Muscogee people in different locations and towns containing different 

households and families (Hassig 1974, 252).  

Clans belong to a hierarchical structure of principal clans that retained more power than 

other clans; there are fifty clans in total, and nine clans are considered to be principal clans 

(Hassig 1974, 252). The larger clans, such as the bear clan, branch into smaller derivative clans 

like the wolf clan, and clans are named and connected to one another based on the perceived 

connection of their namesake totems (Hewitt 1901, 128). The clan totem animals also create a 

set of behavioral rules that clan members are expected to follow. A member of a clan is not 

permitted to hunt or eat their namesake animal, as it is seen as ancestral cannibalism (Swanton 
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1928, 169). In some cases, members of other clans are also expected to compensate the clan 

that corresponds with the animal that they killed because the animal could have been the 

ancestor of those clan members (Swanton 1928, 169). 

Clans are separated into two phratries or groups of clans, Hathagalgi (white peace clans) 

and Tcilakogalgi (red war clans); the phratries are composed of a principal clan surrounded by 

several smaller non-principal clans (Hassig 1974, 252). Phratries are utilized for ritual 

completion and ceremonies to increase the size of smaller clans for rituals like the Busk, a 

ceremony that gives back to the earth at the time of first harvest (Hassig 1974, 252). Phratries 

are more fluid than other levels of Muscogee social structure and may not be permanent. For 

instance, clans can choose to come together in a phratry and separate to join another for 

ceremonial purposes (Hassig 1974, 252). 

Individual clans are associated with two moieties, the red moiety and the white moiety 

(Hewitt 1901, 128). A moiety is a kinship term that refers to a descendent group that has 

ritualistic and behavioral participation-requirements-based association (Tooker 1971, 362). In 

Muscogee society, multiple clans belong to the same moiety, and the moiety influences social 

roles within a town or settlement that contains clans from more than one moiety (Hewitt 1901, 

129). The clan distribution between Moieties began evenly balanced with four major clans in 

each moiety, but as time elapsed, some clans went extinct while others branched off into 

multiple branch clans, thus altering the distribution of clans between moieties (Hewitt 1901, 

129). The red moiety is considered to be more aggressive and focused on warfare and defense 

than the white moiety, which is commonly associated with peace (Hassig 1974, 252). 
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Towns or regional settlements are composed of several clans and many households that 

may have temporary or permanent associations with phratries; towns include clans from both 

red and white moieties and phratries. Clan association within the red and white clan moieties 

was not static between towns and clans could choose how to align themselves (Hassig 1974, 

252). Overall towns were also designated as either Hathagalgi (white) or Tcilakogalgi (red); this 

distinction is known as the town moiety. Towns make up the basic governmental unit of the 

creek confederacy and are linked to a set of expectations and behaviors connected to the 

town’s moiety classification (Hassig 1974, 252). Within the confederacy, Hathagalgi (white) 

towns are associated with peace and sanctuary, while Tcilakogalgi (red) towns are associated 

with warfare (Clark and Isham).  

 

Seminole 

The Seminole people are an indigenous group rooted in Florida history. The Seminoles 

were once a part of the Muscogee people or Creek Confederacy. The early origins of the 

Seminole people stem from the Muscogee’s point of origin as an offshoot of the early 

Appalachian woodland culture of Georgia and Alabama (Clark and Isham). As a part of the 

Lower Creek Classification, the Seminole people migrated south to Florida during the 1700s 

seeking respite from the more aggressively dominant Upper Creek population (“Seminole 

History”). In the 1770s, the Florida indigenous populations were labeled by the non-indigenous 

population as “Seminoles,” a label derived from the Creek word for “runaway” (Knotts 2003, 8).  
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The Seminole people were involved in the First, Second, and Third Seminole Wars as 

non-indigenous settlers moved into the area and tried to displace the indigenous populations. 

The first Seminole War took place between 1817 and 1818 and ended in a United States victory 

(Knotts 2003, 8). After Florida was established as a United States territory in 1819, a large influx 

of non-indigenous settlers migrated to the area; these settlers wished to convert Seminole 

settlements into farmsteads and did not care that the lands were already settled by the 

Seminole people (Knotts 2003, 9). To make matters worse in the eyes of the white settlers, the 

Seminole people allowed the settlers’ escaped slaves to seek refuge in their communities, 

resulting in the United States governments attempt to force the Seminoles to relocate west of 

the Mississippi River (Knotts 2003, 9). The Seminoles fought back between the years of 1835 

and 1842, and this period of time became known as the Second Seminole War (Knotts 2003, 9). 

The Third Seminole War occurred between 1855 and 1858 and ended in the forced removal of 

the Seminole population from Florida (Knotts 2003, 10). An estimated 3,612 Seminoles arrived 

safely at the removal destination in Oklahoma after traveling on the Trail of Tears from Florida 

(Andrews). Today’s Seminoles of Florida are descendants of the 300 indigenous people who 

managed to escape capture and removal at the hands of the United States Army following the 

Third Seminole War (“Seminole History”). As a result, the Seminole of Florida refer to 

themselves as the “Unconquered People” (“Seminole History”). 
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Kinship, Social Structure, and Animal Connection  

Like many other aspects of their society and history, Seminole social structures share 

common ground with those of the Muscogee people, but not all social structure units are the 

same. The Seminole people have connections to their Muscogee origin, but as of the 1770s, the 

classification as “Seminole” was used to refer to all indigenous people in Florida, not just the 

groups associated with the Creek Confederacy; thus, there are some deviations from traditional 

Muscogee social structure in Seminole culture (“Seminole History”).  

 The Seminoles of Florida are organized into three social structure units related to 

kinship relationships: the family, the clan, and the busk group (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 438). 

The smallest socio-political unit is the family, specifically the matrilocal extended family. Each 

matrilocal extended family resides in a camp or hamlet that is occupied by women, their 

husbands and children, and men who have not married yet (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 438). The 

husbands that live in the camps are not associated with their wives’ clans, and they do not pass 

on their family heritage to their children; married men are able to return to the camps of their 

matrilineal families for food and work (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 438). 

 The Florida Seminoles’ median social structure unit is the clan. To be associated with a 

clan, an individual must be born of a Seminole mother, as all clan heritage is passed down 

through the women of the family (“Clans”). Seminole clans are exogamous, meaning that 

marriage inside the clans is forbidden; clans are seen as extensions of the family, so endogamy 

falls under the taboo of incest (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 438). Unlike the Muscogee people, 

Seminole clan members are expected to treat the father’s clans with jesting attitudes as a 
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notation of familiarity, but interactions with their own clans must be handled with the utmost 

respect and support (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 443).  

There are eight Seminole clans, and unlike the Muscogee people, there is not a 

hierarchy of clans, as principal clans do not exist in Seminole social structure ("Clans"). Each 

clan is associated with one of eight totems including the Panther, Bear, Deer, Wind, Bigtown 

(Toad), Bird, Snake, and Otter ("Clans"). Individuals were thought to have direct connections to 

the characteristics of their totem animals, such as temperament identifiers like aggression and 

likelihood to verbally engage with others (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 443). Clans are considered 

extinct when the last female member of the clan dies ("Clans"). 

 The third and largest socio-political unit in Seminole society is the busk group. Busk 

groups refer to the group associated with each medicine bundle for the busk, or Green Corn 

Dance (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 438). The Green Corn Dance is an annual ceremonial dance 

held in the early summer, and each participating group has a medicine bundle containing a 

collection of sacred objects in the care of a medicine man (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 438). 

Multiple clans are associated with a single busk group. The Seminoles of Florida began with 

nine medicine bundles, but fire destroyed at least three of them in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries. The bundles are only brought out during the times of sacred rituals and are 

otherwise hidden from the busk group (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 438). The holders of the 

medicine packages exercise political and legal control over the members of the busk groups and 

the medicine bundles were used during court and council meetings to determine punishments 

and political actions (Cattelino and Sturtevant, 440).  
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Animals as Symbols 

 Ecosystems are made up of all biotic and abiotic factors in an environment or setting 

and the interactions between all factors; these interactions are based on proximity and 

occupancy of shared lands (Ecosystem). Relationships develop from these interactions, and in 

the cases of many cultural groups, parts of the ecosystem like plants, animals, and landmarks 

become incorporated into cultural elements as symbols (Herrmann et al. 2013, 2). The use of 

animals as symbols refers to representation of animals as something outside of their natural 

states of being or natural roles, oftentimes representing something abstract. Animals are often 

connected to spirituality and heritage and are present in literature, such as stories and myths as 

well as traditions such as ceremonial dancing, festivals, and other rituals (Herrmann et al. 2013, 

2).  

 The practice of storytelling is universal to every culture around the globe and is 

oftentimes a cornerstone of learning within a community (Iseke 2013, 559). Oral storytelling in 

indigenous culture facilitates engagement with ancestral knowledge and provides an 

opportunity to teach life lessons (Iseke 2013, 559). The term ritual refers to any practice or set 

of behaviors that is specific and documented as culturally founded. Rituals exist to perform a 

cultural function in religious, political, spiritual, and military spheres (McLeod 1990, 85-87). 

Types of rituals include but are not limited to dancing, festivals, medical procedures, 

grieving practices, etc., and rituals are sometimes interdependent with oral stories told within a 

culture (McLeod 1990, 85-90). Rituals are oftentimes used to express cultural and ancestral 

knowledge to a group sourced from cultural lore. Stories, myths, and rituals include two major 
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types of symbols: stories and myths are considered to be verbal symbols, and rituals are 

considered as action symbols (McLeod 1990, 90).  

 Indigenous cultures utilize both verbal and action symbols to express aspects of culture 

and make connections between the different spheres of life. The use of animals in both 

categories of symbols permeates Florida’s indigenous histories and practices, especially those 

of the Muscogee People and the Seminole People.  

 

Animals in Muscogee Culture 

 The Muscogee people utilize animals as symbols in many of their stories passed down 

through generations. In the story of Turtle Island, a creation story of how the land came to be, 

the One Above floods the earth with water to create habitat for aquatic animals, but the 

flooding makes survival next to impossible for all animals not designed to live in the water, 

including humans (Caito 2003, 1). A great turtle, named Lo’ca, came to the rescue and created 

the land by piling mud until islands began to form, thus saving all non-aquatic animals (Caito 

2003, 3). Lo’ca is credited, along with the One Above, for her role in creating the world and 

giving people a place to live (Caito 2003, 5). 

 In this story, Lo’ca, the turtle, serves as a verbal symbol responsible for creation. The 

Muscogee people use the story of Turtle Island to share a reverence for the creation of the 

world by passing the knowledge on to their children and their children’s children. The story of 

Turtle Island is one that makes the connection between verbal and action symbols. The story of 
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Lo’ca inspired the Turtle Dance which is utilized to honor the turtle’s role in creating the land. 

The Turtle Dance is performed at every busk and ceremony and must be the first dance 

performed during the gatherings on ceremonial “square grounds” (Caito 2003 5).  

The Muscogee people also have a variety of fables, or animal-based stories meant to 

teach morals, that are included in their collection of cultural stories. These fables use animals as 

symbols for teaching children about behavior and history. In the story of how the raccoon 

became the timekeeper, a council of animals gathers to decide whether the world should 

always be night or day, and a large argument ensued (Caito 2003, 6). Eventually, a meek ground 

squirrel, E’sko, suggests following the even patterning of the raccoon’s striped tail to divide the 

time. The animals all quieted and decided to follow the wisdom of the ground squirrel and 

divided day and night evenly (Caito 2003, 9-10). This story is used to teach the lesson of 

compromise and share the ancestral story of how day and night came to be. 

In another story, the tale of the opossum’s tail, the opossum is used as a verbal symbol 

to warn against vanity, jealousy, and trickery. As the story is told, the opossum began its life 

with a great beautiful tail full of long fur, but the opossum did nothing but boast about his tail 

all the time (Caito 2003, 11). The other animals grew tired of the opossum’s boasting and were 

envious of his tail’s beauty, so the racoon decided to play a trick on the opossum by convincing 

him to wrap his tail in bark and place it in the fire to make it more beautiful. The fire burned 

away the fur on the opossum’s tail, and all the other animals laughed at him (Caito 2003, 15). 

The opossum learned the lesson of the perils of vanity that night and bears the mark of a naked 

tail to this day (Caito 2003, 15). This story assigns human behaviors and characteristics to the 
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animals to create verbal symbols representing vanity, greed, trickery, and humility. These 

symbols are then used to express valuable life lessons to children and promote cultural 

expectations of behavior.  

The Muscogee people consider the native species to be part of the earth, and they seek 

to make connections with the earth by interfacing with the animals that dwell upon it (Swanton 

1939, 539). Ceremonial dances are among the most prominent ways those connections were 

made (Toner 2016, 59-60). The Muscogee people have a variety of dances that use animals as 

symbols to influence the spirits of their ancestors and give respect to the land. Dances such as 

the Buffalo Dance, the Owl Dance, and the Fish Dance are performed during busks, or 

ceremonies, to celebrate the totem clan animals of each clan (Swanton 1939, 539). These 

dances seek to connect with the spirits of the animals and promote their reincarnation on 

earth; these reincarnations in turn provide the people with the resources they need to survive 

(Swanton 1939, 539). 

 

 

Animals in Seminole Culture 

 The Seminole people utilize animals as symbols in many of their ancestral tales, most 

notably within their story of creation. In Seminole culture, it is understood that the Creator 

made the earth and decided he wanted to make a variety of animals and elements to live upon 

it ("Legends"). The Creator decided that some of his creations should have unique abilities, and 
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the Creator gave that power by touching the animals (“Legends”). The Panther became the 

Creator’s favorite animal, so he determined that he should be the first to call earth home when 

the time came for the animals to join the world ("Legends"). The Panther emerged onto the 

earth, first with the help of the Wind, then the Wind and the Bird came forth, followed by the 

Bear, Deer, Snake, Frog, and Otter. The first eight beings to emerge onto the earth became the 

eight original Seminole clans ("Legends").  

Thousands of other animals continued to flood the earth after the eight clan totems, 

and as they did, the Creator organized the clan structures and gave out special tasks and 

abilities to some of the clan totems ("Legends"). The Panther was given the gifts of healing for 

all ailments, knowledge of all things, and the ability to enhance mental powers. The Wind was 

given the task of making sure all living things drew breath, and the Bird was given dominion 

over the earth to ensure all things remained in their proper places ("Legends"). These tasks and 

gifts were assigned based on the actions and abilities of the totems before they came to the 

earth, and carry through history as expectations for their clans ("Legends").  

The creation story of the Florida Seminoles also connects verbal and action symbols 

because the characteristics and gifts in the story transition into practice during ceremonies and 

within relationships between clans ("Legends"). In times of confusion during ceremonies, 

people look to figures within the Bird clan to lead and ensure everything remains in its proper 

place ("Legends"). The Panther clan is expected to make medicine and laws, and during 

ceremonies the Wind and Panther clans work together to create medicines for all the Seminole 

people, just as they worked together to emerge onto the earth ("Legends"). 
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Animal symbols play a role in almost all Seminole rituals, mainly in determining the 

actions of individuals based on their clan totem. The Stomp Dance, opvnkv hacogee (spirited 

dance), is performed six times in the first day of the Green Corn Festival, and it is used to 

connect the people to each other and begin the ritual of celebrating the harvests from the 

earth (Johns). During the dance, the medicine man always comes from the Panther clan, and 

the Bird clan maintains the ceremonial site and prepares for the ceremony (Johns). The 

medicine man determines when the ceremony will be held, and the Bird clan decides where it 

will be held. A stick man is selected to maintain participation in the dance, and assisted by the 

Bird clan and medicine man, the stick man serves as the master of ceremonies (Johns). The 

roles of the Panther and Bird clans during the Stomp Dance are decided in utilization of action 

symbols. The associated traits and abilities of clan members based on their symbolic clan 

totems are essential for completion of the ritual.  
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Animal Use and Treatment 

Due to the limited scope of this study, the animal use and treatment analysis will be 

focused on species information for a select few animal populations with the strongest 

connections to the environment and indigenous culture. This section will detail the use and 

treatment of the select animal populations starting with traditional indigenous treatment, 

transitioning into the treatment at the hands of dominant non-indigenous society. The species 

selected for analysis are the American alligator and the Florida panther. These animals are 

considered keystone species, or species that the rest of the ecosystem relies upon to maintain 

health and balance. These species are also all incredibly important to both the Muscogee and 

Seminole peoples in Florida and have complicated histories with use and treatment at the 

hands of various cultural groups throughout the development of the state. 

 

American Alligator 

 The American Alligator is from the family Alligatoridae and the order Crocodylia and has 

a habitat range from Texas to North Carolina; however, Florida and Louisiana are the only two 

states in the nation that can support American alligator populations throughout the entire state 

("Alligator Facts"). The American alligator is considered a threatened species by the U. S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service ("Alligator Facts"). They are opportunistic amphibious predators that 

generally range ten to fifteen feet in length by their time of death and are the largest reptiles in 

the United States ("American Alligator"). American alligators live in freshwater lakes, slow-

moving rivers, wetlands, and occasionally brackish water, making Florida prime habitat for the 
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large predators ("Alligator Facts"). American Alligators are considered as keystone species due 

to a variety of roles they play in the ecosystem. American alligators are predators that keep the 

populations of their prey in constant check, and they also create burrows with their tails on the 

edges of wetlands that provide drinking water and habitat for other animal species during times 

of drought ("American Alligator"). If American alligators were to be removed from their 

ecosystem, numerous other species would suffer and potentially go extinct ("American 

Alligator").  

 

 Use and Treatment  

The Muscogee and Seminole people both have Alligator clans associated with their 

social structures, but in the case of the Seminole people the Alligator clan is extinct. As a result 

of clan affiliation, both the Muscogee people and the Seminole people respect the American 

alligators of Florida as being a part of their ancestral connection with the environment (Vliet 

2020, 34). Alligators serve as a food source for the indigenous peoples of Florida, but hunting is 

done with respect to the ancestors the animals represent within the cultural system (Vliet 2020, 

34). The Seminole people even used a fire hunting method to hypnotize and distract alligators 

before killing them (“Ah-Tah-Thi-ki”). Prior to European arrival, hunting was done in a 

sustainable manner, and alligator populations remained at the appropriate levels to maintain 

ecosystem homeostasis.  

Florida was established as a United States territory in 1819, and a large influx of non-

indigenous (European) settlers migrated to the area (Knotts 2003, 8). The increase in European 
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settlement caused a massive shift in popular opinion about Alligators in the state, and their 

number began a rapid decline that would last more than a century and almost end in extinction 

(Vliet 2020, 35). As farming practices grew, the European public’s disdain for the American 

alligators did as well, and they began to systematically hunt and kill them; alligators were killed 

out of fear and dispatched using methods such as shooting, axing, and clubbing (Vliet 2020, 36). 

In the late 1800s and the early 1900s, alligator hunting became a popular sport done from the 

decks of steamboats, and men would shoot aimlessly at anything that moved in the water 

creating scenes of mass death (Derr 1989, 71).  

Alligator hunting led to a market for alligator skins and fat to create shoes and oil for 

machinery lubrication (Vliet 2020, 36). In the 1870s, demand for alligator skin rose due to the 

influence of the European fashion market, and alligator hunting became so lucrative it could be 

used as a sole occupation (Vliet 2020, 37). The demand continued to rise into the twentieth 

century and alligator products were used for everything from fashion to industry and tourist 

tchotchkes (Vliet 2020, 38). An estimated 250,000 alligators were being killed every year in the 

state of Florida alone between the years of 1880 and 1920 (Vliet 2020, 39). In the 1920s, 

scientists started to alert of possible impending extinction, but they were largely ignored, and 

hunting continued for decades (Vliet 2020, 40).  

In 1967, the American alligator was finally listed as an endangered species and hunting 

regulations were put into place (“American Alligator: Alligator Mississippiensis). The 

populations started to slowly recover, and The Endangered Species Act of 1973 prohibited 

alligator hunting entirely, allowing the species to rebound. In 1987, the population was 
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declared to be fully recovered, and it was removed from the endangered species list ("American 

Alligator"). However, the American alligator population is still heavily monitored and remains a 

threatened species with regulations on harvesting and hunting throughout the United States 

("American Alligator"). The story of the American alligator is a hopeful and successful one, but 

not all species recoveries were as successful.  

 

Florida Panther 

The Florida panther is a critically endangered, large wildcat that is a subspecies of the 

puma concolor, or mountain lion. The Florida panther’s habitat used to include the entire 

southeastern United States, but it now exists on less than five percent of its historic territory 

("Florida Panther"). Today, the only existing breeding population of Florida panthers inhabits 

southern Florida. Florida panthers are considered apex mammalian predators that historically 

consumed white-tailed deer, but as farming increased in their habitat, they expanded their diet 

to include livestock and occasionally unsecured pets ("Florida Panther"). Panthers need a large 

contiguous range of forested habitats, marsh shrub swamps, or prairie grasslands ("Florida 

Panther"). Florida panthers are considered a keystone species due to the role they play in the 

ecosystem. Florida panthers are predators that constantly work to control their prey 

populations. By culling their prey, Florida panthers are able to remove the diseased from the 

population and reduce the risk of propagating genetic defects ("Florida Panther").  
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 Use and Treatment  

 The Seminole and Muscogee indigenous groups both use the Florida panther as a 

designated clan totem, and both groups heavily associate the animal with the ancestors of the 

Panther clans. The Florida panther is the totem of the Seminole’s designated medicinal clan, 

and the panther is very closely connected with healing and knowledge ("Legends"). The Florida 

panther is also the totem of one of the Muscogee’s principal clans (Swanton 1939, 111). The 

Florida panther was hunted by both groups, but it was never a main source of food like the 

white-tailed deer or the American alligator; panthers were instead hunted mainly for use in 

healing rituals and religious ceremonies (Reston 1984).  

Prior to early European settlement, the Florida panther population interbred with other 

populations of pumas throughout the southeastern United States, the phenomenon is known 

as gene flow and helped to maintain healthy populations through genetic variance ("Florida 

Panther"). As settlers began to increase more rapidly in the 18th and 19th centuries, the Florida 

panthers’ population declined and their territory became more isolated, consolidated south 

("Florida Panther"). The genetic isolation promoted interbreeding and created what is known as 

a genetic bottleneck that could lead to extinction if left unaddressed ("Florida Panther"). While 

being driven out of the majority of their historic territory, the Florida panthers were also being 

hunted by farmers and systematically eradicated on farm lands due to the danger they posed to 

livestock (Vliet 2020, 35). The United States placed the first bounty on Florida panthers in 1832, 

and in the mid-twentieth century, the Florida panther was also declared a game species by the 



 

 

22 

 

state of Florida, causing their population to drop even more rapidly ("Florida Panther 

Recovery", 4-124). 

The Florida panther was classified as endangered in 1967, and hunting the wildcats 

became illegal, but the panthers’ numbers continued to drop ("Florida Panther Recovery", 4-

124). Still, no actions were taken to conserve the species until 1991 when scientists started 

holding workshops to address the issue of the declining panther population ("Florida Panther"). 

The scientists decided to start reintroducing the gene flow through the release of Texas pumas 

in 1995 into the Florida panther territory to encourage interbreeding ("Florida Panther"). The 

program was moderately successful and panther populations rose to thirty in 1998 with the 

Texas pumas helping to produce twenty kittens ("Florida Panther"). Recovery efforts continue 

to this day, and the population numbers have risen to between 120 and 130 wild Florida 

panthers ("Florida Panther"). However, threats to the species continue and the population is 

still a mere fraction of what it once was. Urbanization, residential development, road 

construction, land use conversion, and automobiles all pose a current threat to the Florida 

Panther population and prove the necessity of further conservation efforts ("Florida Panther").  
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Proposed Conservation Changes 

 The State of Florida is home to 146 threatened or endangered species, and nearly half of 

those species are representative of symbolic animals to the Muscogee and Seminole people 

("Florida's Endangered"). That means that roughly 75 species on Florida’s threatened and 

endangered species lists connect culturally to the indigenous people of the state, and each one 

deserves to be respected through conservation efforts. The use of animal totems to construct 

social structure units and determine social relationships in Muscogee and Seminole cultures as 

well as the use of animals as verbal and action symbols in folklore and rituals provides the 

needed justification to preserve native wildlife as resources associated with the land. The 

Florida panther is not the only species to almost go extinct in the state due to inaction, and that 

should be cause for alarm. The state and federal governments as well as the public need to 

prepare to make major conservation changes to save the natural wildlife that all ecosystems 

rely on. These changes will need to occur on at least three levels; legislative, infrastructure, and 

personal paradigms.  

On the legislative front, new legislation should be introduced to provide regular and 

accurate counts of species designated as game species. Currently there are no regulations in 

place requiring species population counts to be performed at any interval on game species in 

Florida, and the majority of regulations seek only to impose a static limit on the size and 

number of game that hunters can harvest without recognizing the dynamic nature of species 

populations (“Hunting Regulations” 2020). The Florida panther and the American alligator 

populations were almost hunted into extinction because the populations were not regularly 
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monitored and hunting regulations did not keep up with accurate species counts (Vliet 2020, 

40) and ("Florida Panther Recovery", 4-124). Hunting regulations should be created and 

amended yearly based on the previous years’ counts to prevent further overhunting. Further 

amendments to hunting legislation should be made in the form of poaching penalties. There 

are an estimated 100,00 poachers in the state of Florida, but only around 10% are caught and 

prosecuted for their crimes every year (Finotti 2004). Poaching targets many species such as 

alligators, sea turtles, fish, gopher tortoises, bears, and occasionally critically endangered 

species like the Florida panther (Finotti 2004). Species like the Florida panther are not regularly 

hunted, but as with the case of James Billie in 1984, panthers are illegally hunted for medicinal 

reasons (Reston 1984). Currently the sentence for poaching a Florida black bear is just $500 and 

up to sixty days in jail without a requirement for hunting license suspension, unless it is a repeat 

offense (Rule). This penalty is not harsh enough to encourage people to follow the hunting 

regulations in place.  

Poaching should result in the immediate and permanent forfeit of all hunting rights 

within the state and a higher fine and sentence time than currently mandated. The Florida Fish 

and Wildlife Conservation Commission publishes annual guides on hunting regulations, but 

poaching and species population analyses are not referenced in the regulations, and the 

penalties for poaching are not easily accessible to hunters who take the time to check the pages 

(“Hunting Regulations” 2020). The lack of sufficient regulation on hunting native species in 

Florida poses an immediate threat to preserving wildlife as a natural resource of indigenous 

lands and could compromise the ability of indigenous peoples to access the species required to 

maintain folklore, ancestry, and rituals.  
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State and federal transportation infrastructure also requires major adjustment to 

protect the Florida native wildlife. Improper road safety infrastructure is the number one cause 

of death for many wildlife species in Florida, with 100 percent of all Florida panther deaths in 

2020 caused by vehicular collisions (“Panther Pulse”). Wildlife over and underpasses in 

combination with fencing have been proven to reduce wildlife mortality rates near the sites of 

major roadways. State and local governments also need to re-design all new construction to 

include underpasses and retrofit existing high traffic roadways with new over or underpasses. 

Priority should be given to roads running through national and state forests and land 

designated as habitat for critically endangered species, like the Florida Panther(Manen and 

McCollister). Public schools as well as any schools receiving federal or state funding of any kind 

should also be required to incorporate wildlife conservation education into their curricula, with 

particular attention in drivers’ education courses. The curriculum will serve as a way to lay the 

foundation for the creation of future generations of wildlife stewards.  

The third and final level requiring major change is that of personal paradigm. Positive 

public perception of wildlife is integral to achieving success in conservation change. If people do 

not believe that species are worth saving they will be less likely to make personal behavioral 

changes and to follow any active legislation. The cases of the Florida panther and the American 

alligator show the absolute decimation populations can suffer due to negative public opinion, 

and it is possible to have just the opposite effect when utilizing positive public opinion (Vliet 

2020, 34). Increased educational outreach programs, aimed at shifting the paradigms of adults 

and children, are essential to the process of protecting the wildlife. As the United Nations 
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recognizes, it is important to protect the resources indigenous cultures rely upon to practice 

rituals, connect with ancestors, and share folklore with future generations.  
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Conclusion 

 The intent of this study is to highlight the connection between Florida’s indigenous 

peoples and its native wildlife. Subsequently, that connection demonstrates the need for 

conservation reform to protect Florida’s wildlife. The use of animal symbols to construct social 

structure units and determine social relationships in Muscogee and Seminole cultures as well as 

the continued use of animals as verbal and action symbols in stories and rituals provides the 

needed justification to preserve native wildlife as resources associated with the land as argued 

by the United Nations in the Declaration of Rights of Indigenous Peoples as a standard for 

nations to follow. Conservation of native species is an important way to fulfill this standard set 

to respect indigenous rights, and understanding the cultural implications of wildlife within 

indigenous society provides a way to motivate the general population to follow through with 

conservation and preservation efforts in Florida. Species histories provide ample information to 

show what occurs when wildlife conservation is neglected, but they also show potential paths 

to achieve the opposite of the documented disaster by changing the way legislature, 

infrastructure and personal paradigms operate in regard to Florida’s wildlife. This is an issue of 

immediate concern, but it is not without solutions. Wildlife conservation is necessary to protect 

the traditional indigenous cultures that rely on native species as well as to protect resources for 

future generations of Floridians overall. 
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