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W

ith the climate emergency threatening life as we know
it, an Extinction Rebellion movement has been afoot.
We at Terralingua, however, believe there is another
crisis against which the world should rebel too: the “biocultural
diversity extinction crisis,” the ongoing loss of diversity in both
nature and culture. That’s what we had in mind when launching
the theme for the 2020 issue of Langscape Magazine: calling
attention to the need for that other extinction rebellion.
That was in February. Little did we know that only a month
later the COVID-19 pandemic would begin to spread across
the planet, making our theme all the more poignant and urgent!
Indigenous Peoples and local communities—who account for
most of the world’s biocultural diversity—were among the most
vulnerable to the effects of this scourge, which posed an existential
threat to their lives, livelihoods, and ways of life. That added a
whole new dimension to our theme: How were they responding to
the pandemic? How were they building resilience by calling upon
their cultural and spiritual traditions?

Then, with the world already in the throes of the global
health crisis, came a wave of political and social turmoil,
provoked by the long-festering ills of systemic racism,
discrimination, and social injustice. It swept the globe like a
second pandemic, exacerbating and exacerbated by the first
one—and again Indigenous Peoples and ethnic minorities
were hit hard. That brought into closer focus the tangle of
social, economic, and environmental injustices and inequities
that has long stood in the way of a bioculturally just and
sustainable world. And it posed a new question for our theme:
What challenges and opportunities does the current historical
moment present for achieving “unity in biocultural diversity”
for all?
The cornucopia of stories, poems, photos, videos, and artwork
we present in the following pages is the fruit of this wide-ranging
exploration of our theme. Such a bounty of contributions from all
corners of the world, offered at a time of unprecedented global
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hardship, is proof that our writers and artists—many of them
young participants in our Indigenous Youth Storytellers Circle
project—were determined to share their thoughts and feelings
against all odds. We’re all the richer and wiser for their caring,
generosity, and insights.
First we delve into the challenges that communities in
North and South America, Asia, and Africa face in confronting
and coping with the pandemic. We start in New York, where
researchers Maya Daurio, Sienna Craig, Daniel Kaufman, Ross
Perlin, and Mark Turin were in the midst of producing cuttingedge digital mappings of the spatial distribution of New York’s
astounding linguistic diversity—about 650 different languages
spoken there!—when the pandemic hit. Suddenly, they realized
that their language maps could be repurposed to help address
health problems and other urgent societal needs the pandemic
brought about in the city.

Cities under pandemic lockdown inspire Page Lambert’s
prose poem “Reclamation.” With the urban bustle at a standstill,
wildlife was seen returning within city boundaries, reclaiming
their ground. What would happen, muses Page, if cities remained
off-limits to human activities long enough for them to crumble
and turn back to the earth?
Leaving cities behind, we drop in on several local communities
around the world, each dealing with pandemic challenges (and
opportunities) in its own creative way. Severn Cullis-Suzuki
transports us to Haida Gwaii, an archipelago off the west coast
of Canada that’s home to the Haida people. During a period of
pandemic self-isolation, she and her family discover a silver lining:
finding the inner calm and stillness needed for full-immersion
Haida language practice.
Radhika Borde and Siman Hansdak then take us to rural
eastern India, where pandemic restrictions threaten the food
security of an Indigenous Santhal community. Going back into
the forest for once traditional hunting and gathering activities
gives people “food and fun” and a renewed sense of cultural
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identity—while also posing issues of long-term sustainability.

In their photo essay, Manju Maharjan and co-authors
Yuvash Vaidya, Prakash Khadgi, and Sheetal Vaidya introduce
us to the Indigenous Pahari community of Nepal. Paharis have
long specialized in highly popular woven bamboo crafts, but
the pandemic has crimped their ability to bring their products
to market. Undeterred, villagers find ingenious ways to build
resilience.

Off to East Africa, where we follow Simon Mitambo into
the farming community of Taraka in Kenya. The pandemic has
disrupted their way of life and ability to grow food, but people
help one another cope, and Elders remind community members
that they have survived pandemics before. Ancient rituals are
revived to strengthen cohesion and stave off the threat.
On to South America. Listening to Indigenous Elders and
leaders in Colombia, Daniel Henryk Rasolt reflects on the links
of the pandemic to other global emergencies: climate change and
biodiversity loss. Securing Indigenous land rights, he argues, is
crucial to address these interlocking crises. His story is hauntingly
illustrated with artwork by Vannessa Circe.

The next group of stories, poetry, and interviews turns the
spotlight on edgy issues of Indigenous sovereignty, racism, and
discrimination. In Hawai‘i, we trek with Harvy King up the
slopes of Mauna Kea, a mountain sacred to Native Hawaiians,
where ever bigger and more powerful telescopes are being built.
Asserting their self-determination, Native Hawaiians are staging a
peaceful but firm resistance against what to them is the continued
desecration of the mountain.

Marie-Émilie Lacroix, an Innu woman from eastern Canada,
is on a gently rebellious mission of her own: decolonizing
language. In an intimate interview with Italian researcher Marco
Romagnoli, she explores how language—and the meanings and
attitudes it conveys—can be used either as an instrument of
oppression or as a tool for resistance and liberation.

In a similar vein, Chloe Dragon Smith, a young Métis woman
from northern Canada, focuses on the power of language to root
people in the land. “Language needs Land needs Language,”
exclaims her poem. Connecting to the land through language (and
vice versa) offers the strength and resilience needed to live as an
Indigenous person in a world of imposed Western values.
In Australia, Mark Lock from the Ngiyampaa people works
to decolonize the country’s health system, which alienates and
discriminates against Aboriginal Peoples, as it was never designed
to reflect their values and norms. In a probing interview with
Stephen Houston, Mark explores the concept of cultural safety
and the links between cultural life and health.
The strength of women as defenders of biocultural diversity is
the thread that runs through several more stories, photo and video
essays, and artwork. Chonon Bensho, a young Shipibo-Konibo
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artist and healer, writes from Peru with husband Pedro Favaron.
Both her words and her artwork, which illustrates the story,
resound with the ancestral wisdom that comes from the depths of
time—wisdom that, she suggests, we must learn to live by “despite
the confusion and uneasiness of this century.”

In Canada, Sylvia Pozeg, also an artist, follows the trail of her
ancestry back to Croatia, where she reconnects to and reclaims
her family’s heritage. Her striking painting, “Hvala—Thank You,”
is a loving tribute to that heritage. In the words that accompany
her artwork, Sylvia invites us to “look back to our ancestors and
homelands to find more harmony with nature.”
More artwork that powerfully connects with the ancestors
comes to us from Barbara Derrick, a Tsilhqot’in artist and
storyteller from Canada. Weaving paintings and words together,
Barbara takes us along on her life’s journey—one of rebellion
against cultural genocide and of affirmation of her cultural roots,
always guided by the healing wisdom of her maternal lineage.

Iawá, the Kuruaya woman Elder from the Brazilian Amazon
who is the heroine of Miguel Pinheiro’s photo essay and video,
exudes the wisdom of millennia. One of the last fluent speakers
of her language, Iawá has seen it all—including the rapacious
invasion of her lands by outsiders. In her eighties, she continues to
be a pillar for her family and her community.
Eusebia Flores and Anabela Carlon Flores are two intrepid
Yaqui women from northern Mexico who are members of a
community participatory video group. Defying cultural taboos
against women leaving home, they head for Brazil to share this
empowering storytelling tool with the Guajajara people. Thor
Morales is there to photograph and film the process.

Indigenous youth from all over the world take center stage in
the next set of stories, poems, photo essays, and videos, sharing
with us their passion for affirming their biocultural heritage and
creating a more just and sustainable future. Lina Karolin, a young
Uut Danum Dayak from Borneo, has seen the forest around
her community devastated by commercial logging and palm oil
plantations. She chooses the path of education to help her people
overcome the destructive effects of change. We couldn’t resist
pairing her story with “Mist on the Mountain,” an evocative
poem by non-Indigenous author David Rapport, as it uncannily
echoes the sights and sounds of the forest that Lina recalls from
childhood in her village.

Jasmine Gruben, Brian Kikoak, Carmen Kuptana, Nathan
Kuptana, Eriel Lugt, Gabrielle Nogasak, and Darryl Tedjuk are
Inuvialuit youth from the Northwest Territories, Canada, who
took up filming to tell their stories about the effects of climate
change in their community. Maéva Gauthier, one of their trainers,
introduces us to their project.
A photo essay by Yolanda López Maldonado, a Mayan
researcher from southern Mexico, chronicles a gathering of young

Indigenous Latin American leaders who meet in Peru to learn
from one another about building resilience into their traditional
food systems.

Through his poignant poetry and dance, Fauzi Bin Abdul
Majid, a young Palu’e from Indonesia, reclaims his “oxygen”—
love, joy, and connectedness to others and to nature, which a
materialistic way of thinking has taken away—and shares that
breath of life with the world.
Two brave Indigenous young women from East Africa tackle
critical environmental and social issues of our time. Laissa
Malih, a Laikipian Maasai filmmaker from Kenya, documents in
her video the predicament of a river in her region that is being
dramatically affected by climate change, with dire consequences
for both people and biodiversity. Edna Kilusu, a Maasai from
Tanzania, reflects philosophically on her brush with systemic
racism while in the USA as a student, and finds strength in her
mother’s wise teachings.

This section ends with a heartfelt poem by Darryl Whetung,
an Ojibway film editor and producer. Dedicated to his daughters,
“This World Is Made for You” is an ode to the spiritual teachings
we are given as gifts that we must learn to use to balance our lives
and heal the world.
The last group of stories, poetry, and videos zeroes in on
communities in different parts of the world that are fighting to
protect their biocultural heritage. Felipe Montoya-Greenheck
recounts the epic struggle of a peasant community in Costa Rica
that seeks to stop the building of a dam on a river with which
people’s lives are intertwined—and wins, with a little help from
a toad!

Teja Jonnalagadda’s prose poem “The Dam Departed” makes
for a striking segue to Felipe’s story. An engineer by training, Teja
minces no words about the dominant way of thinking that seeks
to dominate, instead of harmonizing with, the forces of nature.
That metaphorical “dam” must come down along with physical
dams, so that water and life may flow again.

Two young Indigenous women from Borneo tell stories of
local communities’ resistance to encroachment onto their lands.
Filmmaker Pinarsita Juliana, a Bataknese and Dayak Ngaju, visits
a village that is “fighting deforestation with tradition” by affirming
their relationship to the land through the revival of a traditional
festival. Activist Meta Septalisa, also a Dayak Ngaju, meets
women farmers in another village who are tenaciously sticking to
their farming traditions in their battle against unjust government
regulations and land privatization.
In the lowlands of southern Mexico, the Lacandón Maya
combine tradition with innovation in efforts to protect their
threatened forest home. James Nations, who has worked with

them for decades, brings us their story. We complement that
story with a video by Steve Bartz, a friend of both Jim’s and
Terralingua’s, who passed away in 2020. Working with Jim in the
1990s, Steve filmed a historic encounter between the Lacandón
and their Mayan neighbors, the Itza, with whom they share a
common past and a common struggle to protect their forests and
ways of life.
Jacquelyn Ross, a Southern Pomo and Coast Miwok
woman from northern California, shares the predicament of the
endangered abalone sea snail. That wondrous creature is culturally
and spiritually central to coastal Indigenous Peoples there, who
are now seeking to reclaim the treasured snail’s marine home.

A similar attachment to a culturally important species and
an equally strong determination to protect it transpire from two
stories from India. Kanna Siripurapu, who works closely with the
Goramaati Banjara tribe of Telangana State, relates their valiant
efforts to protect both their beloved Poda Thurpu cattle and their
nomadic way of life. Prafulla Kalokar, a young economist hailing
from the Indigenous Nanda-Gaoli people of Maharashtra State,
attends a festival in his community that celebrates their Gaolao
cattle and the sacred grass the cattle feed on. And in his cultural
traditions he finds an answer to his enduring dissatisfaction with
the economic dogma of endless economic growth regardless of
the cost to nature.
We close with a powerful piece by Guillermo Rodríguez
Navarro about people and nature in the Sierra Nevada de
Santa Marta in Colombia. Long isolated because of its unique
geography, the Sierra is now under assault from logging, mining,
and other relentless development. Seeing their earthly home
being destroyed, the Sierra’s Indigenous Peoples have decided to
speak out. Their spiritual leaders, or Mamos, warn that protecting
the Sierra means safeguarding the health of the planet as a whole.
Our Web Extra takes us full circle to the topic of the
COVID-19 pandemic. In a series of “Pandemic Perspectives” posts
on Terralingua’s blog, Indigenous youth worldwide contributed
timely dispatches from the field, reporting on what they witnessed
in their countries and communities during the pandemic.

What lesson can we draw from this rich tapestry of stories?
Says one of the wise Mamos of Colombia: “Why do we want to
damage the earth and water? . . . Let’s change our lives, sow new
seeds.” When we emerge from the pandemic, we’ll still have to
confront, and rebel against, the climate crisis, biocultural diversity
loss, and social injustice. Changing our lives, sowing new seeds—
that’s what we’ll need to do.
Bioculturally yours,
Luisa Maffi
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Subversive Maps

How Digital Language Mapping Can Support Biocultural Diversity
—and Help Track a Pandemic
Maya Daurio, Sienna R. Craig, Daniel Kaufman,
Ross Perlin, and Mark Turin

In our own work, we explore how cartography might play a role
in creating a more just, inclusive, and equitable world. We believe that
cartography offers powerful tools to highlight the risks of biocultural
extinction and the importance of all forms of diversity. We see digital
language mapping as a methodology that can be used in support
of biocultural diversity. In particular, language mapping can yield
a more accurate account of the distribution of linguistic diversity
and can better represent the way in which language communities
understand their own linguistic and spatial borders and their changing
sociolinguistic identities.

We believe that cartography offers powerful tools to
highlight the risks of biocultural extinction and the
importance of all forms of diversity.
The beginnings of linguistic cartography—the creation of maps
displaying features and locations of languages—coincided with
the emergence of the concept of the nation-state in the nineteenth
century. The fundamental underlying notion was that a “nation”—
as a unit of analysis and as a political reality—ought to correspond
to a single language. Associated with that notion was the belief that
monolingualism was a desired norm and that multilingualism remained
a historic problem to be overcome. To this day, nation-states continue to
use territorial maps to define the geographical reaches of the physical,
social, and linguistic worlds they imagine for themselves and to obscure
other worldviews that do not align with such normative ideologies.

Maps have long been used for a variety of purposes, including
to characterize land use and land cover patterns or to delineate the
extent of territorial jurisdictions such as national or regional borders.
In this way, cartography has long been a tool of the nation-state.
Much like censuses and surveys, imperial governments have used
maps to organize, classify, and carve up the world in order to occupy
it and control its resources. More nefariously, maps have also been
used to facilitate Indigenous land dispossession.

These and other groundbreaking and more community-led
language mapping efforts, such as the First Peoples’ Map of British
Columbia, highlight the possibility for digital cartography to
visualize how language communities understand their own linguistic
borders. Digital language maps can help represent the fluidity
of multilingualism and explore the intersection of language use,
linguistic identities, and power.

Cartography can also be subversive. There are good
examples throughout the history of language maps that
defy dominant colonial narratives and weave new stories
of resistance and revitalization.
Yet, technical challenges remain in representing language
communities, language mobility, and plurilingual realities in
cartographic form. Most digital language maps, such as the important

On the other hand, Indigenous Peoples around the world have
produced their own maps for thousands of years for navigation,
cataloguing, demarcating their traditional territories, and charting
land use, to mention but the most obvious uses. And maps are also
effective communication tools that allow for marginalized voices to
be heard and for different understandings of place and space to be
represented, challenging hierarchies and freeing people’s own stories
from the bonds of dominant colonial narratives.

Above: Native Land is an interactive online map that showcases Indigenous languages and territories and highlights the fuzziness of these boundaries.
This view is of the Indigenous languages of northwestern North America. Map: Native-Land.ca, 2020
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Yet cartography can also be subversive. There are good examples
throughout the history of language maps that defy dominant colonial
narratives and weave new stories of resistance and revitalization. The
maps that accompanied the Linguistic Survey of India conducted
in the early twentieth century, for example, diluted the political
authority of the British Empire by revealing the elasticity of language
boundaries. In Canada, the interactive Native Land Map creatively
illustrates the fuzziness of overlapping language spaces and refutes
the misconceived but enduring idea that an Indigenous territory is
home to but a single language community.

First People’s Map of British Columbia is an interactive online map providing information about B.C.’s 203 First Nations communities and the languages they speak.
Map: maps.fpcca, 2020
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We could have not predicted how relevant and increasingly
urgent this objective would become when we embarked on this
partnership in 2019. Early in 2020, New York City became the
epicenter of the global pandemic brought on by a novel coronavirus
named SARS-CoV-2, which emerged in China in November of
2019 and has since spread around the world, causing the severe
respiratory disease known as COVID-19. Combining ELA language
data and COVID-19 testing data released by the city’s Department
of Health and Mental Hygiene, we plotted positive tests per capita
and the distribution of linguistic diversity across the city on a map,
showing the interplay between the highest number of COVID-19
cases and neighborhoods with the highest linguistic diversity. We
may speculate about why this may be the case.
During a pandemic, in which public health mandates and
protocols can change on a daily basis, the ability of politicians
and public health officials to communicate effectively with all

members of the population is critical for containing and mitigating
the spread of infection. It can be hard to translate complex and
rapidly changing messaging and new terminology such as “social
distancing” consistently into many different languages without an
established and pre-existing infrastructure for doing so. In times
of crisis, community networks become vitally important for timely
and effective communication. Knowing the approximate locations of
different language communities is essential context for city officials
to craft appropriate and time-sensitive messaging.

Furthermore, people hospitalized because of this highly
infectious virus can find themselves isolated and without the
comfort of visits from family members—individuals who, under
other circumstances, might have served as trusted and accurate,
if unofficial, medical translators. This new reality has profound
implications for both patients and health care workers facing
language barriers during the pandemic.

Languages of New York City map produced by the Endangered Language Alliance. This is the first detailed linguist-produced map showing some
650 languages and dialects mapped to over 1,000 sites around the city. This view shows the linguistically diverse neighborhood of Jackson Heights, Queens.
Map: M. Roy Cartography, 2019 (https://elalliance.org/programs/maps)

UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger (http://www.
unesco.org/languages-atlas/), represent languages as specific points
in geographic space. Visually, this tells us nothing of the extent of
language communities, whether these communities speak other
languages, or what relationships might exist between the language
and the land. Furthermore, a traditional static map focusing on
language endangerment sorts and displays languages solely according
to standardized measures of vitality, an approach that some language
activists consider reductionist and even potentially harmful.

of New York City, one of the most linguistically diverse urban areas
in the world. Through a partnership (https://languagemapping.org/)
that brings together the University of British Columbia, Dartmouth
College, and the New York-based Endangered Language Alliance
(ELA, https://elalliance.org/), we are developing a digital, interactive
map of the distribution of linguistic diversity across the city, based
on data collected by ELA across these language communities. In
collaboration with language consultants, ELA has collected linguistic,
geospatial, and community information for over 1,000 neighborhoodlevel language groups that represent
approximately 650 unique languages
We know that multilingual speakers choose
in and around New York City. This
to speak specific languages in different contexts.
collection is enriched with audio and
They may speak one language at home,
video recordings of approximately a
another in public, and yet another
hundred languages.

Conventional
cartographic
symbols
are
inadequate
for
representing lived experience, and
mapping efforts have been limited
by cartographic constraints that do
not actually reflect linguistic realities.
in religious practice.
This is especially true for the spatial
Our interactive map builds on
representation of complex language
an existing and publicly acclaimed
practices. We know that multilingual speakers, for example, choose
static map that illustrates the locations of different languages spoken
to speak specific languages in different contexts. They may speak one
across the city, represented in the communities’ own orthographies.
language at home, another in public, and yet another in religious
The very notion of mapping languages in a diaspora context
practice. Or there may be instances of multilingual code-switching
challenges traditional linguistic cartography which focuses either on
within one family household, where parents may speak one language
the expansion of “global languages” or on the traditional territories of
to one another, one parent speaks to the children in a different
Indigenous languages, giving only scant attention to the contemporary
language, and the children speak among themselves in yet another
distribution and movement of the latter. Our interactive map aims
language entirely. How then can cartography be effectively used to
to showcase the richness of linguistic diversity in New York City in
reflect multilingualism and the context of language choices?
visually and representationally accurate ways. Through a web-based
interface, we also seek to promote civic engagement and needsDrawing from other efforts to use cartography to redress inequity
and dominant representations of difference, we are engaged in a
based delivery of public services, particularly among historically
project to demonstrate the distinctiveness of the language landscape
marginalized immigrant communities.
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This map shows positive COVID-19 tests per 1,000 people by New York City ZIP Code, along with the distribution of languages spoken in the city.
Map: Languagemapping.org, 2020 (https://languagemapping.org/covid-19/)
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COVID-19 pandemic illustrates the importance of communitytools for illustrating the complexity of language practices,
based language mapping and highlights the ever more urgent
language mobility, and linguistic identities. Our collaborative
need for cartographers to attend to the diversity of language
approach to language mapping offers ways to explore how
landscapes, including those in urban areas, and commit to
linguistic geographies may intersect with health disparities
mapping languages in ways that are
and other social vulnerabilities.
more representative, collaborative,
Underlying our partnership is
Underlying our partnership is a shared goal:
a shared goal: identifying the
and participatory.
identifying the role of maps for making sense of
role of maps for making sense of
Cartography has a key role
marginalization so that resources can be better
marginalization so that resources
to play in highlighting the vital
mobilized to address and mitigate these inequities.
can be better mobilized to address
component of language in the
and mitigate these inequities. We
biocultural diversity of our
see in cartography an opportunity for untapped social good,
fragile planet. Language maps, whether in print or online,
harnessing the formidable power of maps to explain, represent,
need to represent more than just points or polygons. There
and heal.
is great potential for utilizing cartography and visualization

Acknowledgments: Ours is a collaborative partnership between the University of British Columbia, Dartmouth College, and the Endangered Language
Alliance to develop tools to map linguistic diversity (https://languagemapping.org/covid-19/).
We are grateful to the Peter Wall Institute for Advanced Studies, the Dartmouth College Office of the Provost–Spark Initiative, and the Dartmouth
Department of Anthropology Claire Garber Goodman Fund for their support of our work.
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Our digital map detailing the linguistic geographies of New
Incorporating such information into an interactive language
York City’s urban spaces can help identify the public service needs
map offers clues for understanding why it may be that linguistically
of urban language communities. An advantage of an interactive map,
rich areas of New York City have been hit particularly hard with
particularly during an emergency
COVID-19 and can help the
such as a pandemic, is its capacity
city target public service delivery
Our
digital
map
detailing
the
linguistic
geographies
to combine geospatial data provided
to the most seriously affected
of New York City’s urban spaces can help identify neighborhoods through focused
by agencies such as the New
the public service needs of urban language
York City Department of Public
translation into specific languages.
communities.
Health, the Census Bureau, and the
If it is clear, for instance, that
Centers for Disease Control (CDC)
there are many uninsured households
with language distribution data to spatially visualize patterns of
within a five-block radius, then such information would help
vulnerability. CDC data that can be cross-referenced with language
municipal and community organizations develop messaging in
data include, among many other variables, the percentage of
languages predominantly spoken in those neighborhoods about how
uninsured households, the percentage of crowded households or
the uninsured can best access health services. The challenges in actually
those estimated to have more people than rooms, or the percentage
making this happen are many, from triangulating the data to making
of households with people 65 years of age and older.
and disseminating the messages, but the need is clear. The fast-moving
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Reclamation
Page Lambert

About the Poem
Many years ago, I read that in London

the nightingale, at the northern edge of its
habitat, had been red-listed because of growing
concern among conservationists. The influence
of

They say the traffic in London has killed the song of the nightingale. When they serenade each other, they sound more like the honking
of horns, the squealing of brakes, and so the nests

London’s

“urbanscape” was

impacting

nightingales in unexpected ways, altering even the

courtship rituals on which the species relied—the

beautiful serenades of the male nightingales were

lie
empty.

changing. Its very language was changing.

Yet a coyote sought shelter in a Chicago Starbuck’s last month, the closest thing to a cave he could find, stood shaking next to the
cooler in the dark corner with the Odwalla juices and the caffeine drinks and the mineral water from Fiji. Just last weekend, in Santa Fe,
in the hours before dawn, on the Plaza while the town slept, a mountain lion leapt through the door of a jewelry store, leaving a spider
web of broken glass. In Denver, raccoons pilfer garbage beneath city streetlights.
Sleek Peregrines, with nesting boxes built into skyscrapers, stalk the pigeons cooing from the rooftops. Owls swoop down alleys,
between buildings, hunt the falcons which hunt the doves. Moose leave the northern wetlands, trek long-legged across Wyoming’s Red
Desert, nip purple blossoms from our alfalfa field, half-way between here and the short grass prairie; black bears forage in suburban
kitchens, paw their way to the shallow end of public pools.

I was struck by this image, and it became the

first underpinning for my poem, “Reclamation.”
I began noticing other examples of unusual
interactions between animals and humans, places

where worlds collided in ways that threatened
species and diversity. “Reclamation” attempts
to bring to the reader’s attention these places

Elk herds cross highways, leap burrow ditches, tear through fences, travel the old migratory routes to the land their ancestors once
grazed, while in Billings the city council passes laws prohibiting dogs in public parks. Yet, they say that New York City, without man to
trim its hedges, prune its trees, mow its grasses, replace roads and bridges and traffic signals, would soon be overrun with feral dogs,
yellow-eyed cats, and ivy.

of intersection and asks the reader to pause and

New York City, without man or woman to tame it, would within two hundred years begin to crumble, in half a century would turn to
dust, turn back to the earth within a millennium. Wars would fade from the horizon, borders disintegrate, walls come tumbling down,
pandemics pass from memory. Silt would rise in the dams, rivers return to their beds. A new human would rise, begin the task all over
again, would carve flutes from the branches of cedar trees, piano keys from the tusks of mammoths, stain glass from the sands of the
Sudan, sew drums from the skins of buffalo.

very existence.

Songs would rise from its thirsty throat, deep and guttural. Eventually, the trilling of women would pierce the night sky, slice through
the blue darkness like a sleek whale. Nightingales

consider how the dominance of one culture over
another (human culture over nature), creates an

imbalance that might eventually threaten our
The second underpinning came when I

read how quickly a metropolis such as New

York City would return to its precontact natural
state if humans no longer inhabited it. The

landmass upon which the city is built lies only
a few hundred feet above sea level, is flanked

would return
to their songs.

by two rivers, and once had diverse geology—
varying from solid granite to swampland to

densely overgrown hillsides. The idea that it

would only take a few hundred years for this
landscape to return to its natural state seemed

like a very hopeful idea. Humans might wipe
ourselves off the face of the earth, but we were

Sand sculpture by Roxanne Swentzell, Santa Clara Pueblo, New Mexico.
Photo: Page Lambert, 2010

not powerful enough to wipe away all creation.
Nature could rise from our extinction, taking its

own conscious and powerful actions to recreate
life on planet Earth.

This poem perhaps sits at the edge of the

extinction rebellion, finding its center in Nature’s

rebellion rather than our own, but also asking the
Moose running down a highway. Photo: Page Lambert, 2019

question, How would we do it over if we were given
a second chance?

Page Lambert teaches in the professional creative writing graduate program at the
University of Denver. Co-founder of Women Writing the West and nominated for two
Pushcart Prizes, Page is a member of the International League of Conservation Writers,
adviser for the Rocky Mountain Land Library, and senior associate with the Children &
Nature Network.
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The Haida people know the cost of disease. They have lived in
Haida Gwaii, an archipelago off the west coast of Canada, for the
past 14,000 years. In their recent history, after the first encounter
with Europeans in 1774, waves of smallpox, measles, and other
contact diseases ravaged the Haida population. From 30,000-strong,
the population hit its lowest in 1915, when 588 living souls were
recorded. The apocalypse of disease was accompanied by other
devastating blows: the land and rights, Christianity forced onto the
people at their weakest, natural resources ravaged, and finally, children
taken away en masse. Residential schools took Haida children, like
my father-in-law Dull Brown, as far away as Edmonton, Alberta.
But the Haida never ceased to be an empowered people or to
fight for their rights. Even at their nadir, they spoke eloquently
for their rights and title at the McKenna–McBride Commission
(a Royal Commission that was established in 1912 to “resolve the
Indian reserve question” in British Columbia and that operated until
1916). In 1926, the Haida traveled to Ottawa with the Allied Indian
Tribes of British Columbia to remind the Canadian Parliament:
“We have not been conquered.” One hundred years later, the Haida
Nation has built its own National Government, the Council of the
Haida Nation; defended its land from clearcut logging in the struggle
for South Moresby (now internationally known as Gwaii Haanas
National Park Reserve); and is tackling linguistic imperialism. In
2010, the Haida officially returned the colonial name given to the
archipelago in 1778, “the Queen Charlotte Islands,” to Canada and
Her Majesty the Queen. Today the proper name of the archipelago,
Haida Gwaii (meaning “Islands of the People”) is on the maps.

Despite the litany of assaults, the Haida language has
survived . . . now, the younger generations are taking up
the call to keep the language aloud.

QUARANTINE
as CEREMONY
COVID-19 as an Opportunity to Quietly Rebel
against the Dominant Langscape
Severn Cullis-SuzukI

Despite the litany of assaults, the Haida language has
survived: first-language speakers of Haida still live today, in 2020.
Now the eldest in the community, Haida language speakers have
navigated history and maintained the linguistic heritage of their
people. And now, the younger generations are taking up the call to
keep the language aloud.
I am honored to be an immigrant to Haida Gwaii. My blood
comes from England and Japan. My family came to visit Haida Gwaii
when I was a child, and we made lifelong friends there who became
family. I was ceremonially adopted into the Wolf Raven Clan of Tanu
as a youth and eventually married G̱udt’aawt’is Judson Brown of the
Ts’aahl Eagle Clan. My Haida name is Kihlgula G̱aay.ya.

When I moved permanently to the village of Skidegate on
Haida Gwaii fourteen years ago, I joined my husband in his quest
to learn his heritage language of X̱aayda kil, the Skidegate dialect
of the Haida language. His mother, Dr. GwaaG̱anad Diane Brown,

at 72, is the youngest speaker of X̱aayda kil, but like other Haida
his age, G̱udt’aawt’is was not brought up speaking the language.
He started learning X̱aayda kil as an adult, attending the Skidegate
Haida Immersion Program (SHIP) from its inception in 1998.
SHIP is a program of fluent speakers, now Elders, who have been
coming together since then, each day, from 9 to 3 p.m., to record
X̱aayda kil for future generations. They have produced an incredible
body of work for future generations studying X̱aayda kil. Along with
several others, G̱udt’aawt’is and I have been working to become New
Speakers of X̱aayda kil so that our children might be able to grow up
with the language. It has become a life cause, and for the past decade
I have been using all my abilities towards this aim.

Today humanity stands at a defining moment,
as we find ourselves in the midst of a mass extinction
event, due to our mismanagement of the natural world.
One of my interests in learning X̱aayda kil is that of an
environmentalist. Today humanity stands at a defining moment, as
we find ourselves in the midst of a mass extinction event, due to our
mismanagement of the natural world. The longer I live here, the more
I realize that fighting for the language is fighting for a worldview
that respects Earth in a profound way.

Representing a profoundly different mental landscape,
Indigenous languages reveal entirely distinct ways of being, ones
that are not at odds with Life around us. In her article, “Speaking
of Language” (Orion Magazine, 2017), Dr. Robin Kimmerer writes
about the grammar of animacy, describing the use of pronouns for life
forms in her Potawatami language, which conveys proper respect for
life by the language user. She notes, “I think the most profound act of
linguistic imperialism was the replacement of a language of animacy
with one of objectification of nature, which renders the beloved
land as lifeless object, the forest as board feet of timber.” Indigenous
languages are a portal to a relationship with Earth.

The teachings of respect, reciprocity, and relationship
with the land are embedded in the language.
With the leadership of several others, especially my jiiG̱uu
naadaay (mother-in-law) Dr. GwaaG̱anad, I am proud of our work
establishing a Language Nest and a Mentor Apprentice Program
here on Haida Gwaii, as well as of my own language learning. It is
important not only for the people of Haida Gwaii but also for all
humanity, as the teachings of respect, reciprocity, and relationship
with the land are embedded in the language and in the teachings that
GwaaG̱anad and other Elders share with us.
Needing more skills, I decided to pursue a doctorate for
this cause and am currently finishing my year of PhD research in

Opposite Page: Nanaay (Grandmother) Dr. GwaaG̱anad Diane Brown has many students of X̱aayda kil. Here GwaaG̱anad plays
Siiga ad K’yuu (Snakes & Ladders) with grandson Tiisaan in 2019. Photo: Kihlgula G̱aay.ya, 2019
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turned the living room into an art zone with a hot glue gun, cedar
bark, buttons, and crayons. We did everything together, and we
did it all in Haida.

After two weeks in quarantine, we were calm. We had new
routines. We had slowed down. We cooked together, and spoke
X̱aayda kil. We ate together, and spoke X̱aayda kil. We cleaned
up together, and spoke X̱aayda kil. We played board games in
X̱aayda kil, and we gardened in X̱aayda kil. We did art projects
in X̱aayda kil. We called Nanaay (Grandmother) and put her on
speakerphone and spoke X̱aayda kil with her. Suddenly, I found
that we were spending at least four hours in X̱aayda kil every day.

The Skidegate Haida Immersion Program (SHIP) brings together the last fluent speakers of X̱aayda kil, who have gathered daily for the past 22 years to record
the language for future generations. Photo: Mary Helmer, 2019

Linguistic Anthropology at the University of British Columbia.
The core of my current research focuses on language revitalization
within our family. I was so excited to tackle the language work
within my family as my singular focus, for a whole year. Part of
the methodology of my family research was to spend four hours
a day speaking X̱aayda kil with my children and G̱udt’aawt’is. I
started in June of 2019, and we made great progress through the
summer. It was interesting to see how our minds relaxed into the
language by the end of hour two each day.
When September came, however, the children went to school,
and I was busy working on different projects, and suddenly it was
almost impossible to achieve four hours speaking Haida. It seemed
as if we didn’t have enough time to do the work: if it wasn’t school,
we were busy with community events or traveling to Vancouver to
visit my parents . . . We were busy. English was necessary to get
through work, homework, and social interactions. After Christmas,
halfway through the project, I was disappointed with our lack of
time in the language. I was worried: if we didn’t have time to focus
on the language with the kids when they were eight and ten years
old, would we ever?

Shortly thereafter, everything changed. In February 2020, the world
awoke to a novel disease, COVID-19. Outbreaks became an epidemic,
and that turned into a pandemic. With a history 14,000 years long,
the Haida memory of epidemics that swept through the archipelago
in the 1800s, wiping out over ninety-eight percent of the people, is
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never far away. The will to protect precious Elders was strong. Haida
Leadership announced a State of Emergency, and all flights to the
islands were canceled. Haida authorities met the ferries arriving with
freight and asked any visitors aboard to turn around. When this State
of Emergency was declared in March, it was spring break in school,
and my children and I were visiting my parents in southern British
Columbia. We caught the last flight back to Haida Gwaii. My husband
picked us up at the airport with masks for us to wear. He did not give us
hugs, and he did not stay in our home with us. Suddenly, we were home,
and grounded. So began our two-week quarantine.

Haida Gwaii, but I could not dwell long on those thoughts, as this
experience is nothing like the horror then. But we got over the
fear when we found our routine rooted in X̱aayda kil.

And when we did this, it felt like sacred time. All our
obligations had been removed, and we just focused on our
own health, the land, and the language. It was as if we were in
ceremony. First it was for fourteen days, but then it became a
month, and then two months, as we isolated from the rest of the
world, deepening our interactions with one another, the land, and
the language. It was something like what I’d envisioned when I
created my PhD proposal but hadn’t been able to achieve due to
my commitment to my normal busy life in an English langscape.

After two weeks, G̱udt’aawt’is returned to our household and
joined our isolation pod. But the TV stayed off. We remained
I am in contact with other language activists in our community
isolated from others. And we kept speaking X̱aayda kil. At the
and see that others have also turned inward, deepening their
same time, Earth began to come alive:
language work in their homes. Because
spring began to break, and we greeted
we can’t go out to do our language
There was nowhere to turn but inward,
the year’s first daytime low tides with
work, we have turned our homes into
and we turned to the language.
proper focus and reverence. By limiting
language houses, with walls covered
our English and media diet, our mental landscapes were different.
in sticky notes and papers in our language. We have kitchen
We were more alert to Earth and to one another. My sons each
offices to keep the language close to daily life, with books, audio
hunted their first naw (octopus) on their own. We gathered other
recordings, and endless scraps of paper. One of the fluent Elders in
seafood—scallops and geoducks and chitons. Nanaay and Chinaay
the community, Dr. Jiixa Gladys Vandal, keeps her CD player, iPad,
(Grandfather) gave us socially distanced lessons on how to make
and SHIP books on a kitchen desk all ready to go at any time.
medicine. The children learned to say grace in X̱aayda kil.
She says she talks to herself in Haida daily because she misses it
so much. New Speaker Daall Jaad Melody Gravelle has made her
The COVID-19 pandemic brought so much fear and
home a X̱aayda kil home, with language everywhere and photos
uncertainty. There was incessant worry and always the threat of
of those who inspire her to speak X̱aayda kil. Dr. GwaaG̱anad has
panic. We could not make plans: the future was entirely undefined.
her books and iPhone set up on her dining table so that she can
My mind often turned to contemplating what the mothers went
hold daily lessons with her language learners.
through during the great smallpox epidemic of 1862 here on

With a history 14,000 years long, the Haida memory
of epidemics that swept through the archipelago in the
1800s, wiping out over ninety-eight percent of the
people, is never far away.
At first, I was binging on news through devices—news sites,
TV, social media. I consistently found myself reading online at
two in the morning. But I soon reached media overload. I turned
off the radio and the TV. There was no visiting anyone or going
to community events. There was no school. There was nowhere
to turn but inward, and we turned to the language. There was
no reason or excuse why we couldn’t use X̱aayda kil all the time.
We pulled out all our board games for easy access. We turned on
the audio player and listened to Haida songs and sang along. We

Left: Haida-style action figures dressed in cedar bark, which my children created during our COVID-19 quarantine. Hipflasks contain taw (candlefish oil, also known
as oolichan grease), which is their source of superpowers. Right: Weaver Jaad Tl’aaw Paula Varnell taught us how to make cedar rope while we were in quarantine.
Photos: Kihlgula G̱aay.ya, 2020
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Since that time, our little family has turned the radio (and
TV!) back on for contact and connection. But our time in
quarantine and isolation was instructive. That time was sacred. We
will return to that time for direction because now we know what is
possible. And we have been changed by that time. My children now
sometimes speak X̱aayda kil together while they are playing, and they
have a collection of Haida-centric toys and games that we created;
their playtime is infused with culture and language. They sing Haida
songs all the time, and whenever they see a bird, frog, or fish, they
speak aloud directly to them in X̱aayda kil. My husband and I have
lunch together and speak only X̱aayda kil. These are changes from
the Time Before. The language nest of our home has developed more
fully because of our isolation, and we will continue our commitment
to removing English for certain time periods and in certain rooms.

The language holds strength and resilience within it.
We owe it to all of those who have sacrificed to find the
teachings within these challenges. And we owe it to our
precious Elders, who have maintained the language for us
this long, to speak the language. To keep it aloud.
To date, Haida Gwaii has not had any confirmed cases of
COVID-19; the vigilance is working. It’s been very difficult to be
isolated from one another in the face of a great challenge. Many are
sacrificing today: it has been awful not to go to someone’s house
when a loved one has passed away and not to visit Elders living in the
hospital. Many sacrificed in the past—and it is profoundly humbling
to think of the Haida who survived over the past two hundred and
fifty years for their children to live here on Haida Gwaii today. And
despite all the odds, they carried the Haida language forward to the
present for us: the language holds strength and resilience within it.
We owe it to all of those who have sacrificed to find the teachings
within these challenges. And we owe it to our precious Elders, who
have maintained the language for us this long, to speak the language.
To keep it aloud. I am grateful for our Language Quarantine. It has
shown us that, while there is still uncertainty all around us, in X̱aayda
kil we can find stability, comfort, and ceremony.
Top Left: Chinaay (Grandfather) G̱angxwaat Dull Brown shows his grandson
Ganhlaans how to skin an octopus. Photo: Kihlgula G̱aay.ya, 2020
Bottom Left: Dr. Jiixa Gladys Vandal in her kitchen office during COVID-19 times,
working on X̱aayda kil every day. Photo: Kihlgula G̱aay.ya, 2020

Severn Cullis-Suzuki holds a BSc in Biology from Yale University, an
MSc in Ethnoecology from the University of Victoria, and is currently a
Vanier and Public scholar PhD candidate at the University of British
Columbia, studying the revitalization of the Haida language. She lives on
Haida Gwaii with her husband G̱udt’aawt’is Judson Brown and their sons
Ganhlaans and Tiisaan.
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Food and Fun

IN THE FOREST
An Indian Village Turns to Nature
during a Pandemic-Induced Lockdown
Radhika Borde and Siman Hansdak
Once upon a time, growing up as an Adivasi in rural Jharkhand
in eastern India meant learning what the forest could provide in
terms of nourishment, education, and enjoyment— as for Adivasis,
a group claiming an Indigenous identity, the forest was a context for
living rather than a resource to be exploited. Things had changed,
however—until recently, when they suddenly changed back. Due
to the COVID-19 pandemic and the imposition of a lockdown
across the country, life slowed down in rural Jharkhand, employment

opportunities dried up, and villages temporarily barricaded
themselves in, preventing entry and exit. Rates of COVID-19
infections in these villages are very low, and it can be argued that it
was wise for villagers to barricade themselves in, particularly when
one considers the plight of Indigenous villages in South America
where infection rates are up to eighty percent.
But with no income from daily wage labor, reduced sales of
vegetable produce due to the closure of markets, rice stocks from

Above: The village of Chanaro on a monsoon day. Photo: Siman Hansdak, 2020
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the previous year’s harvest nearly depleted, and a lot of free time
on their hands, how are these villagers coping? Just as the pandemic
imposed some restrictions, it made other things possible. Significant
among these was a resurgence in biocultural activities. We tell the
story of this turn of events from the viewpoint of the village of
Chanaro, Jharkhand. Chanaro has a large Adivasi population, mostly
belonging to the Santhal tribe. While remote, it is nevertheless firmly
ensconced in our globalized world—witness the case of a young man
from this village who was studying in China and had to return when
COVID-19 first began spreading there.

Just as the pandemic
imposed some restrictions, it made
other things possible.
In this both local and global village, groups of women are
now going into the forest every day to gather edible fruits, leaves,
tubers, and edible herbaceous plants. Men too are going into the
forest in groups, to enjoy the communal hunting activities that
their ancestors practiced regularly.

Raj Kisku, Vinod Hansdak, and Mahender Kisku watch a video on a phone while grazing their cow. Photo: Siman Hansdak, 2020

Traditionally, these forest-based activities also served as
educational programs for Adivasi children, teaching them how
to subsist off the forest. In addition, forest activities also enabled
children to undergo rites of passage. Since these activities were
mostly gender-segregated, girls were initiated into what it meant
to be a woman while accompanying older women on gathering
expeditions, and information regarding sex was also imparted at
such times. Boys were also educated along similar lines by older
men when they went into the forest to hunt with them. A Santhal
creation myth emphasizes the cultural significance of these
activities. According to the myth, the primordial man and woman
brought up their sons and daughters separately: the man took
their sons with him and the woman took their daughters with
her. When the children became adults, however, and the grown
women were out gathering together while the grown men were
out hunting, they met in the forest, discovering the opposite sex
for the first time.

The chance to engage in these
traditional activities has meant a
chance to rediscover the forest,
their culture, and themselves.

Phenilal Hansdak returns from a hunt in the forest, carrying his traditional
hunting weapons and some forest fruit in a cloth sling.
Photo: Siman Hansdak, 2020
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Dhini Soren plucking the edible leaves of the koinar tree (Bauhinia purpurea).
The leaves (known as sin arak in Santhali) will be cooked with chilies, salt,
and garlic. Photo: Siman Hansdak, 2020

Currently, the lockdown has taken a lot of children and young
people out of educational institutions, and for some of them the
chance to engage in these traditional activities has meant a chance
to rediscover the forest, their culture, and themselves. Some young
Adivasi men report that by having the opportunity to participate
in hunting expeditions, which they hadn’t had before, they feel
as if they have been given new life. Indeed, this is the ritual
significance of hunting for young Adivasi men.

This resurgence in forest-based biocultural activities,
however, is also a renewed dependence on the forest. This raises
some important questions: whether pressure on the forest has
increased; whether these activities are sustainable if continued
for the long term, given that the population of these villages is
much higher now than it used to be when such activities were
commonplace; and whether the cultural aspects of these activities
are as prominent today as they used to be, given that Adivasis
have experienced a significant degree of cultural erosion.
When it comes to hunting, it is clear that the way it is
being practiced during the pandemic-induced lockdown differs
from how it would have been conducted in the past. Santhals
distinguish between a Disum Sendra and a Situm Sendra. A Disum
Sendra is a territory-based hunt, and it would be organized in
each hunting territory that services a group of villages, but only
at specific times and with several rules in place regarding it. It
is still organized each year, but mostly for ritual purposes. Prior
to conducting a Disum Sendra, the spirits that inhabit that
particular territory need to be propitiated and a chicken is ritually
sacrificed. A Disum Sendra is announced by a herald beating a
drum and another man carrying a green branch of the sarjom tree
(Shorea robusta), who travel together from one village market to
the next. The hunting party needs to leave for the forest early in
the morning and avoid being seen by anyone as they do so. A
ritual pseudo-hunt conducted by women, called a Kudi Sendra, is
also held once every twelve years. It mostly involves the capturing
of animals within the boundaries of the village.

When it comes to hunting, it is clear that
the way it is being practiced during the
pandemic-induced lockdown differs
from how it would have been
conducted in the past.
The hunts that are being conducted at this time, however, are what
the Santhals call Situm Sendras. These are hunts that do not require
the propitiation of land spirits. They do not have the same ritual
significance and can be conducted at any time and in any manner.
Traditionally, Situm Sendras involved a couple of people hunting
together. By contrast, now the hunting parties participating in these
hunts have swelled in number, and fifteen to twenty people often go
hunting together.
Communal forest-based gathering activities by women also possess
ritual significance. When women would go to collect leaves, snails, or
other wild foods in the traditional manner—that is, in a group and with
the specific intention of engaging in a holistic forest activity rather than
merely accumulating forest products—they would make a ritual stop
along the way to mitigate any effects of the “evil eye.” The forest-based
gathering that women do at this time, however, is not taking place in
this manner, and the groups that go into the forest for this purpose
are smaller. Nevertheless, it is still common for women to take their
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busy and entertained. This
is particularly so when it
comes to hunting, as there
are very few wild animals
left in the forest (mostly
rabbits and wild boar are
being hunted now), and few
people possess the skills
to catch them with the
traditional bows and arrows
that are still being used for
these hunting activities.

Yet there also are
anxieties about the future,
and a way to stave them off
is to gather more—more
firewood, leaves, edible
tubers, mushrooms—some
of which can be dried and
stored for the uncertain
times that the Santhals
believe might lie ahead.
And there is a perception
that these forest foods
are healthy and that it is
good to eat them during
times when diseases are
spreading. As well, gathering
and hunting are a way to
get food for free without
dependence on markets—
and with the income
reduction resulting from the
imposition of the lockdown
and the scarcity of meat and
vegetables due to supply
disruptions, this is another
reason why these activities
have increased.
Nevertheless, the Santhals of Chanaro are
unanimous in affirming
that it is important to
Sushma Murmu displays the seeds of the sarjom tree (Shorea robusta), which she collected from the forest.
preserve the forest, because
Photo: Siman Hansdak, 2020
if that doesn’t happen
children with them when they go into the forest to gather—and when
the forest will cease to provide for them, and also because
queried as to why they do so, the women mention educating children
they have an ancestral connection to the forest. This is clearly
about the forest and its products as an expected outcome.
apparent from the manner in which most Santhal women
continue to gather firewood, attempting to do minimal damage
Some villagers express that it gives them pleasure to
to the trees and expertly cutting branches in such a way as
participate in the activities of their ancestors, although most of
to allow for multiple shoots to arise from each cut branch.
them suggest that the hunting and gathering activities they are
It is also meaningful that the hunting that is taking place
engaging in at this time are mainly a way to keep themselves
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Left: Sushila Murmu gives her mother Bhudni Tudu some medicinal plants she collected, while her niece Priya Murmu looks on. Right: Rahil Murmu holding “jungle
potatoes” (Dioscorea bulbifera) she has just unearthed in the forest. These tubers are known as genthi in the Hindi dialects of eastern India and as baola in Santhali.
Photos: Siman Hansdak, 2020

is being conducted with traditional weapons that have
cultural significance.

to appreciate its value. In more developed areas of the world,
“foraging” is now being discovered as an alternative to getting
As the world reels from the effects of the COVID-19
food from a supermarket—but perhaps we need to rediscover and
pandemic, a group of people with
recreate entire cultures around this
limited financial resources is making
activity so that it may bring us more
There also are anxieties about the future,
the most of what they still have—and
than just products and goods. For the
and a way to stave them off is to gather
what they have is not just the forest,
more—more firewood, leaves,
things we need to learn, it may be the
but a whole legacy of interacting
edible tubers, mushrooms.
world’s Indigenous Peoples that we
with it in a manner that brings
must turn to. If we do so, not only
nourishment, knowledge, and pleasure.
We can only hope that this may be a time when this legacy is both
safeguarded and strengthened, and that the children and young
adults who are being introduced to it for the first time will learn

will we learn from them, but they will also learn that they have
something to teach, and this may help ensure that the legacy they
have is never lost.

Radhika Borde is a researcher in the Department of Social Geography and Regional Development at Charles University in Prague and is conducting research
in India, where she also worked as an activist and social entrepreneur. She holds a PhD in social sciences from Wageningen University in the Netherlands.
Siman Hansdak is a member of the Santhal tribe. He has worked with NGOs and government agencies across India and is involved with
agricultural projects in rural Jharkhand. He holds postgraduate degrees in Geography from Nalanda Open University and in Rural Development from
Xavier Institute of Social Service.
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About twelve kilometers southeast of the city of Lalitpur in Nepal,
an urban village called Badikhel sprawls over an area of nearly six
square kilometers. Surrounded by a dense forest, the village harbors
about 3,600 members of an Indigenous community, the Pahari, whose
unique dialect, Pahibhae, has roots in Nepal Bhasha, the ancient
language spoken by the Newah ethnicity of Nepal.
Aside from seasonal agriculture, Pahari make a living by practicing
a traditional bamboo weaving craft and selling their wares. According
to local sources, more than half of the Pahari population is still
completely dependent on the income generated by sales of household
items such as kitchenware, furniture, and other handicrafts made of
bamboo. The bamboo craft may account for up to seventy or eighty
percent of the community’s total income.

Regardless of the fact that there are cheaper
plastic alternatives, the market for bamboo
products is still thriving.
Nepalese regard two typical bamboo objects—the nanglo, a flat
round tray used to sieve and winnow grains and beans, and the dalo,
a conical basket used to store grains—as symbols of prosperity and
well-being that a Nepali kitchen can’t be complete without. A wellfinished, normal-sized nanglo costs about USD 3.50 and a book rack
about USD 10.

A 10-year-old girl carrying a nanglo (a flat round woven tray used to sieve and
winnow rice, lentils, and beans) is on her way back from the forest with her
mother. During the pandemic lockdown, girls in particular have been helping
their mothers with the bamboo craftwork. Photo: Dipendra Deshar, 2020

The artisans sell their products to the dealers who supply
shopkeepers in Lalitpur and Kathmandu. Regardless of the fact that
there are cheaper plastic alternatives, the market for bamboo products
is still thriving because of the traditional value of kitchenware such as
nanglo and dalo. Moreover, bamboo furniture is considered to have
high aesthetic value and is prized for home furnishing.

Finding Resilience
IN THE TIME OF COVID-19
The Pahari Bamboo Weaving Craft in Nepal
Manju Maharjan, Yuvash Vaidya, Prakash Khadgi,
and Sheetal Vaidya
Above: Badikhel village as seen from Tapkeshwor Mahadev Temple. Photo: Manju Maharjan, 2020
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In spite of the commercialization of the bamboo craft, however,
traditional weaving skills have become increasingly limited to the older
generation. At present, younger Pahari craftsmen have lost many of
the techniques their forefathers practiced to create beautiful artifacts.
Some of the older craftsmen do seek to pass on their traditional skills.
One such person is Aarsingh Pahari, 66, who is happy to teach his son
whatever he has learned from his own father. In turn, his 33-year-old
son Santosh is pleased to take up the family profession.

Raw materials ready for fashioning a nanglo. Photo: Dipendra Deshar, 2020

There is a cultural taboo according to which cutting a
very young bamboo shoot is a capital sin that would
bring bad luck to the whole village.
The traditional method involves handling a few simple tools to
create a number of extremely useful objects from bamboo. These tools
are chupi, a sharp knife, tasha, a wedge, and suiro, a huge needle. The
traditional knife cuts and slices the bamboo into pieces that give life
to a variety of products. There is a cultural taboo according to which
cutting a very young bamboo shoot is a capital sin that would bring
bad luck to the whole village. This belief has contributed to the healthy
growth and conservation of bamboo groves, which occur naturally in
the surrounding forest.

Tara Pahari (left), who has been weaving bamboo since she was 18 years old,
shares with Manju Maharjan her experience of making bamboo crafts and how
it has supported her family and the education of her two daughters.
Photo: Dipendra Deshar, 2020

SUMMER/WINTER 2020 | 27

Left: Because of a limited supply of bamboo from the forest, people have taken up cultivating bamboo on their private lands to sustain their traditional bamboo
business. That has helped them avoid buying expensive bamboo materials from the market. Right: Bamboo crafts such as shoe racks and book racks stocked
in a store. Due to the pandemic lockdown, villagers have been unable to take their products to the market, but have continued to make their wares in anticipation
of the easing of restrictions. Photos: Sheetal Vaidya, 2020

An array of bamboo products such as nanglo (tray), dalo (basket), and doko (conical carrier) displayed outside a shop in Mangal Bazaar, Lalitpur. The demand
for dalo and nanglo is high during festivities, due to the cultural significance of these kitchenware items. Photo: Sheetal Vaidya, 2020

Left: Visitor Dipendra Deshar (left) in conversation with Santosh Pahari (right), a young man actively involved in the bamboo craft, about the preparation of a flower
basket. Photo: Manju Maharjan, 2020. Right: Sri Kumari Pahari, a 67-year-old, looks curiously at us as we take pictures of her slicing bamboo with a chupi (knife).
All the work of cutting, slicing, flattening, sharpening, and giving shape to the bamboo is done manually, using basic hand tools for the entire process.
Photo: Sheetal Vaidya, 2020
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Sketches of different types of bamboo racks drawn by children.
This demonstrates the children’s love for their traditions.
Photo: Sheetal Vaidya, 2020

An artistic bamboo cottage under construction on the way to Tapkeshwor
Mahadev Temple, situated at the top of an uphill trail through the forest, about
45 minutes on foot from the village. Photo: Dipendra Deshar, 2020

Aamali Pahari, a 21-year-old, weaving bamboo. She has become fully engaged in this line of work since finishing high school. She is happy to continue
the traditional profession, and in doing so, she is able to financially support her family. Photo: Dipendra Deshar, 2020
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Left: After visiting the village, Manju
Maharjan and Prakash Khadgi rest on
a bench made of bamboo. There are
many such rest stops throughout the
village. Photo: Sheetal Vaidya, 2020

Below: Sheetal Vaidya buys a bamboo
dustbin and a nanglo at the end of
our visit—a good way to help promote
and support the local business.
Photo: Manju Maharjan, 2020

A doko, a cone-shaped bucket generally
used by porters to carry goods on their
back, serves here as a community dustbin.
Villagers tend to replace plastic dustbins
with locally made bamboo
objects like this doko.
Photo: Sheetal Vaidya, 2020

After the devastating earthquake
of 2015 in Nepal, it became popular
to build earthquake-resistant bamboo
cottages to replace crumbled masonry
buildings. According to 30-year-old
villager Surendra Nagarkoti, many
young members of the community have
since taken up cottage construction as
their profession. He thinks that they
would benefit from using a machine
to slice bamboo, which will make their
work go faster. This new application of
the bamboo business helps sustain the
traditional bamboo craft.

With success in the business,
however, comes the need for more
bamboo. As the natural regeneration
of bamboo in the forest can take
three to four years, and since buying
bamboo materials from the market is
increasingly expensive, villagers are
now motivated to grow more bamboo in open spaces or in their
own backyards.

For now, the COVID-19 pandemic has had an unexpected
effect for the Pahari community: it has led people to practice their
craft more, since they can do it in their own backyards and all

that is needed is the bamboo plant plus those simple tools. The whole
family, including both older and younger members, now works together
to create more products to be sold when things return to normal.
Paradoxically, thanks in part to COVID-19 and the 2015 earthquake,
traditional Pahari bamboo weaving may still have a bright future.

Acknowledgments: We appreciate the input provided by the Pahari community of Badikhel, Lalitpur, Nepal, and thank them for welcoming us to their
homes and backyards and sharing with us detailed information on their traditional bamboo weaving craft. We are grateful to local villagers Manisha
Nagarkoti and her brother Surendra for guiding us around the village. We also acknowledge and appreciate Mr. Dipendra Deshar for accompanying us
and providing insightful digital images that have helped us to share their story with the world.
Manju Maharjan is an Indigenous Newah with a bachelor’s degree in botany. She is an avid researcher of Newah language and culture, aspiring to
pursue a PhD degree on the biocultural diversity of Nepal. She has been contributing articles to various magazines since 2018.
Yuvash Vaidya, also an Indigenous Newah youth, is a performing artist with an advanced diploma in Western classical performance. He is enthusiastic
about promoting Newah art and culture and aspires to become an oriental jazz musician.
Prakash Khadgi is Associate Professor of Botany at Patan Multiple Campus, Tribhuvan University, where he has taught for 27 years. An Indigenous
Newah, his interests include the preservation of the cultural and natural heritage of Nepal.
Sheetal Vaidya, PhD, is also an Indigenous Newah. Her research interests lie in a wide range of subjects such as plant systematics, arts, and
biocultural diversity.
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Muriira

Reviving Culture, Nature, and Ritual in Tharaka, Kenya
Simon Mitambo
risk that productivity might not be as good as it would have been
July is the harvest season in Tharaka, the bigger of the two
otherwise; we might have lost some seeds if people couldn’t get out
harvest seasons we get every year in this part of Kenya. Usually
and save them or if they hadn’t grown enough of a crop near their
this is a busy time on the farm, a time when people come together
home. People’s movements were limited by a government curfew,
and work communally to ensure a good harvest. But the normal
so those whose fields are farther away
rhythms of life were not possible in
The
coronavirus
meant
we
could
no
longer
gather
feared making the journey and not
July 2020. The coronavirus meant we
as we would on each other’s farmsteads, and
getting back home in time. For others,
could no longer gather as we would on
our lives here, like everywhere else,
the problem was that we couldn’t work
each other’s farmsteads, and our lives
were
very
disrupted.
together in the fields, so large tasks
here, like everywhere else, were very
were hard to complete.
disrupted.
Tharaka is quite a dry area, and we grow much of our own
food in our small gardens and fields, so disruptions to our ways of
growing food can have major consequences. There was a real real

Like others, we are doing our best here. People are still growing
crops around their homesteads, in plots they can reach easily. We
are supporting the Elders and others who cannot grow their own

Above: Women Elders from Tharaka sit and talk together before the onset of the pandemic. Photo: Hannibal Rhoades, 2019
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food. We weren’t able to come together in the fields, but Tharakans
are still working for each other and for the wider community.

Throughout history, our Elders and our stories have reminded
us that our community has survived other pandemics and
plagues. We have our own traditional ways of responding to these
events that have helped us to be resilient in the face of many
challenges. These traditional responses are part of the reason the
Tharakan people are still here, despite huge locust swarms that
have threatened our crops and diseases like smallpox that have
threatened our people.

Throughout history, our Elders and our stories have
reminded us that our community has survived
other pandemics and plagues.
One of our responses to these threats is a ritual we call Muriira. It
is a rare ritual, which is only done when the community is threatened
by illness or pestilence. Muriira comes from the Tharakan word kuriira,
which means to prevent, to stop, to cast away. In essence, the Muriira
ritual is used to stop and ward off something that poses a threat.
Traditionally, Tharakan Elders would conduct the Muriira when
they learned about threats originating in neighboring areas and

communities that could pass into Tharakan territory. The Elders
would gather people together and raise awareness of the threat
the community was facing, where it was coming from, and why
they were concerned.

The Elders organized the community, informed them,
and mobilized them to participate in the ritual.
Before there was TV news, social media, or organizations like
the World Health Organization, this is how people here would learn
about diseases and other threats. The Elders organized the community,
informed them, and mobilized them to participate in the ritual, which
requires people to contribute so as to uphold the health of everyone.
The Muriira ritual calls for people to provide and prepare sacred
seeds—millet and finger millet—and also to source wild herbs for the
Elders to use. These need to be prepared in specific ways over the eight
days of the ritual, which is something the community members can
also help with, under the instruction of the Elders.

Women and men from the community prepare large batches of a
kind of gruel made with the seeds and also local honey. Specific plants
are used to make marigi, which are small models that are made to look
like closed doors.

Above: Tharakan Elders and spiritual leaders set out to perform their rituals with cow horns and cow-hair whisks. Photo: Hannibal Rhoades, 2019
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Tharakan women wearing revived traditional beadwork sing during rituals and throughout their preparations. Photo: Hannibal Rhoades, 2019

Tharakan women draw an eco-cultural calendar, depicting the changing seasons
and activities in their traditional territory. Photo: Hannibal Rhoades, 2019

Once all the ingredients for the ritual are prepared, the
people, led by the Elders, go chanting and praying to different
homesteads throughout the territory, which are blessed using
the seed and honey gruel. The processions and the ritual have
four key focal points: north, east, south, and west. These cardinal
points are very important in Tharakan cosmology. A disease or
threat must come from somewhere. Elders who are chosen by the
community will split up to go to the roads or paths that lead into
our territory in these four directions. They then dig a hole and
bury the marigi, the closed doors, in or by the road before saying
prayers and coming together again in the heart of the community.
Recently our Elders performed the Muriira to protect us
from the coronavirus. Although the ritual was changed a little
to make it safe—not so many people participated, just a handful
of Elders, and we were distancing—it was a boost for us to see it
being done.

Indigenous seeds from Tharaka, including varieties of millet and other sacred crops. Photo: Hannibal Rhoades, 2018
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What is particularly extraordinary is that the ritual created
harmony between elements of the community that had been
in conflict in recent years. For example, some Christians here
were often hostile to the Elders who continue to practice our
traditional spirituality. But during the pandemic their eyes
opened to the value of Muriira and our traditional ways of doing
things. Some even donated seeds and herbs to the ritual.

A sketch of churches now located in Tharaka traditional territory, drawn
by Tharaka community members. Photo: Hannibal Rhoades, 2019

This surprised me. I asked the Elders why the Christians were
compelled to contribute. They said it is because, before they were
Christians, these people were Africans. They are Africans first. In
this time of pandemic, their minds appeared to be opening to the
ways of their forefathers. They seemed to be seeing the value in
our rituals and what they can do for us again.

All this reveals the importance of rituals like Muriira here in
Tharaka. Such rituals bring people together both physically and
culturally to attend to each other’s well-being and the health of
the territory, as well as to defend it from threats. They help us
remember who we are as Tharakans and our responsibilities to our
community and our homeland. They are spaces for us to listen to
our Elders, who have so much knowledge.
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Although colonial education and Western religions were
relatively late arrivals in Tharaka, compared to other parts of Africa,
they have had a corrosive effect on our traditional culture and our
confidence. While the Muriira is not a regular ritual anyway, other
traditions and rituals, our ways of dressing, our songs, and ways of
governing our territory have been seriously eroded by colonialism.
Our Elders and spiritual leaders have been branded witches and
marginalized. People have forgotten the ways in which we cared for
the territory.

Rituals bring people together both physically
and culturally to attend to each other’s well-being
and the health of the territory, as well as to
defend it from threats.
The return of the Muriira at this time and the way the
community engaged with it, even from afar, are signs of something
bigger: signs that we are turning the tide on this history of loss in our
own lands. In recent years, Tharakans have organized themselves in
a new association called SALT: the Society for Alternative Learning
and Transformation. Our work as SALT is to try and revive our
traditional culture, to connect youth and Elders, and build back our
confidence as a community. We are helping open the spaces for our
suppressed culture to awaken again.

Our work started slowly by creating “community dialogue”
spaces for interested people, especially Elders, to come together and
discuss Tharakan culture: what things were like and how things were
done in the past, compared to how they are now. Slowly the number
of people coming to these meetings grew. Since then we have been
able to take action to revive many aspects of our culture in a very
concrete way.
We have revived our traditional seeds and our food culture.
When we held our first community dialogue meeting, I am ashamed
to say we didn’t have a plan for what food we would give the people
who came. When the time for lunch came, we just gave people bread
and soda. This sparked a discussion in the group about our traditional
foods. We asked ourselves and our Elders, what did we use to eat
when we came together? The Elders told us how things used to be.
At our second meeting, one of the women came with traditional
millet porridge she had prepared, and we agreed on a course of action
to revive and share other foods like this, which we grew here. In
many cases, people had stopped growing their traditional foods in

favor of cash crops, so they began asking around the villages to see
who still had this seed or that seed. Some we could find. Others, like
calabashes, which we once grew in large numbers and would use as
water vessels, bowls, and plates, seemed to have disappeared, so we
looked farther afield in neighboring areas until we found them.

Over the past five to six years of searching, we have seen a
huge amount of seed diversity come back and, with the seeds, the
knowledge of how to grow, cook, save, and store them has returned,
along with community seed swaps. These seeds are best suited to our
land here. They grow well in the local conditions and are resilient to
the changes we are seeing from the changing climate. People who
have revived these seeds are getting good harvests and eating well.
They are confident again in their traditional foods and their own
abilities, and every time we meet, we can enjoy those foods together.
The community dialogues have also given us a chance to map
our territory together, in space and through time. We know where
we have sacred natural sites and have started to identify who the
custodians of those sacred sites are. We have remembered how our
lands and waters looked a long time ago and the damage that has
occurred since then—the riverbanks that have been farmed and
the sacred sites that have been desecrated against our traditional
laws. Now we are making our plans to revive these places and the
customary laws our people have used to protect them for hundreds
of years.

If we really want to survive on this planet, we have to
take care of our own biodiversity. COVID-19 is a
wake-up call about how we should live in harmony with
Nature, as our ancestors in Tharaka once did.
This is our vision and our contribution to the changes we need
around the world. If we really want to survive on this planet, we have
to take care of our own biodiversity. COVID-19 is a wake-up call
about how we should live in harmony with Nature, as our ancestors
in Tharaka once did.

Let us not go back to business as usual after this pandemic.
Let us not start thinking about how we are going to open polluting
industries again. Instead, let us ask ourselves and one another, as if
we were gathered in the heart of the village: Do we really want to
restore industries that have polluted our air so badly that we cannot
see Mount Kenya through the smog? How might we do better?

Simon Mitambo is a proud Tharakan, a trained Earth Jurisprudence Practitioner, and co-founder of a Tharakan community-based organization, the
Society for Alternative Learning and Transformation (SALT).
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Guardians of the Forest
Can Securing Indigenous Land Rights Help Combat
Climate Change and Prevent the Next Pandemic?
Daniel Henryk Rasolt
with artwork by Vannessa Circe
Above: “Guardians of the Forest,” oil on canvas. Three forest-dwelling Indigenous leaders from different parts of the world hold their ground along
with emblematic forest species. Artwork: Vannessa Circe, 2019.
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and exploitation and
disrespect. White
people come here
to our territories
to exploit Mother
Earth, for gold and
timber and much
more, and this affects
everyone, and it is
our responsibility
to protect Mother
Earth, so we are
also punished. We
need to reinforce our
autonomy to stop
these practices and
restore balance.”
While still not
garnering
nearly
as much attention
as it deserves,
Indigenous Peoples’
role as partners
in climate change
mitigation is fairly
well established in
research, and gaining
Koreguaje leader Oliver Gasca performs a ritual within his Amazonian territory in Caqueta, Colombia. Photo: Daniel Henryk Rasolt, 2019
more
attention
Traditional Indigenous territories are complex, adaptable, and
internationally from both policymakers and the general public.
resilient socio-ecological systems that contain the majority of the
The “Guardians of the Forest” paradigm recognizes Indigenous
world’s biocultural diversity. But can Indigenous Peoples play a
communities as stewards of the immense biodiversity and “ecosystem
services” (or better, ecosystem functions) of tropical forests. Globally,
leading role in both combating climate change and preventing the
the forested territories of Indigenous communities store at least 300
next pandemic?
billion metric tons of carbon, above and below ground. Mounting

In Indigenous worldviews—as well as in complex
systems science—all these crises represent
“maladies” caused by the profound unbalancing of
our interconnected living planet.

Right now, there is a fair amount of rhetoric being
flung about connecting, comparing, and contrasting the
COVID-19 pandemic to climate change and the “sixth
extinction” of biodiversity. In Indigenous worldviews—
as well as in complex systems science—all these crises
represent “maladies” caused by the profound unbalancing
of our interconnected living planet.
From his home in self-isolation in the Colombian
Amazon, Koreguaje Indigenous leader Juven Piranga
recently told me:
“Our Elders agree that Mother Earth is causing this
pandemic to clean the present state of the world, to rid us
of the bad energies, and to counteract the pervasive greed
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A view of a traditional Amazonian chagra after the first stages of clearing and burning. Caqueta, Colombia. Photo: Daniel Henryk Rasolt, 2019

evidence has shown that Indigenous communities with secure
rights and tenure to their collectively held lands have extremely
low rates of deforestation and land degradation.

Additionally, while Indigenous Peoples account for only
around five percent of the world’s population, their territories
contain approximately eighty percent of global biodiversity.
Cultural diversity is less quantifiable, but the thousands of
languages and wealth of customs, wisdom, and empirical
knowledge of their territories are also of supreme value to our
increasingly homogenized species.

Indigenous communities with secure rights and
tenure to their collectively held lands have extremely
low rates of deforestation and land degradation.

A squirrel monkey (Saimiri sciureus) and scarab beetle (Scarabaeoidea) in Putumayo, Colombia.
At least 10% of the world’s biodiversity is found within the Amazon, which is also rich
in Indigenous cultural and linguistic diversity. Photo: Vannessa Circe, 2018

Policies for further securing Indigenous land rights and
amplifying their territories are also becoming recognized as
some of the most cost-effective means of curbing deforestation
and mitigating global climate change, and were recognized as
such in a 2019 special report by the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC). As well, a 2019 report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES) acknowledged Indigenous communities as vital partners
in both understanding and protecting biodiversity. And a widely-

circulated study published in December 2019 in the Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), emphasized the
need to support Indigenous stewardship of the Amazon in the
context of combating climate change.

But how are ecosystems and biodiversity linked to emerging
infectious diseases, and what does that have to do with Indigenous
Peoples?
A growing body of research has been establishing the
connection of “zoonotic” infectious diseases—pathogens passed
from animals to humans, such as the novel coronavirus—to
“ecological perturbations” and abnormally close interactions
between animal species in confined spaces. Research has also
demonstrated that approximately seventy-five percent of new and
emerging pathogens have been zoonotic.

Biodiversity-rich ecosystems might be viewed simplistically
as “source pools” for new pathogens. In reality, however, intact
ecosystems embody millions of years of complex coevolution
of countless species, along with Indigenous Peoples who have
learned to live in harmony with these ecosystems for millennia.
It is the disruption (“perturbation”) of these ecosystems
and the subsequent loss, fragmentation, and degradation of
habitats and species that mounting research is showing to be
the main reason for novel interactions between species and with
encroaching humans. Socioeconomic drivers of land-use change,
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viruses can “spill over” into humans.
So-called urban “wet markets,” which
allow for the confined commingling
between humans and live and dead,
whole and dismembered, wild and
domestic species, have garnered much
international attention of late, since
a wet market in Wuhan, China was
likely ground zero for the spread of
SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes
COVID-19. Wet markets are seen
as the “perfect storm” for creating
“pathogen pools” and enabling “viral
spillover.” Much of this phenomenon
is driven by the legal and illegal global
wildlife trade, the latter of which, at an
estimated twenty billion U.S. dollars
annually, only trails drugs, weapons,
and possibly gold in illicit profitability.

Creating novel interactions
between species and
humans outside of their natural
settings is another fundamental
mechanism by which viruses can
“spill over” into humans.
Conversion of natural ecosystems
to human-dominated landscapes—
including urban centers and industrial
farms
with
monocultures
and
confined domesticated animals—
decreases
biodiversity.
Certain
adaptable species, especially rodents
and bats, can thrive in these simplified
cohabitation settings, while carrying
diseases that can spill over into
domesticated species and humans.
These “weedy species” have been
responsible for many past disease
outbreaks.
The mass-poaching of wildlife—
as opposed to traditional subsistence
"Sacred Curse," oil on canvas. A proud Indigenous Koreguaje woman from the Colombian Amazon
sustains her language, culture, and territory. Artwork: Vannessa Circe, 2017.
hunting by Indigenous Peoples and
other local communities—is also
a major driver of global biodiversity loss, which itself greatly
from population growth to mining to agricultural expansion,
degrades the integrity and balance of ecosystems. Often desperate
hydroelectric dams, and road-building—along with climate change
conditions in developing world countries—caused principally
and invasive species—lead to both ecological destruction and the
by global systems that promote an anthropocentric paradigm of
potential emergence of infectious diseases. Indigenous Peoples are
humans as separate from nature while fostering the exploitation
consistently found on the frontlines of opposing these destructive forces.
of natural resources in the name of “development”—further drives
Creating novel interactions between species and humans outside
the global wildlife trade.
of their natural settings is another fundamental mechanism by which
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Nasa leader Maria Pito stands within the Andean sub-páramo in the Cauca Department of Colombia. Photo: Daniel Henryk Rasolt, 2019

Indigenous people who may have no access to sustainable
alternative incomes sometimes get caught up in these practices,
hunting and then selling bushmeat in urban markets. This
contributes to creating dependencies and to degrading both
ecosystems and cultures.
The emergence of novel zoonotic diseases within simplified
industrial agricultural settings also reinforces the need to support
integrated food systems like traditional Indigenous swidden (rotational
slash-and-burn) agriculture and modern agroecological models that
offer protection against novel diseases by promoting biodiversity, while
also enhancing long-term sustainability.

If Indigenous Peoples’ evident role as “guardians
of the forest” were more globally supported—politically,
financially, or otherwise—that would have
self-reinforcing effects.
As Dr. Clara Peña-Venegas, a Colombian soil microbiologist,
points out about the traditional swidden agriculture system known in
the Amazon as chagras, the evidence is that this disturbance process
only temporarily affects the structure and diversity of biological

communities. (See her 2019 article “What a Soil Microbiologist Does
in the Amazon” on Unbounded World, https://unboundedworld.com/
what-a-soil-microbiologist-does-in-the-amazon/.)

Indigenous Peoples have been warning of these
kinds of calamities for generations.
These and many other examples further support the need to
preserve biocultural diversity where humans and biodiversity-rich
ecosystems thrive and coevolve. If Indigenous Peoples’ evident
role as “guardians of the forest” were more globally supported—
politically, financially, or otherwise—that would have selfreinforcing effects.

By preserving the integrity of ecosystems, Indigenous Peoples
would also be ensuring their own survival and their sustained
role as stewards of biocultural diversity. At the same time, they
would also be helping all of humanity counter climate change and
prevent the future occurrence of novel infectious diseases. More
secure land rights would also allow Indigenous communities to
more effectively and safely isolate themselves in the event of
future epidemics, wars, or natural and/or manmade disasters.
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“Mama Wala,” oil on canvas. A depiction of Mother Earth, or “Mama Wala” in the Nasa Yuwe language. This painting was made in collaboration
with Nasa leader Maria Pito. Artwork: Vannessa Circe, 2019

While scientists now scramble to figure out what caused
and how to extinguish the COVID-19 pandemic—trialing
several treatments derived from tropical forest plants, I might
add—Indigenous Peoples have been warning of these kinds of
calamities for generations. Indigenous Peoples are also perhaps
the world’s most vulnerable demographic to both established and
emerging infectious diseases. Many communities lack access to
health clinics, clean water, and reliable energy, and often have a
prevalence of pre-existing conditions and lack any kind of genetic
immunity to these pathogens.

In a message addressed to us all, Bernardo Valverde Nonocudo,
a wise Elder from the Murui Muina people (also known as
Huitoto) of the Colombian Amazon, says:
“Hey Humanity! Moo Buinoma [the original Creator] left
everything in balance. For not remaining true to his decree and to
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ourselves, this pandemic has arrived. For the destruction of Mother
Nature and touching what is prohibited to touch inside Mother
Earth, we are destroying our natural resources. These resources
that are below are fuming, and bring death, sickness, hunger and
drought, and touching these resources releases air—an evil air,
the coronavirus.”
Tropical rainforests, with their dense vegetation and rich
biocultural diversity, rightfully get a disproportionate amount
of attention when considering global environmental targets and
the emergence of novel pathogens. But tropical rainforests do
not stand alone as dynamic ecosystems deserving of integrated
conservation efforts and prioritized surveillance for emergent
diseases.
In my experience working in biologically and culturally
megadiverse Colombia, I have encountered numerous biocultural

diversity hotspots in addition to the Amazon and Choco lowland
mountains, páramos, rivers, and forests contain the answers that
rainforests. That includes the vital high-Andean páramos (montane
we need, but instead we have been destroying them.”
moorland ecosystems found between 3,000 and 5,000 meters), which
The Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in northern Colombia was
listed by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
are the planet’s coldest and fastest evolving biodiversity hotspot
(IUCN) as the world’s most irreplaceable protected area. Within
and are at high risk due to the dual threats of climate change and
this bioculturally rich tropical, coastal mountain range reside
unsustainable land use. More than fifty percent of the world’s páramos
our “older brothers,” the Arhuaco, Kogui, Kankuamo, and Wiwa
are in Colombia.
Indigenous Peoples. Says Arhuaco leader and graduate student in
Speaking to me in 2019 from within the Sumapaz Páramo,
particle physics Teyrungümü Torres Zalabata:
Professor Jairo Cuervo, an agricultural scientist from the National
“We see it as our duty as Indigenous people to follow our Law
University of Colombia, said:
“When I first started coming here for research in the 1980s, it
of Origin and protect the balance of Mother Earth. The Mamos
was pure forest leading up to the páramo. Since then agriculture has
[wise Elders] have been warning us that the world has become
been steadily pushing higher and farther, and is now right up against
unbalanced due to the actions of our ‘younger brothers’ [nonthe páramo. Potatoes and other crops that don’t belong here, cattle,
Indigenous people] and that we will suffer from drought and fires
and chemical fumigation, all are threatening the largest páramo in the
and disease that will impact our crops and water and health.”
world, on which so many people depend for clean and abundant water.
Torres’s village, Séynimin, almost completely burned to the
There also were so many more birds and other wildlife here before.”
ground in 2019 due to wildfires in the Sierra during a time of
The fact that páramos provide clean water to upwards of
extreme drought.
seventy percent of the Colombian
So, can securing Indigenous land
population suggests that their loss
rights and strengthening traditional
could precipitate both water scarcity
Indigenous cultures around the
Evidence continues to clearly point towards
and water-borne disease, although
Indigenous Peoples as stewards of ecosystems, world be both essential for their selfso far studies of emergent zoonotic
determination and crucial to helping
protectors of biodiversity, mitigators of
pathogens from páramos have been few
combat climate change and prevent
climate change, and now key actors in
and far between.
or mitigate the next pandemic? If we
helping to stave off the next pandemic.
The highland Andes are also
accept the evidence-based premises
principally populated by Indigenous
that both climate change and novel
Peoples, such as the Nasa, Yanacona,
zoonotic diseases are fostered
and Misak in southern Colombia. These groups have fought for
by habitat and biodiversity destruction, and that Indigenous
generations to defend the sacred páramos within and around their
territories are some of the least deforested and degraded lands on
ancestral territories. Their human and land rights have long been
the planet, then a “yes” answer logically follows.
under severe threat. Speaking to me via phone from self-isolation in
Of course, in science we can never declare an issue completely
Pitayo, in the Cauca Department, Maria Pito, an inspiring leader of
settled. In the case of zoonotic diseases, the exact mechanisms
the Nasa people, had this to say:
driving viral spillover and the emergence of pathogens within
“The cure for this pandemic, and the next one, is within
the context of ecological and planetary health are still poorly
Mama Wala [‘Mother Earth’ in Nasa Yuwe], ancestral Indigenous
understood. Nonetheless, evidence continues to clearly point
knowledge, and traditional medicine. Both our medicine and most of
towards Indigenous Peoples as stewards of ecosystems, protectors
of biodiversity, mitigators of climate change, and now key actors
your Western medicine come from plants, flowers, animals, and trees,
in helping to stave off the next pandemic.
though ours is taken with reverence and respect. The interconnected

Daniel Henryk Rasolt is an independent researcher and writer, and the founder of Unbounded World (https://unboundedworld.com), an initiative that
takes an integrated approach to environmental and cultural preservation. He holds a degree in astrophysics and works on and develops interdisciplinary
and intercultural projects that have a basis in complex systems science.
Vannessa Circe (https://vcirce.com/) is a visual artist from Bogota, Colombia. Her paintings incorporate expressions of feeling and personal experience
through informative, satirical, and deeply spiritual themes. Many of her latest works are inspired by the beautiful cultures and ecosystems that she has
researched and worked with personally.
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The daily gathering at the summit of Pu’u Huluhulu, a volcanic cone sacred to Native Hawaiians, located in the proximity of Mauna Kea (seen in the background).
Opponents of the Thirty Meter Telescope have been gathering at Pu’u Huluhulu to temporarily block access to Mauna Kea. Photo: Harvy King, 2019

The Frontline of Ideology
on Mauna Kea
Kapu Aloha’s Example for the World
Harvy King
At 4,207 meters above sea level, where the hot sun burns and
harsh winds blister and have a tendency to scrape the soul, stands the
summit of Mauna Kea, a mountain on Hawai‘i Island (a.k.a. the “Big
Island”) that is sacred to Native Hawaiians. That summit has become
a “frontline of ideology”—the site of a standoff with roots in a fiftyyear-long confrontation, bringing forth a dilemma of diverging

truths. On Mauna Kea, two distinct ideological worldviews—that
of Native Hawaiians and that of the United States of America—
are clashing over matters of legal jurisdiction. Through the court
system and in the physical presence of the raw elements of nature,
the legitimacy of Native Hawaiians’ claim over their land is
being reaffirmed.

Above: A young Hawaiian assumes leadership to escort a military vehicle through the roadblock set up by opponents of the Thirty Meter Telescope
on Mauna Kea Access Road. Photo: Harvy King, 2019
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Plans for the construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope are
the basis for this confrontation. In oral tradition, the cultural roots
of Hawai‘i extend to a period before a tidal flood decimated the
population of these islands, a time described as the “Darkness of
Antiquity.” In the Hawaiian creation chant, Kumu Lipo, the origins of
Hawaiian people are described as Po, or darkness itself. It is into this
concept of origin that the Thirty Meter Telescope means to extend its
reach, peering into the darkness of space. If constructed, it would be
the most advanced telescope in the world. The location is identified
as prime real estate for astronomy. Thirteen telescopes have already
been built on Mauna Kea.

Since the first Western contact in Hawai‘i—Captain Cook’s
“discovery” in 1778—one thing has led to another. From the impact
of the Alexander family and other missionaries who cleared the path
for themselves and others to take control of the resources, to the
continued illegal occupation of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i following
the forceful capture of Queen Lili’uokalani in 1893, today Hawai‘i
plays a key role as the geostrategic epicenter of the Pacific, under U.S.
control. There is overwhelming military presence here.

The job of shifting focus and priorities from one
complex situation to another is an existential
runaround that Indigenous Peoples all over the
world have had to undergo for centuries.
Many problems have found their way to this island paradise.
The job of shifting focus and priorities from one complex situation
to another is an existential runaround that Indigenous Peoples
all over the world have had to undergo for centuries. For Native
Hawaiians, the latest proposed project on Mauna Kea has caused
waves of a flashpoint feud. They have declared that enough is enough.

The rallying cry:

!!!KU KIA’I MAUNA!!!
!!!Guardians of the Mountain!!!

Kia’i means “guardian” in Hawaiian. The locals are protectors
of the land, Aina, and especially of their sacred sites, including
Mauna Kea, the sacred mountain.

Kapu Aloha is a growing local movement that might serve as
a model to help reshape the entire geopolitical arena, from local
to global. Kapu has multiple translations. To make something
kapu means to make it taboo, prohibited, sanctified, consecrated,
or forbidden. Aloha is a mutual acknowledgment of Love for
Creation, the life we breathe and that breathes through all living
things. It extends beyond a similar concept known in science
as cellular respiration. Aloha is the compass of a wayfinding
people who were the first to complete exploration voyages across
the greatest oceanic body, the Pacific. Kapu Aloha is a form of
Hawaiian defensive posture meant to protect the home front,
keeping negativity, greed, and hatred out of a space. Prescribed
by Hawaiian cultural practitioners, the practices enforced under
Kapu Aloha are to keep the peace and protect everything that falls
within its bounds.
Kapu Aloha might be described as a behavioral pattern similar
to delivering a healthy “thanks, but no thanks” over a dispute.
At its core, Kapu Aloha offers Hawaiians the legitimacy of
self-determination. This idea is often described as being highly
politically charged, but you would find that this is not how
Hawaiians interpret the existence of their own culture. There
is no credible argument that can justify political ambiguity. For
Hawaiian people to reclaim control of Hawai‘i directly challenges
the presence of the United States in Hawai‘i—and therefore calls
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The Royal Order of Kamehameha I (an order of knighthood established in 1865 to promote the sovereignty of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i) positions itself
for the Ho’okupu (gift or offering) ceremony after the Hula protocol. Photo: Harvy King, 2019

into question control of the entire Pacific. The legal implications
on both sides of the argument are well documented. What
happened in Hawai‘i has had a profound effect on its Indigenous
people and has also altered the course of human history for the rest
of the world, leaving a mark on this planet that is hard to fathom.

Of the millions of people that visit Hawai‘i every year,
not many make a significant connection to the original
inhabitants of this oceanic fortress.
Paradoxically, there is no widespread awareness of these farreaching circumstances. Of the millions of people that visit Hawai‘i
every year, not many make a significant connection to the original

inhabitants of this oceanic fortress. In fact, as international visitors
come and go, many don’t even pay attention to the fact that Hawaiians
do exist. All who visit here would be well advised to recognize and
acknowledge Hawaiian culture as embodied by cultural practitioners.
Creativity is preferable to segregation. In the space between
ideologies, identifying opportunities for a collaborative and
compassionate resolution of the conflict on Mauna Kea calls for
understanding diverse worldviews and making an effort to find
the necessary adjustments for peace. The long arm of justice is
a marathon, not a race. The authority of the local Hawaiian-led
movement are the Hawaiian Elders (Kupuna). Local Hawaiian
governance is strengthening in both a vocal and a quiet way. At
times, the imminent threat of violence on Hawai‘i’s sacred mountain
hides behind spurious justifications. Arguments against
the locals and in favor of the telescope often claim that
Hawaiians are incapable of managing their own land and
water resource rights. Yet the historical evidence shows
that the ancient practices sustained a highly functional
society with a strong capacity for food production based
on culturally aligned resource use.

Today, land use regulations can generate the
conditions of societal segregation, inequality, and poverty.
Development policies here and abroad incorporate one
argument in particular, “critical infrastructure,” according
to which any community-led opposition to proposed
development projects can lead to public-disturbance
arrests and even to designation as domestic terrorism.
The community’s basic needs are often neglected and
their rights are infringed upon. To counter these systemic
ills, what is needed is local governance leadership that
operates in cultural alignment.

The morning Hula dance protocol. The protocol is performed at 8 am, noon, and 5:30 pm.
Photo: Harvy King, 2019
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Kapu Aloha represents how identity and ideology
can acknowledge each other and coexist. Native
Hawaiian Elders continue to pursue their efforts to affirm

A delegation from Fiji, arriving at Mauna Kea to show solidarity with Native Hawaiians, pays respect at the stone altar. Photo: Harvy King, 2019

themselves and their people as rightful stewards of their own land
and resources by applying their genealogical rights. As the Elders of
the local Hawaiian Kapu Aloha movement launch their call to action,
still declaring that enough is enough, classic and advanced crowdcontrol methods are a known threat from the State of Hawai‘i’s
enforcement authorities who maneuver in
support of the desecration of Mauna Kea and
other sites across the islands.

To learn more about Kapu Aloha, go to Oiwi TV, “Kapu Aloha
101: Ke Kula o Maunakea.” Maunakea, July 6, 2015. https://oiwi.tv/
maunakea/kapu-aloha-101
For more information about the Mauna Kea blockade, visit https://
www.puuhuluhulu.com/.

Kapu Aloha represents how identity
and ideology can acknowledge each
other and coexist.
The frontlines of ideology persist, and
the natural elements bristle with a continued
dispute. Yet progress is being made. To
perpetuate the life of the land, justice must
prevail. Through an Oceanic revival and with
a spirit of resilience that has persevered for
well over a century, this transition will press
forward with strength and determination—or,
in Hawaiian, imua.
A Hawaiian protester makes a
statement as local authorities,
unannounced, inspect the Kupuna
(Elders) tent on Mauna Kea.
Photo: Harvy King, 2019

Harvy King is originally from Guatemala and was raised in Michigan. A U.S. Navy veteran, he is enrolled in a Justice Administration degree at the
University of Hawai‘i West Oahu, with an orientation in Sustainability Studies.
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carrying life. My name is not a categorization; it identifies me. Elders
assign names according to what they see in you, not because you have
diplomas certifying your skills, and the name can change throughout
your life because any individual naturally evolves. Your name is the
responsibility you have in life, and I know what people expect from
me: through social work, teaching, and being a Medicine Woman,
I do good. In an Indigenous community, everyone is important and
valued; nobody is more than anybody else because we are as unique as
we are interdependent.
MR: How does the concept of “Other Extinction Rebellion”
translate to you?
M-ÉL: We react to the movement of extinction directed
toward Indigenous Peoples through actions, via negotiation, with
resistance. For example, when Métis people in Western Canada
were killed, Whites won a major “battle,” because Métis were the
negotiators par excellence between Natives and Whites by virtue
of their mixed descent from both Indigenous North Americans
and European settlers.

As Violent as Words

An Innu Woman’s Thoughts about Decolonizing Language
MARIE-ÉMILIE LACROIX INTERVIEWED BY MARCO ROMAGNOLI
“Dialogue is a way of knowing myself and of disentangling my own
point of view from other viewpoints and from me, because it is grounded
so deeply in my own roots as to be utterly hidden from me.”
—Raimon Panikkar

This is, at its simplest, the reason behind my exchange with MarieÉmilie: dialogue. Gold nuggets are worthless compared to the infinite
richness of meeting someone whose only difference from yourself lies
in the person’s uniqueness. Each diversity is, in this sense, equal to the
very other. I first met Marie-Émilie at a conference, and what called
my attention during her presentation was her statement that the word
“reconciliation” doesn’t exist in Innu. I was fascinated by the conceptions
and imaginaries that Marie-Émilie explained. It was real food for
thought, which eventually matured into this interview.
This interview is our way to spread or, better, to seed knowledge
about Innu and Indigenous cultures. How can words be interpreted
differently through the lens of Innu culture? That’s the fil rouge of the
exchange between an Italian who emigrated to Canada and a Medicine
Woman from the Canadian North with a double nationality: Quebecer
on paper and Innu at heart. We hope this storytelling adds a tessera to
the mosaic of biocultural diversity while expressing how language can
be a resistance and rebellion tool.

MARCO ROMAGNOLI: Good morning Marie-Émilie, thank
you for having me at your community center. May I ask you to introduce
yourself? Your name [Lacroix, meaning “the cross” in French] doesn’t sound
Indigenous but has Christian references. Could you tell me why?

MARIE-ÉMILIE LACROIX: Kuei (good morning), Marco.
Welcome to my community center. My roots are Innu, but I have
no papers certifying it. In fact, I’m an Innu by origin and a Quebecer
by adoption. Innu are the Indigenous people of eastern Quebec
and Labrador in Canada. You too are Indigenous—from the
Mediterranean, aren’t you? Basically, you’re not called that way
because the word “Indigenous” refers to Native Americans and to
other peoples around the world colonized by Europeans who settled
and occupied our lands. We haven’t been “discovered” because we
existed before—they just didn’t know. Canada, or Nitassinan (“Our
Land” in Innu), was already our ancestral home.
Renaud Blais, Diane Picard, Geneviève McKenzie . . . These are
all Indigenous names. Marie-Émilie Lacroix doesn’t mean anything
to me. While civil and religious names are compulsory in Western
culture, Innu have spiritual names. Since last year, we have had the
legal right to bear them. Mine is Messinak Kameltutasset, meaning
“The one who does good.” Messinak is the turtle, Mother Land

Above: Marie-Émilie on the bank of Etchemin River, ready for a paddle on a canoe she built herself, using cedar and pine wood. With her on the canoe is a drum
made by a Wendake artisan and used by Marie-Émilie for ceremonies and during pow-wows. Photo: René Laforest, 2014
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We resist extinction by teaching and practicing our language, by
transmitting culture and traditions. Orality is what saved the Innu:
stories and history were handed down orally from one generation
to the next. First Nations are proud, strong, and resilient, having
survived an extinction plan, an actual genocide, with significant
intergenerational injuries. Language has been one of the tools to
make survival possible, not only physical survival but also enduring
centuries of injustices. You know, I love Latin languages, like Italian
or Spanish. For me, they are carriers of the sun, and I do believe that
languages partially define a person by telling your family’s story and
mirroring your culture.

For Innu, the language is inseparable from the territory, in
a trinomial language–identity–territory. For example, Inuit have
multiple ways to convey the concept of “snow.” Although sources
differ considerably and there’s not a total precise number, let me
give you a few examples: qanik (“falling snow”), aputi (“snow on the
ground”), aniu (“snow used to make water”), siku (“ice” in general),
nilak (“freshwater ice for drinking”), qinu (“slurry ice”). When you go
out in the morning and name the snow, you know what you can or
cannot do that day. If you lose your language, you are also deprived of
this richness.

example, niman means “you and me,” together. If I say tshinanu, this
is the “inclusive us,” and it means that I welcome you; you become
equal to us and are safe. Just these two terms make a huge difference.

MR: Indigenous, Indian (American), Native . . . What is the correct
term to use?

M-ÉL: Ideally, Innu and Indigenous Peoples in Canada want to
be called “First Nations” or “First Peoples.” We had territories and
borders, but they weren’t delimited by fences. We didn’t even use
such a word. That’s why there are words from your language that we
don’t understand, because they don’t exist physically or conceptually
in ours. There were nomadic peoples, like the Innu, whose territory
was vast, and a second group of sedentary nations, like the HuronWendat Nation. There were conflicts in the past, of course, but not
as important and sharp as in today’s world, and nomads’ passage
through another territory wasn’t considered an invasion.
MR: Colonization. How would you define it?

M-ÉL: Colonization is a dangerous shapeshifter. It’s not just
a past event in which arms and violence were used. Today, it’s more
ideological and insidious. For example, to me it’s visible in universities,
taking the form of imparted knowledge and biased teachings. To
understand this word, I found it useful to read Albert Memmi (The
Colonizer and the Colonized, 1957) or Axel Honneth (La lutte pour la
reconnaissance, 2000), who describes how to kill a population: first, by
finding a breach (faille), then by creating a gap (clivage), and finally by
dividing the group (désolidarisation).

It’s easy to apply this to Natives’ history in Canada. The breach
was something through which we could be weakened. Since there
was none, Whites created one by introducing diseases from Europe.
The Medicine (Wo)men, healing people with herbs and plants, were
powerless against the unknown European diseases. That created a gap
between our traditional medicine and European medicine, shattering
the image and utility of ancestral Native medicine, although traditional
medicine saved White people from scurvy and other diseases upon
their arrival here. The division came with the missionary system and the

In Indigenous culture, “the Other” (or “the stranger”)
is the friend you don’t know yet.
MR: During our exchanges, I noticed a “linguistic dissonance”: words
and concepts from my Italo-European culture may differ from your InnuCanadian one. I would like to discuss a few key words with you. Other:
who do you think “the Other” is?
M-ÉL: I prefer not to use this term as we try to create bridges of
equality and cooperation today. In Indigenous culture, “the Other” (or
“the stranger”) is the friend you don’t know yet. It’s true, we don’t have
the same language; we don’t call things the same way. In Innu, for

Braided sweetgrass. The braid symbolizes Mother Earth’s braided hair.
By cutting an Indigenous person’s hair, you cut him/her off from Mother Earth.
Photo: Marie-Émilie Lacroix, 2020
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evangelization process: Natives were Christianized and baptized. If you
weren’t a Catholic, you were sent off the Indigenous community.
MR: (Indian) Reserve.

M-ÉL: It’s the prison. The word itself recalls a place apart where
you put someone. I prefer the word communauté autochtone (Indigenous
community). The government first promised schools in the reserves, but in
the end built pensionnats (Indian residential schools) outside the reserves.
Look [handing me a crown woven with sweet grass that grows on the
banks of the Saint Lawrence River], this is Mother Earth’s braided hair.
It’s the same as my hair [showing me her long braid]: if you cut my hair
as soon as I enter a residential school, who am I after? You just cut me off
from Mother Earth. This is the first trauma when entering a pensionnat.

After cutting your hair, they stripped you naked, sprayed you with
some sort of DDT because you were “dirty,” and threw the very clothes
your mother had made into the fire. You lived within four walls, cut off
from your beloved land, and learned toughness while absorbing the
violence surrounding you. Natives were often forced to sleep in places
without blankets, and many children died of pneumonia. No attention
or tenderness were granted. Speaking your mother tongue was forbidden
unless you wanted a punishment. But there were priests and nuns
who were attached to children and treated them well (although only
if pensionnat administrators didn’t impose rules to which they had to
submit). During the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada,
there were witnesses who cried, having discovered that by submitting
to the vow of obedience they had participated in this dreadful project.
Many children survived but may have alcohol or drugs problems today.
Some have rejoined their families; others committed suicide.
In my adoptive family, I experienced the same treatment as
residential school children without being there. I am one of those
estimated 20,000 Indigenous children who are the product of the socalled “Sixties Scoop” (which actually took place between the 1950s and

the 1980s): the practice of taking, “scooping up,” Indigenous children
from their families and communities to place them in foster homes or
put them out for adoption. This way, families and Native communities
were broken up while children were raised “the White way.” Voilà, that’s
a strategy to kill Indian culture.
MR: Indians assaulting train and tax exemptions. I believe these are
two among many stereotypes about Indigenous people. Any thoughts?

M-ÉL [with a big laugh]: There are many stereotypes about Innu
culture and Indigenous people in general, but no, we don’t live in tepees
or plunder trains, and yes, we do pay taxes. It’s only true that we don’t
pay certain taxes if we live in the Indigenous community. But when you
live in an Indigenous community, you are not seizable and, not being
seizable, no one is going to lend you money. If you want to build a
$350,000 house, you don’t go to the bank and borrow money. You go to
the bank council and once the money is lent, you are going to pay a lot
of interest, so your house can easily cost $600,000! But if you come to a
pow-wow (an Indigenous social gathering open to everyone), you won’t
pay any taxes either!

The “privilege” of not paying taxes was a government “gift” given
in the early days of the reserves. The government said that we would
never pay taxes if we lived on the reserve. Here’s the rib-tickler: back
then, people didn’t pay taxes at all! They didn’t even know the concept.
Taxes for White people started after WWI to bail out the country
because of the damage caused by war. Initially, they were temporary,
and then they were maintained because of the profitability. I pay
my taxes and I have nothing against them, but it’s fundamental to
be well-informed—that’s it! You cannot advance the Natives’ cause if
you don’t consider our history and culture. Also, there are differences
between eastern and western Native culture: for example, totems
and dreamcatchers are not traditional Innu objects, but they are
stereotypically depicted as being so.

MR: Point-blank question. Are you ready? If you had to name
important values in life, what would you think of?

M-ÉL: I’d tell you about our spirituality and our life values called
the “Seven Grandfather Teachings” or “Seven Sacred Teachings.”
Grandfathers are rocks, like strata that have accumulated life knowledge,
and their teachings are love, respect, humility, honesty, wisdom, truth, and
bravery. While it’s impossible to apply them all, like, in a year, you spend
your life applying them.
MR: You were telling me about a workshop where you used blankets and
dolls. How does it work?

M-ÉL: Yes, it’s called exercice des couvertures (“blanket exercise”).
The objective of the activity is to educate citizens about the historic
experience of dispossession suffered by Indigenous people in Canada and
its consequences today. At the beginning of the activity, several blankets
(standing for First Nations before Europeans’ arrival) are spread on the
floor in a room. The participants represent Indigenous people and move
freely on the blankets. Participants then receive dolls (symbolizing
Indigenous children); cards of different colors corresponding to different
outcomes for the children who suffered from illnesses, were abused in
residential schools, or died; and traditional Indigenous objects.
During the exercise, blankets are folded (signifying the loss of land
by treaty and newly legislated reserves) and dolls are taken away (to
indicate children’s abduction from their families or death). At the end of
the exercise, only a few “survivors” remain on the blankets. The exercise
ends with a traditional circle. All participants are invited to consider
the difference between the initial and final situation and to share their
convictions in a circle, to help fill the gaps that still exist in our society.
Once, after the exercise, a lady blamed Indigenous people for
talking incessantly about wanting more and more territories. As a
facilitator, I couldn’t speak right away but only at the end. The others
kept sharing but had been influenced (one lady said we don’t pay
taxes) or felt uncomfortable. When my turn came, I thanked everyone
for sharing their opinions and thoughts, provided general feedback
and, only then, answered that the 623 Indigenous communities across
Canada occupy just between 0.5% and 1% of the entire country. Once
the activity was over, both ladies left right away. There will always be
dissidents—not everyone can understand or is willing to do so. I like
the blanket exercise because people “become” the Natives. They really
attach themselves to objects, and when these are torn off, they are
shocked. It’s a real experience to live through.

Marie-Émilie and a wolf. In some Indigenous cultures, the wolf symbolizes
the Grandfather Teaching of humility. Photo: Marie-Émilie Lacroix, 2017

MR: Thank you for your time and your storytelling! You have the last word.
I just have one last question: how do you say “thank you” in Innu?
M-ÉL: Stereotypes around Innu and Indigenous people permeated
the common imaginary and created a gulf of lies that translated into
people’s rejection of First Nations. We do talk different languages, but
we breathe alike. So why don’t we create a katimavik (“meeting place” in
Inuktitut) to walk and breathe together in peace?

We do talk different languages, but we breathe alike.
So why don’t we create a katimavik (“meeting place” in
Inuktitut) to walk and breathe together in peace?
My teaching is observe, écoute, agis (“observe, listen, act”). When I
meet a person, I do just that: I observe the person, listen to him/her and
then know how, and if, I can build a relationship with this person. This
philosophy can be applied with everyone and everywhere, even in the
forest, a space that deeply represents my spirituality. The woods are my
sanctuary. I don’t cry over my past. Rather, I am a fighter because of it.
It’s my resilience.

Tshiniskumitin: this word is the equivalent of “thank you” in Innu.
Translated literally, it means: “I appreciate what you did for me so
much that I would give you a goose.” So, tshiniskumitin, Marco, and
niaut (“goodbye”).

Disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this interview are those of the authors. They do not purport to reflect the opinions or views of the Innu community
as a whole or of all Indigenous people in Canada.
Marie-Émilie Lacroix (Messinak Kameltutasset) is a proud Innu Elder of Mashteuiatsh, Quebec, Canada. She spent her life as a midwife, teacher, social
worker, and Medicine Woman using nature’s products. She teaches Aboriginal Culture at Université du Québec à Rimouski (regional university) and is very
engaged in the recognition and “reconciliation” of First Nations people.
Dancers dressed in traditional leather regalia at a Grand Pow-wow in Kanesatake, a Mohawk settlement on the shores of Lake of Two Mountains
in southwestern Quebec. Photo: Marie-Émilie Lacroix, 2019
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Marco Romagnoli is an Italian researcher in ethnology and heritage at Université Laval in Quebec, Canada. Interested in “the Other,” he has studied foreign
languages, tourism, and anthropology. His research focuses on UNESCO intangible cultural heritage, the Mediterranean diet, and cultural tourism.
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Language
needs Land
needs
Language

On the Land
We feel

The roots beneath our languages—

Twisting and turning, gnarly, knowing.
On the Land
We learn

With bodymindheartandsoul,

The truths that shaped our words
Long before they were spoken.

Language is more than words and

Words hold more than any language
Could ever explain.

Simple rhythmic sound waves from

Throat vibrations transferred to consciousness;
Words are the brief physical manifestation
Of something

That is only a tiny bit physical.
Words are portals.
My love,

That’s why it feels so good to learn them . . .
Our languages come from deep

Chloe Dragon Smith

About the Poem

For me, living as an Indigenous person in Canada today is a constant act of rebellion. Most of the
time, it is an under-the-surface, achy kind of rebellion that tweaks and pinches in everyday situations.
While it can present in racist comments and ignorant assumptions, these obvious manifestations of
the ache have a deeper underpinning. Our society is out of balance. Peace and friendship treaties
established in good faith upon the arrival of settlers to these Lands maintained that Indigenous society
and Western society would coexist respectfully, learning from each other and sharing strengths, but not
impeding each other. Today, mainstream institutions in Canada are overwhelmingly Euro-Western.
This poem is an exploration of the daily strength and resilience needed to exist as an Indigenous person
in an imposed Western system.
What this looks like is consciously choosing every single day to live life by my own values. We all
live in a societal structure that is imported from Europe, that doesn’t come from our Lands, and doesn’t
fit who we are. That means every moment becomes a rebellion to maintain our own identities. I feel it
every day.
This poem speaks to one small example: What does language mean? What are the values behind it
that make it important to us and worth preserving?

In my Indigenous worldview, language comes from Land and is tied to it. The birds taught us, the
moose taught us, the rivers taught us, the wind taught us. They continue to, because language is not
static. When it is healthy, it is dynamic and thriving. Learning our languages must come from a place of
connection and love. That is what they’re about.

Within the souls and unconditional loving of our ancestors—
Human and otherwise.
To do soul learning

You must meet on soul terms.
So, you say you want fluency?
PLEASE,

Let us meet our languages.

Chloe Dragon Smith is a young Métis woman born and raised in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories,
Canada. Of Dënesųłiné, French, and German heritage, she grew up close to her Indigenous cultural values
and learned traditional skills for living on the land. Her mother is Brenda Dragon,
her father is Leonard Smith, and her Grandmother is Jane Dragon.

Let us feel our languages.

Let us love our languages.

Give us a fighting chance to get to know one another,
Before you send someone to instruct them to us.

On the land around Yellowknife, NWT, Canada. Photo: Chloe Dragon Smith, 2020
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SH: How did you come to be the founder of Committix Pty Ltd, and
what does your company do?

ML: Committix is about governance, a dreadfully dull topic—
dull, that is, until I start talking about the Stolen Generations, when
Aboriginal children were taken away from their families and placed
in institutions and trained to become white Australians. The children
were forbidden to practice their traditional cultures and couldn’t talk
in their language, practice ceremonial rituals, learn from Elders, or live
with Country and families.* Who made decisions to remove children?
Invisible people on secret committees. My company, Committix,
examines committees and their governance. I review organizational
strategic plans, develop frameworks for healthcare governance, assess
academic literature, participate in research projects, and provide advice
about cultural safety.

Who made decisions to remove children?
Invisible people on secret committees.
It’s highly technical work, out of the media spotlight, and certainly
not newsworthy. But I see the devil in the details. I remember once
being criticized for being too detailed: I read the whole report as well
as the abstract and executive summary and references! That’s because
my culture is complex, rooted in ancient traditions older than sixty
thousand years and damaged by colonial forces. Culture is more than an
abstract, more than a one-page summary.

No More Invisible People

ON SECRET COMMITTEES
An Aboriginal Man’s Fight for Cultural Safety
Mark Lock interviewed by Stephen Houston
Stephen Houston: Can you please introduce yourself ?

Mark Lock: I am Mark Lock from the Ngiyampaa people,
an Australian Aboriginal tribe from rural Australia. You can see
that I have “fair” skin and blue eyes because of my mixed heritage
(Latvian, Scottish, English, and Scandinavian, in addition to
Ngyampaa). Genetics has given me physical looks to survive in
white Australia, but my soul and spirit are like the night sky.
Navigating the space between “fair” and “night” is the theme of
my life and my work.

SH: What is the best way for readers around the world to understand who
your people are?

ML: The Ngiyampaa people are a smaller tribal group of the larger
Wiradjuri Nation. We are not tribal in the way readers would picture,
because of colonization and the absolute destruction of culture. Instead, we
are joined together through our shared history of resilience, survival, and
ancestry. Whenever Ngiyampaa people meet one another, we always talk
about family connections, especially about Elders, and spend time talking
about where we live, our families, and our survival stories.

Above: Mark Lock in his neighborhood in the city of Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia. Newcastle is on Awabakal Country. Photo: Stephen Houston, 2020
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*[Ed.: For Aboriginal Australians, the term “Country” embodies not
only people’s relationship to the land, but also their ethical responsibilities
towards it.]

In Australia, every system was designed without the values and norms
of First Nations Peoples in mind—culturally unsafe by design. Australia
is slowly changing, though, to consider, respect, and empower our
cultural values and norms. New buildings include cultural designs,
reconciliation action plans are influencing organizational philosophy,
and people are being educated from a young age about the history
of Australia being about First Nations Peoples. In many points and
pathways, I see changes towards cultural safety.
SH: What do you think cultural safety has to do with countering the loss
of biocultural diversity?

ML: Australia has hundreds of First Nations whose cultural
values and norms appear to be fenced off from influencing Australian
society. Society sees art, sport, and dance—performative culture—as
what “culture” is. Bruce Pascoe’s book Dark Emu shows that we have
an enormous history of caring for the land based on thousands of years
of accrued knowledge and wisdom. The ignorance of that knowledge
and wisdom—intellectual culture—means a lot of environmental
destruction of the land. Cultural safety means designing systems that
include intellectual culture, embracing our ways of thinking as being
legitimate and a contribution to society.Most Australians know the
story of the nineteenth-century explorers Burke and Wills, whose illfated expedition to cross the continent from south to north through
territory then still uncharted by non-Aboriginals ended in tragic
circumstances. What is not well known is how they had plenty of
food around them but chose to scare off and kill First Nations people
rather than learn how to prepare the local cereal grain into an edible
bread (they would have had to cook the grain first before milling it
into flour to release important vitamin B nutrients).

SH: Can you explain the
concept of cultural safety? Is there
an image you can think of that
might help people appreciate its
meaning?

ML: Doctors feel safe in
a hospital that is designed to
their values. Christians feel
safe in a church. Teachers feel
safe in a school. Politicians feel
safe in Parliament. Lawyers
feel safe in courts. Families feel
safe in their homes. Captains
feel safe on their ships. Values
and morals inform the sense
of safety and safety design.
To convey the meaning
of cultural safety, Mark
commissioned artwork that
illustrates various key cultural
concepts. Photo: Stephen
Houston, 2020
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SH: Now tell us about the practical business of Committix: reviewing
ocean, on which the captains and stewards need to steer a course by
terms of references, committee charters, strategic plans, governance
using a good map—and the “map” is technical governance documents.
frameworks. It’s all very technical indeed. Can you think of a way to help
But governing is about a philosophy of practice. The history of
people understand these things?
colonial empires is about conquering for riches, land, and religion,
ML: The term “govern” means to think about ships and sailing,
and Indigenous Peoples suffered enormously because of the
or cars and driving, or planes and flying, or society and tradition—a
imperialist philosophy of the English, Spanish, Dutch, and French.
group of people organizing themselves to achieve something that they
In Australia, our Constitution was formulated without us, and
couldn’t do by themselves. A sports club, a political party, a wedding,
so to this day the governance philosophy of Australia excludes its
just about any activity means people
Indigenous Peoples. It’s culturally
working together. It requires leaders,
unsafe—our cultural voices are not
Cultural safety means designing systems that
teams, plans, and activities driven by
included in how to govern. To me,
include intellectual culture, embracing our ways
a common purpose: winning a game,
this means I’m actively involved in
of
thinking
as
being
legitimate
and
being elected, getting married.
committees and their decisions and
a contribution to society.
Then upsize that activity to being
their governing documents. My
about care systems, which means
cultural voice should be heard, and
organizing multimillion-dollar budgets, hundreds or thousands
my spirituality ought to influence decisions.
of people, thousands of organizations with the common purpose
SH: In your 2012 essay “The Bright Side of Assimilation,”
of improving health (or education, or welfare, or housing, or the
you wrote of your Nan (grandmother) Marjorie Woodrow and her
environment). The bigger an activity is, the more you need technical
experience being stolen from her mother by the government: “The
documents that people can read and refer to for guidance. It’s a vast
system of control, health checks, tracking money, domestic training,

Nan Marjorie Woodrow signs a copy of her memoir Long Time Coming Home during the book launch in 2001, while co-author Dianne Decker (right) looks on. Photo:
Unknown, 2001. Source: Committix website (http://committix.com)
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government policy, administration, services, missions . . .” Can you
describe your story of being determined to use your education to honor
your Nan’s directions when she said, “Learn white-fella ways and help
your people”?

ML: Nan’s spirituality is a powerful guiding force for me. I sit
at my computer analyzing policy documents and research, smiling
and asking her, “What do you want me to do with this?” I open my
soul and spirit and then start writing. She is there in my mind and
at my fingertips. Working with documents is about working with
people: the words on a page come from thoughts and decisions
and discussions. Other people decided what to do with Nan when
she was a child, to take her away and train her to be white. (Her
story is told in her 2001 memoir Long Time Coming Home: As
Recalled by Marjorie Woodrow.) I use my education so that no one
can steal my soul and rights to determine my future.
SH: How does Committix Pty Ltd help you, being Ngiyampaa?
And how does it help you determine your own future as an academic
researcher working in health governance?
ML: I can embed cultural safety into any project that I work
on because the independent company structure allows me to steer
my company’s ship on that course. In contrast, as an employee of
someone else’s organization, I would have no say in how the ship
is governed because I’d be an invisible cog in a ship of someone
else’s design.

Nan Marjorie with her grandson Mark and great-granddaughter Phoebe.
Photo: Unknown, 2010. Source: Committix website (http://committix.com)

The old brick gates of Parramatta Girls Home, the institution in which Nan was once forced to live to become white. Blurred against the background
of the urban skyline, the gates point to ongoing questions of cultural safety for Aboriginal Australians. Photo: Stephen Houston, 2020
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SH: When you think of Committix, is there anything that comes
to your mind that helps you visualize how it works and how it can help
people?

ML: Yes, I think about “points and pathways” of a highway of
interconnections and navigating the journey over different pathways
to different points. We go to many points in our lives—home, school,
hospital, work, sport—and at each of these points there are many
people. How can they respect my culture if I am invisible at that
particular point? We need strategic planning of the pathways to that
point—but not physical pathways, rather intellectual pathways that
contain years of growth in thinking about First Nations Peoples in
a respectful way. Then, if every point and pathway is culturally safe,
every First Nations person can feel culturally secure that they will
not be diminished, demeaned, or devalued. What I hear from First
Nations community members is a basic level of fear that every time
we go to a hospital, or school, or to sport, we will be racially attacked

What I hear from First Nations community
members is a basic level of fear that every time
we go to a hospital, or school, or to sport,
we will be racially attacked.
.

SH: Your research work is deeply committed to understanding people’s
voices and getting meaningful cultural representation into health services.
You have said that “there need to be highly detailed plans developed by
Aboriginal people so that non-Aboriginal people can steer a governance
course.” Can you tell us something about that?

ML: We have differences in health, income, education, and
welfare between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. Bridging the
differences needs careful planning of courses from “here” to “there”
through difficult waters. (I say “courses” because there are hundreds of
First Nations in Australia.) How does the captain of the ship know
where the shoals and shallows are? I set out marker buoys that captains
of organizations can see when they navigate their organizations to
provide services for First Nations Australians.
The problem at the moment is that we rely on communication
between First Nations and non-First Nations Peoples for navigation,
but with just three percent of the population of Australia being First
Nations Peoples, it’s impossible to have interpersonal communication
between every employee and a First Nations person, especially in the

deep and meaningful way for cultural transformation to occur. Therefore,
employees in organizations can be influenced by organizational culture,
and that relies a lot on strategic planning documents that employees use
to guide their activities and decisions.
If I can place marker buoys in the strategic planning documents,
then the activities and decisions will be better equipped to consider
cultural differences. For example, a Board asked Committix how to
embed cultural safety in their constitution, which in no way mentioned
First Nations Australians. Rewriting the constitution meant that every
activity of the organization was influenced by the Board members
asking a question: how do our decisions affect First Nations Australians?

SH: How do you think a person’s cultural life and health
are connected?

ML: I think cultural life and health are deeply connected. My
social, emotional, and spiritual health is strongly positive because I
make it positive through my work and life philosophy. After a hard
day at work—which is lots of writing about cultural safety, research
design, and critical data analysis—I feel that it has been a worthwhile
activity for me to do. I feel energized and look forward to the next
sunrise. At the same time, and it’s complicated, I feel a deep wound
in my soul, which is the missing traditional culture. I don’t speak the
language, practice any ceremony, or know any secret men’s business—
all that is forever gone, and it hurts my heart if I think about it too
much. The best I can do is to ensure that today’s systems are designed
so that culture is respected and nurtured.

I think cultural life and health are deeply connected.
SH: In your 2012 essay, you also wrote you think it’s possible
to embrace the positive consequences arising from adverse circumstances
for an optimistic future. How optimistic are you?

ML: I am optimistic because there are more Aboriginal people
in influential positions working towards better human rights for
our peoples. I am optimistic especially in relation to cultural safety,
because non-Aboriginal people are understanding the need to talk
with us and journey with us, rather than make decisions about us. My
cultural identity feels respected, I feel valued, and I feel empowered
in my abilities and for my contribution to policy and strategy.

Mark Lock descended from First Nations Ngiyampaa people. Through his company, Committix Pty Ltd, he is leading a cultural safety governance
revolution in Australian health care. His work interweaves scientific and cultural rigor. He believes corporate governance can include Aboriginal cultural
voices through every point and pathway of decision-making processes.
Stephen Houston is a South Australian inspired by former State Premier Don Dunstan’s anti-colonial and socially progressive vision for Australian life. A
secondary school teacher interested in the politics of intercultural translation in media and public life, he also uses his arts background to promote awareness
of diverse voices for peacebuilding enterprises.
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Ainbon Jakon Joi

THE GOOD WORD OF AN INDIGENOUS WOMAN
Chonon Bensho with Pedro Favaron
When I was born, my parents registered my birth in the town of
Yarinacocha, giving me the name Astrith Gonzales Agustín. But in
Shipibo-Konibo, my mother tongue, my name is Chonon Bensho,
which means “the swallow from medicine orchards.” I am heir to the
knowledge of my ancestors.

My husband’s name is Pedro Favaron, and we have worked on
this text together, complementing each other, as it should always be
when husband and wife think in a healthy way and act according to
the ancient teachings. His Shipibo name is Inin Niwe, which means
“scented wind of medicine.” That name comes from the Chaikonibo
spirits, who are our ancestors and owners of the Medicine World.
Such a name can only be given to someone who has been initiated in
ancestral knowledge, has inherited the practices of traditional healing,
and has completed the ascent to the perfumed worlds of the Spirit.

Although he was born in the city of Lima, my husband has
spent many years researching and living with different Indigenous
Peoples. Since marrying me, he has become part of my family. He no
longer is a foreigner or a stranger, a nawa, as we say in the Shipibo
language, but belongs to an effective network of relationships, of
those who have a common origin and live together in the now,
sharing efforts, sadness, laughter, and thoughts.

My ancestors devoted themselves to our
traditional medicine from ancient times.
My ancestors devoted themselves to our traditional medicine
from ancient times. Their knowledge was vast and profound. Both
my husband and I were fortunate to be trained in the modern

Above: Shipibo-Konibo artist, Chonon Bensho, portrayed against the background of her 2018 painting “Jene Ainbo: The Woman of the Water World.” The woman in
the painting is a mermaid who, according to an ancestral Shipibo story, gave people the inspiration for the geometric forms they use on fabrics, ceramics, and other
artifacts. She also symbolizes the vital connection between people and the water world. Photo: Marcio Pérez, 2019
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academic system; but, at the same time, we went through the
initiation process in the Medicine World, following the ancestors’
example. We walked the paths of the ancient Onanya healers and
sages of the Shipibo Nation, connecting to the spiritual world to
receive from them the light of wisdom that illuminates our souls and
our lives. Our Elders have transmitted their wisdom to us; and in
our dreams we have talked to the spiritual owners of the Medicine
World, to the luminous Chaikonibo beings and to the Inka sages.
With compassion and generosity, they have given us their teachings.

Chonon and Pedro, complementing each other “as it should always be when husband
and wife think in a healthy way and act according to the ancient teachings.”
Photo: Chonon Bensho and Pedro Favaron, 2019

When a Shipibo woman knows the customs of her
grandmothers and continues to practice them, when she knows
the different medicinal plants and with her bare feet steps on the
ground that her parents walked, she is not lost in the world. She is
not like a mahua yoxin ghost, with no relationships or attachments.
She is a person who knows where she comes from and intuits where
she is going. In her dreams, she can converse with her ancestors
and receive advice from them on how to live correctly, how to be a
good wife, a good mother, a woman who fully realizes herself in the
feminine sphere and who is united with her husband, in balance,
able to live legitimately and promote her family’s well-being. One
has to learn how to live wisely despite the confusion and uneasiness
of this century.

One has to learn how to live wisely despite the
confusion and uneasiness of this century.
Our thinking is strong, koshi shina; our thinking is great, ani
shina; our thinking is good, jakon shina; and our thinking is beautiful,
metsa shina. Our word is strong, koshi joi, because it drinks from the
same aerial and vegetal spring that fed the ancient Onanya.

Our grandfather’s name was Ranin Bima: a great healer, an
enlightened and generous man. He took care of me since I was little,
cured me with medicinal songs, transmitted his knowledge to me,
and taught me how to dream. Our mother, Isa Biri, was also an
extraordinary woman, educated in the old ways. She advised me from
my early age. She got up to work before sunrise, tended the farm,
harvested, embroidered clothes, prepared the masato (fermented
drink from cassava), and fed us. Now she lives in the spiritual world,
but we continue to listen to her advice in our dreams.
Thanks to the wisdom of the ancients, we know who we are, we
do not allow ourselves to be fascinated by foreign fashions, and our
life has meaning and direction. Our bond with the ancestors and
with the spiritual world is the origin of our strength, our clarity, and
our security, and protects us from the prejudices of society.

“Rao Nete: The Medicine World,” oil on canvas. The Medicine World is a spiritual
dimension with which the Onanya healer comes into contact in order to cure a patient.
From this world emanates a spiritual healing force thatis capable of regenerating a
human being and bringing him or her back to health. The woman in the top portion of
the painting is a medicinal spirit of vast healing wisdom. Artwork: Chonon Bensho, 2018
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The women and men of my family have been, and continue
to be, artists and artisans, knowers of plants and territory, healers
and sages. There are great masters of design and embroidery in my
family, like my sister Panshin Same; my grandmothers were skilled
potters and weavers. Thanks to my training as a professional artist, I
have been able to complement this heritage with the techniques and
methodologies of Western modern art. Little by little, I have found

my own artistic language to express the beauty of my culture and the
depth of my spiritual world, nokon metsá nete shama.

I am a modern Indigenous woman, embodying the contradictions
and possibilities of our time. I do not deny the importance
of knowing the modern sciences and the wisdom of different
philosophical and spiritual traditions, but remain rooted in the wise
words that I received from my mother and my grandparents, in the
strength they transmitted to me. I remember what my grandparents
taught me; and together with my husband, I have dedicated myself
to investigating the customs and knowledge of our Elders. From the
spiritual world of my ancestors I receive teachings that allow me to
respond to the challenges that arise every day.

One of the main motivations for my artistic and intellectual
work is to promote appreciation of the value of our ancestral
wisdom among youth from different Indigenous Peoples. I want to
help them recognize that much of that knowledge can still guide us
to live the present in a dignified way, with a sense of belonging. It is
essential to bequeath ancestral knowledge to new generations: our
Elders’ wisdom is like nourishing springs from which we can draw
the grounding and sustenance we need to live a good, fully realized
future.
Although Indigenous Peoples have been and continue to be
discriminated against, marginalized, and abused, we continue to
think, create, feel, and love, because our roots are strong and from
them flows a living and inexhaustible water. The ancestral wisdoms
are dynamic and persistent; drinking from our cultural and spiritual
roots provides resilience in the face of adversity. If we do not lose our
connection to our ancestors, we can teach other peoples and modern
civilization itself that there are more beautiful and balanced ways of
living on this earth, without destroying it and by respecting all living
beings.

As the Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh wrote in his book Buda
viviente, Cristo viviente (Living Buddha, Living Christ, published in
Spanish in 2006), for us not to live lost in this world we need to
know the heritage of those wise men and women who preceded us,
those who continue to guide us so that we can cross the abyss and
the dark night of our time:
“When we respect our blood ancestors and our spiritual
ancestors, we feel rooted. If we can find ways to care for and
develop our spiritual heritage, we will avoid that kind of alienation

Top Right: “Maya Kené,” embroidered threads on tocuyo cotton cloth. Maya
kené means “circular design.” The complex symbolism of this artwork represents,
among other things, the fundamental circularity of everything in life, the
connectedness of people and the rest of life, the equilibrium achieved through
a harmonic tension between complementary opposites, and the vertical path of
the soul from the water world through the terrestrial world to the sky world.
Artwork: Chonon Bensho, 2018
Bottom Right: “Koros Kené,” embroidered threads on tocuyo cotton cloth. Koros
kené means “cross design.” The cross symbolizes a center, a meeting point,
most commonly associated with the Ani Xeati festival. In this artwork, it also
represents the complementarity of human beings and other living beings in the
ancestral Shipibo territory. Artwork: Chonon Bensho, 2018
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all living beings possess intelligence, have language, experience
affection for beings of the same species, and have a spiritual
dimension. All living beings come from a common source and
participate in an intricate web of relationships. No one is in
solitude. Rather, we all are in relationship, in bond.

In the ancestral wisdom of Indigenous Peoples, ecology
can find concepts and practices that offer a deeper and spiritual
dimension to that discipline, with as yet unimagined practical
implications. It is unwise that we excluded the spiritual world from
our vital ecological, artistic, and intellectual projects. Ancestral
thought teaches us that there are higher forces, beings, and spiritual
worlds from which all force, all beauty, all knowledge, and all
harmony flow.

The voices of Indigenous sages, their thoughts and experiences,
and their philosophical reflections have the same value as knowledge
produced in a modern university, although they find expression in
different ways and use different modes. Cultural studies must foster

a crosscutting dialogue among different discourses and languages—a
dialogue that must be respectful of differences and know how to
accept, with humility, the limits of academic sciences.

Our work is imbued with the voices of the ancient sages, with
their thoughts and temperaments. We endeavor to create a space in
which the ancestral thoughts can be expressed in fruitful freedom,
without being regimented by repressive jargon that works against
the cultural wealth of the peoples. We seek to live, to the best of our
ability, following the example of our ancestors, who were supportive
and respectful. We don’t want to be part of the modern desecration,
of the competitive selfishness and cruelty that mercantilism has
cast upon us. Returning to our origin, living in the present with the
strong thought of the ancients, we can imagine a more harmonious
future for the next generations. That is our inescapable responsibility
and commitment.
(Translated from Spanish by Tirso Gonzales)

“Samatai Jonin Nama: The Dream of the Apprentice,” oil on canvas. In this painting, an apprentice Onanya healer is seen in the dream state in which he receives
transcendent revelations from the spiritual world that confer strength and knowledge to him. The Onanya must use these powers in a generous and beneficial
way to heal rather than destroy the community. Artwork: Chonon Bensho, 2018

that destroys society and we will feel whole again. We must
encourage others, especially young people, to return to their
traditions and rediscover the jewels they keep. Learning to enter
into deep contact with the jewels of our own tradition allows us
to understand and appreciate the values of other traditions, a
benefit to all.”

In the Shipibo language, we use the word
akinananti to describe work that is done
together with love and joy.
Our ancient wisdom can help generate a more open, less
greedy and destructive society, with greater respect for different
ways of life. The ancient Shipibo established a sacred bond with
the beings of the territory, recognizing that every living being
is sentient and deserves to be respected. Onanya healers knew
how to converse with the spirits of plants, of animals that live in
Amazonian rivers and lakes, of animals that fly, and of those who
live in the rainforest. We believe that these vital notions show
ethical and practical alternatives to the ecological and spiritual
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crisis that has led us to the irresponsible and immature modern
way of preying on the world.

Our intimate conviction is that the ancient wisdom of the
Onanya healers has a vital philosophical contribution to make,
which can help an unbalanced and unenlightened humanity to
find its way back to a more harmonious, luminous, coherent, and
healthy life. In this sense, our artistic and intellectual work seeks
to generate a dialogue, a call to the sciences to converse with the
ancestral knowledge of Indigenous Peoples and collaborate on
the challenge of rethinking modernity and imagining alternatives
to the current crisis. We must not continue to work in isolation,
on separate paths. We must come together for the common good
of humanity and of all life. In the Shipibo language we use the
word akinananti to describe work that is done together with love
and joy, work that does not pursue selfish ends but seeks the
benefit of all.
The Onanya healer is not related to a world full of inanimate
objects that he or she can subdue, as if the human being were the
owner of everything that exists and could ruin it according to his
or her own cravings. On the contrary, our ancestors taught us that

Chonon and Pedro (fifth and sixth from left) with family in the Shipibo-Konibo community of Santa Clara de Yarinacocha. Photo: Violeta Percia, 2017

Chonon Bensho is an artist and a descendant of the Onanya (traditional medical sages) and of Shipibo-Konibo women who have preserved elaborate
artistic legacies. She was raised in a traditional environment, in her own language, and received a spiritual initiation to the mastery of traditional Kené
designs for pottery and weaving.
Pedro Favaron is a Peruvian-Argentinian academic researcher, poet, writer, audiovisual artist, and social communicator. He holds a PhD in Literature
from the University of Montreal and a Master of Communication and Culture from the Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of Buenos Aires.
He and Chonon are members of the Indigenous Shipibo-Konibo community of Santa Clara de Yarinacocha.
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About the Artwork

My painting was created in gratitude to Croatia and as a meditation
on reclaiming my heritage, from my own personal connection; no
longer filtered through hazy childhood memories, not assimilated into
some synthetic norm. I finally got to feel the storied land that shaped
my ancestors, as strangely familiar as the lines on the palm of my hand.

I finally got to feel the storied land that shaped
my ancestors, as strangely familiar as the lines
on the palm of my hand.
My process involved the study of traditional textiles and the powerful
sculptures I encountered on my travels. I reimagined my mother’s crochet
work as a garment for the woman, unabashedly present with purpose.
Her strong hand holds the vessel protectively, honoring kinship with the
earth. The black border around the scene suggests a dream or vision, with
the aromatic lavender providing a tangible link. The illuminated pathway
calls beyond pains of the past, holding on to culture and language as a
birthright, with a vow to uphold its intrinsic value.

Growing up in Ontario, Canada within an immigrant community, I
knew my family’s homeland through the language, stories, celebrations,
and food. In our local folklore ensemble, I
learned dances and songs of seasons and
harvests, village life and love. Our community
hall was adorned with vivid paintings of
Croatian scenes, shaping my path as an
artist. With multiculturalism beginning to be
respected in Canada, my family could provide
access to my heritage, forming a haven for my
heart.

Hvala

Thank you
A Meditation on Reclaiming
My Croatian Heritage
Sylvia Pozeg

Above: “Hvala—Thank You,” acrylic paint on canvas. Sylvia created this artwork after visiting her family’s homeland of Croatia, as a meditation on
reclaiming her heritage. Artwork: Sylvia Pozeg, 2011
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My journey into adulthood brought relocations for school and work,
and my culture became harder to sustain on my own. Intuitively and
longingly, I began to reconcile with my heritage, cultivating strength in the
face of disillusionment and destructive world events.
Seeing Croatia as an adult was profound: to finally witness the fabled
villages, embrace relatives, and mend the fabric of my life. The southern
coastal islands enchanted me with scents of lavender intermingling with
the sea, visions of dancing swallows and old olive trees. I was inspired by
the way ancient history and daily life persisted together.

We can each look back to our ancestors and homelands
to find more harmony with nature.
We can each look back to our ancestors and homelands to find more
harmony with nature. We can create ways to ground these insights into
our present lives. Dig up those old stories and songs holding wisdom,
rekindle knowledge of the plants. Recognize the vital presence of the
earth’s Indigenous Peoples. We are all interconnected with the earth,
and reclaiming that link can bring us into deeper relationship with
each other. Reunite with the trees, bringing shelter and memories of
our roots, in reverence, resistance, and solidarity.

We always grew vegetable gardens, and
traditional recipes of the season graced our
tables, while embroidered tablecloths were
laid out with herbs drying and dough rising.
My dad planted a linden tree (lipa) in the
backyard as a reminder of his childhood,
becoming a keystone for many tales. I savored
learning about my grandmother’s natural
remedies and foraged herbs to bring home,
including dried elderberry flower tea (bazga).
She revealed her dreams and skills, sharing
the stash of handspun thread she made from
hemp (konoplje) long ago.
“Interwoven.” Handspun hemp thread made
by Sylvia’s grandmother, with Croatian
textiles, stones, and medicinal herbs.
Photo: Sylvia Pozeg, 2020

Sylvia Pozeg is an artist, writer, and designer from Ontario. As a first-generation Canadian, she was raised within her family’s Croatian culture, which
provided her with a creative legacy and inspired a powerful connection to nature. Her experiences have fostered a deep respect for diversity and the inherent
rights of Indigenous Peoples.
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About the Artwork

In my artwork, I depict Tsilhqot’in stories, myths, beliefs, and
culture as they are, life as it is for my people. I was born an artist,
a dreamer, and a storyteller. The grandmothers say that women hold
the genetic ties to the DNA of our mother’s mother. I am my great
grandmother Tlo’isdan (Tsilhqot’in for “mountain sweetgrass”), who
held the knowledge of healing plant remedies. I am my grandmother
who kept the healing traditions alive through stories she handed
down. I am my late mother who was a dreamer and a teacher of our
cultural spirituality. My earliest awareness of art came to me from my
childhood: the musky smell of the wet earth I used to make mud pies,
or the color of grass stains on my knees and the feeling of dandelion
powder on my nose. What I didn’t realize was how the energy of the
earth connects me to my ancestry and lives in the art I create, opening
up a healing space for myself and others!

The energy of the earth connects me to
my ancestry and lives in the art I create,
opening up a healing space
for myself and others.
My grandmother was born around 1915, three years before the
Spanish flu pandemic wiped out thousands of young and old on
Canadian Indigenous reserves. Up until 1952, when she was 37 years
old, she could not practice our spirituality or harvest any of our plant
medicines because it was against the law! The Indian Act prevented
our families from speaking our language and from conducting any
of our ceremonies, which broke our connection to the earth and to
our identities.

“Shrouded Figure,” acrylic on canvasette. Hiding under a shroud as a symbol
of the refusal to be culturally assimilated. Artwork: Barbara Derrick, 2020

Since I was a child I have refused to comply with the assimilation
of our cultural practices. Unknowingly, it started with my childhood
art forms. A plant that was given to me in a dream was a reminder
for me to actively practice traditional and alternative medicine,
making use of wildcrafted plants and herbs or of plants grown
according to Indigenous gardening methods to balance family and
community health.

“Broken Glass,” acrylic on canvasette. Cultural genocide caused by colonialism shatters Indigenous Peoples’ connection
to the earth and to their identities. Artwork: Barbara Derrick, 2020.

The Gift

Healing Mother Earth with Indigenous Women’s Wisdom
Barbara Derrick
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Through my education and career years, I met other Indigenous
people who helped reawaken my cultural interest. That brought me
back to my Tsilhqot’in homeland to learn more about my culture,
language, and identity. At home, I quickly learned about our cultural
practices, the plants we used in healing, and the knowledge deeply
rooted in the Tsi Qungh, or “rock house,” also known as the “sweat
lodge” to other Indigenous cultures.

In Indigenous worldviews, culture is not separate from
Mother Earth, nor is it separate from our creativity in the arts.
When I do workshops for schools and organizations, the first
step toward awareness is educating people, encouraging them
to become apprentices to the ecosystem. The gifts of wisdom
I received from women Elders in my matriline and throughout
my life’s travels are subtly hidden in the four-directional teachings
I share.

“Tsi Qungh—Sweat Lodge (Mural Painting),” acrylic on gallery canvas.
Indigenous healing knowledge is deeply rooted in the Tsi Qungh,
or “rock house.” Artwork: Barbara Derrick, 2020

When the earth is sick, people are sick, and vice versa. In my lifetime, I
have witnessed the loss of biodiversity—the loss of balance between plant
and animal species caused by industrial practices in agriculture, forestry,
and water use, applied by big companies that are only interested in their
return on investment. And I have experienced seven pandemics, of which
four have arisen from wildlife—from bird or market animal diseases that
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Barbara Derrick is a professional artist, teacher, speaker, and writer
who lives in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada. Her heritage is a rich
tapestry of Tsilhqot’in, Japanese, Ukrainian, Hungarian, and Scottish
descent. In her business, Native Studio Art, she teaches the organic
aesthetics of Mother Earth through the arts. In her 2017 book
Walking in Your Power: Lessons from the Grandmothers,
she shares her life experience and the teachings of empowerment.

Iawá
The Unfinished
Kuruaya Symphony
Miguel Pinheiro
In the heart of the Amazon Rainforest, along the Xingu River
and one of its tributaries, the Iriri, traces of an ancient, vanished
population are found. The petroglyphs carved in the rocks tell a
ghost story—faint echoes of faded voices that today we struggle to
imagine alive.

A language can be a map or a memory. A cosmogony or a
requiem. In Greek, logos means both language and thought. When a
language dies, it only leaves behind the silence of the rocks. Traditions,
stories, and all the verbal arts follow, in a spiral of oblivion. Most of
today’s languages are spoken by Indigenous Peoples, and so are most
of the imperiled ones. They are oral, without written grammars or
dictionaries. Knowledge is passed on from person to person. Quicker
than amphibians, mammals, or birds, idioms across the world are
vanishing.

“The Gift,” acrylic on canvasette. Healing power returns to women in a
matriarchal society. Artwork: Barbara Derrick, 2015

have spilled over into people. As I write, we are in the midst of COVID-19,
the most severe pandemic since the flu pandemic of 1918.

Most of today’s languages are spoken by Indigenous
Peoples, and so are most of the imperiled ones.

To heal the earth and ourselves,
we must return
to the ancestral teachings.

For native communities, language and land are intertwined. The
Xingu, in the Brazilian state of Pará, is home to many of Brazil’s
First Peoples: the Xipaya, the Kuruaya, the Kayapó, the Xikrin, the
Parakanã, the Asuriní, the Arara, the Juruna . . . The linguistic variety
is greater than the one found in Europe. It’s a tropical Babel.

To heal the earth and ourselves, we must return to the ancestral
teachings. We as a people in the four directions—west, east, south,
and north—must recover our grandmothers’ “gift” of healing:
the gift of healing people and the earth by re-establishing the
interconnectedness of all things, so we can put together the broken
glass of Indigenous identities and protect future generations.
To learn more about Barbara’s artwork, writings, and teachings, visit
https://nativestudioart.net.
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“Dancer,” acrylic on canvasette. Celebrating the healing of Mother Earth.
Artwork: Barbara Derrick, 2020

Indigenous lands in the Xingu, however, have long been invaded.
The original populations have lost their territories, and cultures have
been decimated. The Kuruaya language is rapidly disappearing with
the last generation of fluent speakers and is in danger of becoming

extinct. Odete (Iawá) Kuruaya, one of the last speakers, is now on the
verge of becoming a terminal statistic. It is worth asking: what might
be lost if Kuruaya disappears?

As a child, Iawá danced in the river and built small playhouses
made of sticks and stones and straw in a place they called Kurupité.
Her family took shelter in that place and lived off the land. They
planted corn, watermelon, pumpkin, cassava to make flour, cotton to
make hammocks. At times they gathered around the fire and chanted
in tune under the Amazon’s starry nights.

As a teenager, maybe thirteen years old or so, Iawá married a
migrant who was escaping the drought from Northeastern Brazil, and
right after that she was forced to work for non-Indigenous people,
collecting forest chestnuts, hunting wildcats for fur, and extracting
much sought-after rubber. That was the time when Henry Ford built
Fordlandia, an extravagant project that plunked a factory city in the
middle of the Brazilian jungle to provide rubber for Ford automobiles.
In the 1970s, Iawá finally secured a piece of land from her
ancestors, where she lives with her family today, at the Great Bend
of the Xingu, a stretch of one hundred kilometers of land where the
river dramatically twists in a serpentine before embracing the great
Amazon River. That’s next door to where the world’s third-largest
dam, Belo Monte, has landed. The dam now controls the volume
and quality of the water Iawá and her family get. That’s also close
to where a Canadian mining company, Belo Sun, may well soon
operate the largest open-pit gold mine in Latin America, bringing
along its ore tailings, its chemical poisons, and the guarantee of a
ravaged landscape.

Above: The sun rises over the Xingu River, on the lands of the Kuruaya, as Iawá looks on. Photo: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019
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Around the city of Altamira, contact between urban dwellers and
Indigenous Peoples has intensified over time—always in the name
of economic advance, a callous and controversial “progress.” The
Kuruaya have now been cornered by history, and Iawá is a living
portrait of a beautiful way of life on the land that is being pushed to
the edge of oblivion.

document for Iawá. She was assigned a date of birth. To this day, she
has never celebrated her arbitrary birthday. And it doesn’t matter all
that much. Nature has always been and always will be.

The Kuruaya have now been cornered by history, and Iawá
is a living portrait of a beautiful way of life on the land
that is being pushed to the edge of oblivion.

In the larger society in Brazil, the prevailing opinion is that
Indigenous people are “lazy” and “unproductive”—to which Davi
Kopenawa, the great Yanomami leader, dryly objects: “The lands of
Indigenous Peoples need not ‘produce,’ as everything has already
been produced a long time ago. The game, the fish, the trees, it’s all
there for us to use. There’s even medicine that we can find.”

What we all defend as “human rights” may look like something
else to Indigenous Peoples. As Brazilian Indigenous leader Ailton
Krenak boldly puts it: “I came to the conclusion that humanity [in
the so-called ‘civilized’ world] is just a club that advertises a lot about
itself and convinces everyone that they are all about equality. While
they are a successful club, the rest of us may as well die.”

The Kuruaya were able to withstand the missionaries, then the
industrial juggernaut, and are still resilient as the dam chokes their
river and the mining company knocks at the door with its golden
apocalypse. They resist, but it is getting harder and harder to keep
their culture. The same venomous snake that poisoned Iawá’s
childhood is now swallowing her land.
Iawá is now in her eighties, maybe her nineties—no one really
knows for sure, as the Kuruaya did not register or celebrate the birth
of individuals; rather, they performed rituals that involved the entire
group. A few years ago, the local Brazilian authorities created an ID

Iawá built a family, found land, and prospered. The last time we
spoke she was all excited about the new cocoa crop they had just
planted. At an old age she’s revered as an Elder, consulted on the best
time to harvest a crop or on what local herbs are useful for medicine
and ritual. At meals, she is the first to be served. During the day, she
collects seeds and dried fruits from the forest, from which she crafts
rings and necklaces. It’s a harder task now, as trees are dying of thirst
and some seeds and fruits are scarce. When Iawá’s grandchildren
come to her house, they sing together. Iawá loves those old Kuruaya
songs. They remind her of a time before “civilization” arrived.

As I write this, I am working on a new film, Terra Preta? (“Black
Earth?”), named after a strikingly dark manmade soil (a mixture of
soil, charred wood, clay fragments, and other natural materials) that
is abundant in some parts of the Amazon rainforest. That soil has
been used by Amazonian First Peoples for centuries. It makes the
land exponentially more fertile, and to this day, “modern” technology
hasn’t been able to match it.
Just like the tunes from the Kuruaya’s ancient lore.

The Amazon, the world’s largest tropical rainforest, is home to an extraordinary variety and beauty of living creatures. The quest for “progress” and material goods
has caused the destruction of many habitats and the extinction of countless species. Biological, cultural, and spiritual diversity ought to be key tenets for local
and international policy. Photo: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019

Iawá is in her eighties, maybe her nineties—no one really knows for sure, as the Kuruaya did not register or celebrate the birth of individuals.
Photo: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019
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Left: The Belo Monte dam is responsible for unpredictable fluctuations in the volume of water in the Xingu River. This variability has disrupted the local flora and fauna,
with serious consequences for several hundred families of Indigenous people and traditional communities. Right: Iawá, from the Kuruaya people, talks to Raoni, a Kayapó
leader and Nobel Peace Prize candidate. Urbanization around the city of Altamira, in Pará State, Brazil, has created new challenges. Indigenous Peoples have forged
new alliances to defend their lands and cultures. Photos: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019
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The Xingu River is sacred to the Kuruaya. It used to
provide them with clean water, abundant fish and
game, a healthy forest, and a freeway on which to
travel and trade their goods. Since the arrival of the
dam, water scarcity has caused serious hardship for
them. Photo: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019

After spending time with the
Kuruaya, Miguel Pinheiro says
goodbye to Iawá, promising her
that many more people will get
to see her story and listen to the
unique Kuruaya language.
Photo: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019

Iawá crafts a ring out of wood from a local tree. In the early morning, she
gathers fruits and seeds from the forest to make rings and necklaces. Such
unique Indigenous handicrafts are widely appreciated. The Kuruaya sell them at
events or in traditional street markets. Photo: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019

Some of Iawá’s grandchildren. The Kuruaya extract a
natural red pigment from the local urucu fruit, with which
they paint their faces. Each Indigenous nation has its own
traditional designs and symbols, which have both an
aesthetic and a symbolic meaning, and which are learned
from an early age. Photo: Miguel Pinheiro, 2019
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Terra Preta? teaser. Video: Miguel Pinheiro, 2020 (Watch at https://vimeo.com/435636313)

Miguel Pinheiro is an award-winning Portuguese storyteller. With degrees in Neuroscience from Portugal and Theater/Communication from the United
Kingdom, he focuses his storytelling on traditional communities. His stories were published in Europe, Africa, and Brazil. He collaborated with the Chinese
artist Ai Weiwei on a film project in the Amazon, and is working on and is working on a feature documentary called Terra Preta?
SUMMER/WINTER 2020 | 73

an initiative that I helped seed and nurture blossomed into
La Marabunta Filmadora, an Indigenous movement that
uses video to defend territories, languages, dignities, and the
natural world.
Breaking with tradition, two Yaqui women activists
and members of La Marabunta Filmadora, Eusebia Flores
and Anabela Carlon Flores, embarked on an odyssey to share
participatory video with other Indigenous Peoples, creating an
intercultural dialogue in defense of biocultural diversity through
the use of media. In 2019, they traveled to Brazil to share the
magic of using video to keep ancient traditions and ways of life
alive and well. They visited the Guajajara people in Northeastern
Brazil, an encounter that deeply marked their lives as Indigenous
persons and as women.

The most radical Indigenous persons to counter the loss
of biocultural diversity ought to be women.
Eusebia Flores: “The nervousness of meeting a different
community and the fear of not perfectly understanding their language
didn’t stop me from connecting with their ideology, their way of
thinking as Indigenous people. This gave me the confidence to carry
out the training activities.”

LA MARABUNTA IN BRAZIL
Indigenous Women as Biocultural Diversity Defenders
Thor Morales
males. Nonetheless, many women have to fulfill the cultural
In Mexico, biocultural diversity is perpetuated and
roles assigned to them, while at the same time economically
nurtured mainly by women. Indigenous women take care
supporting both their nuclear and their extended families. As
of the culture and the land: they teach the mother tongues;
I see it, the most radical Indigenous persons to counter the
cook traditional foods; cure with local herbs and ancestral
loss of biocultural diversity ought to be women.
knowledge; retain the traditional attire; and more strictly
follow the usos y costumbres
I have had the honor and
(customs and habits), the
pleasure to work for about a
In Mexico, biocultural diversity is perpetuated
traditional
ways
of
life.
and nurtured mainly by women.
decade with a group of such
Immigration, cultural erosion,
“biocultural diversity defenders”:
patriarchy, violence, and other
a handful of Yaqui women from
chronic issues expose men to more chances for change. It
northwestern Mexico who are using participatory video
to express their commitment to biocultural conservation.
is uncommon for Indigenous women to travel and work
Within the context of an alliance between the Yaqui tribe
outside their homes and local communities, let alone go
and InsightShare, a leading participatory media organization,
abroad. Such opportunities are almost always reserved for
Above: La Marabunta Filmadora’s Eusebia (front left) and Anabela (back right) traveled from Mexico to Brazil to offer a participatory video training
workshop to youth in a Guajajara community. Here, they are facilitating a game that allows trainees to learn how to use a tripod
through hands-on experiential training. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019
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In Brazil, the two Marabunta women facilitated a
participatory video training with ten Indigenous youngsters
from the Guajajara village of Zutiwa in the Arariboia Indigenous
Territory. This partnership was made possible by InsightShare,
Mari Corrêa from Instituto Catitu (a Brazilian Indigenous
media training and production center), and the Indigenous
media collective Mídia India. During the training, Eusebia and
Anabela witnessed the most iconic festival of the Guajajara: a
festa da Menina-Moça (the rite of passage from girl to young
woman). The trainees in the participatory video workshop filmed
the event. The photos and video I present here are a testimony to
Eusebia’s and Anabela’s experience during this groundbreaking journey.

at home even in a faraway and strange land. They recognized
something they had experienced with other Indigenous
Peoples in northern Mexico: the Indigenousness in the Guajajara
people. They regained self-confidence and soon felt part of
the community.

Eusebia Flores: “I really enjoyed living with the Guajajara.
I feel that I identify with each of them, because they also have a way
of involving you and making you feel part of them. The simplicity,
kindness, and hospitality offered to us was very emotional and warm.”

Participatory video has opened unexpected doors.
What drives their goal of connecting native peoples is a very
simple idea: if participatory video can help others to restore or
revive their biocultural diversity, they have to share it. Women like
Eusebia and Anabela have a strong commitment to their people,
culture, and land. Yet they also like change and freedom. Their agile
minds and powerful hearts run faster than most. Being Indigenous
women in a country like Mexico, they have faced challenges
since the day they were born, but they have overcome them.
Participatory video has opened unexpected doors, becoming a tool
for them to use their power and exercise freedom, all the while
fighting for dignity, territory, and respect, both for their people and
for themselves.
Anabela Carlon Flores: “Part of La Marabunta’s
mission is to use media to keep our land safe and our cultures
thriving. So when I heard participants say that they were not
only learning skills to film but also learning about their own
culture, those words delighted me and assured me that, despite
all challenges, participatory video is a powerful way to counter
biocultural loss.”

But what price does a biocultural conservationist or
advocate have to pay? In Mexico, if he’s a man, more likely than
not the price is small to nil; on the contrary, he will probably
be applauded and seen as an example, a respected person. If
she’s a woman, the story is very different: from seeing doubt
cast upon her widely proven capacity to do the job to enduring
harsh social criticism from partners, family, and the larger
community, women must overcome social barriers that men
can hardly imagine.
Despite the challenges and the systemic violence that
conspire to hold them, and other women, down, Eusebia and
Anabela decided to take the trip and found that they could feel

Eusebia after landing in Imperatriz, Brazil, our last stop before hitting the road
to the Arariboia Indigenous territory. She wanted a picture with the plane
as a souvenir. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019
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Left & Right: Eusebia screens the results of a participatory video game to trainees. Watching the results of an exercise right away allows participants to learn from mistakes.
Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

Center Left: Filming the singers and dancers
during the Menina-Moça festival was the highlight
of the workshop. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

A typical scene in a Guajajara village: thatch-roof adobe houses and freshly washed hammocks hanging to dry. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

Bottom Left: Traditional singers are the soul of
the festival. They must keep chanting throughout
the whole ceremony. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019
Bottom Right: A storyboard depicting the
sequence of clips needed to capture one of the
key elements of the Menina-Moça ceremony:
the Tona bird. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

Anabela (right) coaches one of the Guajajara teams while they practice filming and sound recording. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019
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My Extinction Rebellion
THROUGH EDUCATION
A Young Dohoi Woman’s Message
Lina A. Karolin
One morning, I woke up early and, carefully parting the mosquito
net that hung above me, I walked to the window next to my wooden
bunk. I opened the window gently, trying not to make any noise so as
not to wake the others up. It was dim outside, but I could see a gleam
of light from the sun that was slowly rising in the east, behind the
trees on the hills upstream of the river.
Top Left: Junior and Ediana Guajajara, two of the trainees, film the last part of
the Menina-Moça celebration. After ten hours of filming, they could still hold
the camera up! Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

Top Right: Anabela poses with a pet parakeet on her shoulder. Part of the joy
that participatory video brings to her comes from the opportunity to know
new cultures. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

Center Left: Eusebia’s and Anabela’s faces show their happiness after the twoweek training in Arariboia. The homecoming trip was as exciting as visiting
new places. Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

Bottom Right: La Marabunta Filmadora in Brazil. Video: Thor Morales, 2019
(Watch at https://vimeo.com/435166962)

Bottom Left: Lidia and Ediana Guajajara interview one of the elderly women who
led the celebration. Despite having sung and danced nonstop for 18 hours,
the Elder still found the strength to share her knowledge on camera.
Photo: Thor Morales, 2019

Thor Morales is a self-taught storyteller who has collaborated with Yaqui and Seri peoples of Mexico for over a decade. He is Senior Associate at
InsightShare and has worked with participatory video since 2010, delivering training to Indigenous Peoples, activists, researchers, and artists in Mexico,
Canada, Liberia, Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and Kenya.
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I took a deep breath, and felt the cool morning breeze brush my
face. I could see the vapor coming out of my mouth when I breathed.
I squinted to look at the hills across the river, still enveloped in fog.
It seemed that I wasn’t the only one who had woken up early that
morning. As usual, the gibbons started to sing from the forest on
the hills. I couldn’t see them but knew that, behind the fog, they
were swinging from tree to tree with their family. Their sound was a
delight to my ears. That was one of my morning routines when I was
living in my village, Tumbang Habangoi.
Right in the center of the island of Borneo, on the border
between the provinces of Central and West Kalimantan, Indonesia,
Tumbang Habangoi is home to more than a thousand Dohoi people,
a subethnic group of the Uut Danum Indigenous Dayaks.

Top: Every morning, waking up in her village of Tubang Habangoi, Lina would hear the sounds of the gibbons coming from the hills across the river.
Bottom Right: A view of Tumbang Habangoi. As it was harvest time, most villagers had gone off to the fields. Photos: Lina A. Karolin, 2020
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the huge logs from the ground onto a big vehicle we named the
“logging,” which was used to transfer the logs from the forest to the
nearest port in our region, Katingan. The youngsters were amazed by
those massive vehicles. To me they were frightening, however, as they
demolished and took away everything in the forest.

As villagers, we saw those people invade our land and
take the resources that even we locals couldn’t take
without getting arrested by the authorities.

Uprooted trees, crumbled soil: the devastation caused by the plantation
company’s bulldozers. Photo: Martiono Hendrawan, 2020

Less than forty years ago, you wouldn’t have found any high
school or bachelor graduates in my village, let alone anyone with a
stable income or job. Day by day, our lives depended on nature, as
we hunted, fished, and practiced shifting agriculture. We took from
nature only as much as we needed and didn’t bother with anything
else. But since then, environmental destruction has begun.
The first logging company came before my mom was born. They
chopped down and took away the trees from the forest near our
village. I remember that, when I was a kid, there was this strange
thing that those people drove: it was yellow, with two jagged wheels
like a chain and a big rectangular iron plate in front, which would
tear down everything that stood in its way. It even uprooted trees
and made the soil crumble. It was a bulldozer, a mighty powerful
thing I had never seen before. Then there were two other strange
vehicles, which they named a loader and a logging truck. We called
one of them the “crab” because it had two large iron claws that moved

As villagers, we saw those people invade our land and take the
resources that even we locals couldn’t take without getting arrested by
the authorities. We couldn’t prevent our home from being destroyed
and our livelihoods from being lost, because we had no control and
permission didn’t come from us. Many years ago, we came to the
conclusion that the only thing we could do about it was to cooperate
with the logging corporation.
I thought we had already given up on nature and handed our
homeland over to them. Until one day, long after I had left the
village to pursue my education, I had a conversation with the village
chief, a strong-willed young man not much older than myself. That
conversation enlightened me.

“We can’t protest a huge corporation and ask them to stop
doing what they do,” he said thoughtfully. “Their system is very
solid and they have permission from the government. The best
thing we could do was to try and cooperate with them. What we
can do now that is within our powers, though, is to preserve our
village and its forest surrounds.”

“Many people came from other villages to ours,” he continued.
“They wanted to mine the Bahangoi River, the river we use for
bathing, fishing, and transportation, and whose water we drink and
cook with. But the Elders refused to give permission to those people
to do illegal mining in the river. The damage would cost us more then
we can imagine. Do you see the Katingan River? The Kahayan, the
Kapuas, or other big rivers on this island? They all have a brown color
like white coffee. That is caused by illegal mining! We would never
want for that to happen to our river.”

“It’s good to know that the Elders and the villagers agreed to
such a positive thing as protecting our environment!” I commented.
“But for how long? I’m afraid it’s not only about the river, but also
about the forest and the animals. Different generations will have a
different point of view and may make another decision that might
lead to more harm.”
He sighed before replying: “We can’t control people so that they
won’t take from nature. Like it or not, we all take from nature. The
important thing is for us to know our limits. That’s why I pursued
a different option and convinced the regent of Katingan Regency
to establish Tumbang Habangoi village and its surroundings as a
conservation area. That’s the least we can do to protect our village.”
A yellow bulldozer used to pull logs out of the forest.
Photo: Martiono Hendrawan, 2020
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Hearing that, I was relieved, yet I still felt worried. I worried
about my village, the people there, my family, the forest, the animals

that diminish day by day. I worried because we are very dependent on
the forest and its resources. Everything we need was provided by the
forest, and I feared that someday we would no longer be able to enjoy
the abundance of the forest or hunt and fish freely, take the wood,
or plant the rice on the land that we believe to be ours. I worried
that in the near future my people would live in poverty and become
strangers in our very own land, a place we used to know as our home.
I worried that we wouldn’t survive the change that has been invading
our community. I started to think: what can I do to change the
situation, or at least to prepare myself and my family for the worst?

I worried that in the near future my people would live
in poverty and become strangers in our very own land,
a place we used to know as our home.

The Bahangoi River, which Tumbang Habangoi villagers still use as a
transportation route. Photo: Lina A. Karolin, 2020

At first, I thought that I would yell and scream, telling people
to stop taking the trees away or dig out the gold, or telling the
government to be fair to Indigenous people. I joined organizations
that worked closely with Indigenous communities in Central
Kalimantan. I started as a volunteer, made films, wrote articles, and
did a social media campaign to raise awareness about deforestation
and what we can do to prevent it or slow it down. I talked about
the situation of Indigenous people in my homeland to everyone I
met. But then I realized that what I was doing wasn’t enough. My
campaigns were not what my villagers needed. We needed a plan that
would help us endure for the long term, help us villagers to adapt and
prepare for change—and not only to survive it but also to overcome
it. I became convinced that the best way to overcome the destructive
effects of the change and of our community’s lifestyle shift from a
traditional to a modern society—which I knew we weren’t yet ready
for—was through education. That’s when I became a volunteer
teacher in the Uut Danum Youth Community in Palangka Raya,
where I now live and work as a certified teacher.

The river is one of the favorite places for the village kids to swim and play.
Photo: Ranu Welum, 2017

I realized that, before I’m able to help others, I have to help
myself. Before I can educate others, I need to educate myself with
proper knowledge and understanding. Before I’m able to empower
others, I need to empower myself. That’s how I was able to survive
moving from my village to a small city in Central Kalimantan
to pursue my education so that at some point I may go back and

Families in the village are very close, and so are the kids.
Photo: Ranu Welum, 2019

I believe that each of us has a different way to fight against
extinction, whether it is the extinction of our nature, our homeland,
our culture, our languages, or our customs. For my part, I believe
that education is one of the ways to fight against this destruction. I
believe that education will help young people in my village value the
opportunity to improve their skills and knowledge through formal
education and find a way out of poverty and naiveté. I believe that
education can help young females build their self-esteem and seize
every opportunity to achieve a better living standard. I believe that,
through education, villagers will not so easily give up their heritage,
the land, for just a small amount of money that merely lasts for a few
months or weeks.
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help others in my village. I dream that someday I will be back in
my community to build a library and training center to educate and
empower young people there. Since writing is one of the things I
am capable of doing and am able to do, I plan to write down the
stories and customs of my community, as a heritage for the younger
generation when the Elders are no longer there to share their wisdom.
As one of my efforts to preserve our culture and language, I started
recording and writing the folk stories from the Elders in my village.
That way they will not vanish and leave the younger generation
without knowing their roots and history.

Lina A. Karolin is an elementary school teacher in Palangka
Raya, the capital of Central Kalimantan Province. She is a
young Indigenous woman from the Dohoi people, a subethnic
group of the Uut Danum Indigenous Dayaks in Borneo,
Indonesia. She dreams of someday building a library and
training center in her village.

HAPPENING to US
Amplifying Youth Voices from the Arctic
Maéva Gauthier
Video by Jasmine Gruben, Brian Kikoak, Carmen Kuptana, Nathan Kuptana,
Eriel Lugt, Gabrielle Nogasak, and Darryl Tedjuk

Mist on the
Mountain
David J. Rapport
David Rapport studied economics and then spent many years
shedding economic dogma and learning what makes life on
earth tick. When he is not writing about ecosystem health,
he can often be found wandering in the woods and along
beaches, marveling at the diversity of life’s patterns.

Pregnant with Passion
Nuances of Nature

Permeate our senses

Burnish feelings deep within

Life and non-life cling to each other, incessantly
In Mist on the Mountain

Countless Creatures in the Canopy

For Nathan and his fellow Inuvialuit youth, climate change is not
a remote concept; it is very much an everyday reality. These students
were personally invited to be part of the Inuit Circumpolar Council
delegation at COP 25 to show Happening to Us, the film they made
on how climate change is affecting their community and culture.

Take the Dance

Sunbeams Synchronize
Clocks of Cacophony

Forest along the banks of a small river in the foothills near Tumbang Habangoi village, Borneo. Photo: Ranu Welum, 2017
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Nathan Kuptana, nineteen, pauses on the stage in front of
hundreds of people, as he feels his ancestors and all the changes they
have seen course through his veins. He has been given the stage on
World Youth Day, as the representative leader for the Indigenous
Peoples of the world at the 25th Conference of the Parties (COP 25) of
the UN Climate Change Conference in Madrid, Spain, in December
2019. Performing a cultural dance, he is surrounded by his team
members Eriel and Carmen, while Darryl films the event. Following
an emotional speech, the media come up and ask him to share his
thoughts as a young Inuvialuit experiencing climate change on a very
personal level in Tuktoyaktuk, Northwest Territories, Canada.

The Happening to Us film delegation at the UN Climate Change Conference
(COP 25) in Madrid. From left: Jaro Malanowski, Nathan Kuptana,
Carmen Kuptana, Eriel Lugt, Maéva Gauthier, Darryl Tedjuk.
Photo: Jaro Malanowski, 2019

The documentary is the outcome of a film workshop that a group
of enthusiastic partners had facilitated six months earlier. My PhD
research brought me to Tuktoyaktuk (or Tuk, as it is locally known)
because my colleague and friend Michèle Tomasino, vice-principal
and teacher at Mangilaluk school in Tuk, was keen to engage her
students with this film project opportunity. Having spent time in
Arctic communities before, I wanted to work in this context and
support the community in sharing with the world the concerns that
they might have about global changes and the solutions that they
might envision.

Climate change is not a remote concept;
it is very much an everyday reality.
Taking a community-based approach, I started by talking to
the local organizations. The Tuktoyaktuk Community Corporation
was keen to get involved and instrumental in making this project
happen. For my first community visit, I invited along filmmaker Jaro
Malanowski of Avatar Media to share with the youth his twenty
years of experience in the film industry, including multiple video
projects with First Nation communities that told stories close to
their hearts. What emerged from these initial interactions was the
Nuna Tariuq Silalu (Land, Sea, and Air) film project, which aims to
provide opportunities for youth in Tuk to learn filmmaking skills and
share stories on topics that matter to them.

Early on in our conversations with the youth at the school and
at the youth center, climate change came up as a pervasive issue that
had many impacts on their lives—from culture change to threats to
infrastructure and safety problems. For many of us southerners (I live
in Victoria, British Columbia), climate change may still often feel like
a foreign concept. The pace of change is simply not the same, and
it doesn’t affect our daily safety. As soon as you arrive in the North,
however, it is an undeniable reality. What could be more powerful than
a seventeen-year-old student who has already seen drastic changes
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Aerial view of Tuktoyaktuk. Photo: TukTV, 2019

Noella Cockney’s house at the edge of the eroding
coastline. This and other houses had to be moved inland.
Photo: TukTV, 2019

Carmen Kuptana interviewing Natan Obed, president
of Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, by the Arctic Ocean in Tuktoyaktuk.
Photo: Maéva Gauthier, 2019
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Darryl Tedjuk practices his new skills on the camera. Photo: Maéva Gauthier, 2019

over the past five to ten years? What could be more moving than seeing
a big sinkhole right in front of the Arctic Ocean–facing home of one of
our film workshop participants, and realizing that melting permafrost
is destabilizing the deck and threatening the safety of the whole house?
It is shocking to hear young people recount their observations of
the drastic changes they have seen in their short lifetimes; and those
observations, combined with the long-term changes noticed by Elders
over the past 40 years, make for a powerful way to communicate an
issue that is neither political nor linked to a belief system. It simply is
happening. Happening to them . . .

and advance the rights and interests of 65,000 Inuit in Canada), for
the release of the National Inuit Climate Change Strategy. Totally
unplanned—but what an opportunity for the youth to interview
them and get their project promoted among policymakers and Inuit
governance organizations!

By an incredible turn of events, right during the film workshop,
then Minister of the Environment and Climate Change for Canada,
Catherine McKenna, came to Tuk along with Natan Obed, president
of Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (an organization that works to protect

observations of change in their community—and that was the starting
point for all that happened. So far, this has been an incredible journey—
and at least as much of a learning experience for me as it has been for
the youth who were acquiring filmmaking and leadership skills.

Happening to Us was first screened in Tuk in June 2019, to an
enthusiastic audience of about seventy community members. People
were so proud of the youth—it was an emotional moment. Following
the film workshop, a new student-led organization called TukTV was
created for the youth to offer film services in their town. The students
plan to continue working on their film to expand it into a feature
This film training method is known as “participatory video.” Its
documentary and include more solutions to climate change. They
aim is to build capacity among community members to share their
also want to explore the issue of
own stories by producing videos
plastics and microplastics in their
themselves. The level of mentorship
Climate change may still often feel like a foreign
environment and in the food chain.
and gear may vary depending on
concept. . . . As soon as you arrive in the North,
the capacity and resources available,
As a non-Indigenous person
however, it is an undeniable reality.
but the idea remains the same: the
doing a community-based research
making of the video is driven by
project with Indigenous people, I
the story that participants want to share. How they want to share it and
try to keep in mind who the project is for, why we are doing it, and how
with whom they want to share it is a collective decision. In this case, the
we can build capacity in the community to make this a viable, sustainable
youth discussed their concerns and topics of interest and brainstormed
project. I do my best to listen and learn as we move forward. At the
with film facilitators to create storylines. From the start, they were
beginning, some people were expecting more direction, as researchers
convinced that they wanted to show the world that climate change is
often come with a specific “agenda” or topic in mind. Instead, I came
“happening to us.” And so they did . . .
with an open mind, wanting to hear about the youth’s concerns and
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Group photo taken by the Arctic Ocean after the youth interviewed Randal “Boogie” Pokiak. Standing (from left): Jaro Malanowski (Avatar Media), Eriel Lugt, Brian
Kikoak, Michèle Tomasino (Mangilaluk School), Maéva Gauthier (University of Victoria). Kneeling (from left): Darryl Tedjuk, Carmen Kuptana, Randal “Boogie” Pokiak,
Nathan “Muk” Kuptana. Photo: Johan Stroman, 2019

One of the most rewarding aspects of this project for me and my
colleagues is being able to amplify youth voices and to support the
making of connections among Indigenous groups. Yes, the will to save
the Inuvialuit way of life and culture is right there in the hearts of the
young participants. They want to be involved, be heard, and see more
Indigenous leaders in power. Taking part in COP 25 showed them
how complex this political world is, but also that other Indigenous
Peoples from around the world are facing severe impacts from climate
change as well. Whether it is loss of safety on sea ice and coastline
erosion or major droughts affecting access to food and water, all those
changes threaten Indigenous Peoples’ survival worldwide.

Whether it is loss of safety on sea ice and coastline
erosion or major droughts affecting access to food
and water, all those changes threaten
Indigenous Peoples’ survival worldwide.
The youth from Tuktoyaktuk have seen the power of coming
together as one and feeling supported along with other nations
that face the loss of their land. Says Eriel Lugt, seventeen, of her
experience at COP 25: “People from all over the world came in with
their cultural knowledge, and it was so interesting. Every culture
was so different, yet there was one thing we all had in common: that
we are losing our land and with that comes the disappearance of a
platform where our people practiced their survival skills.”

As well, the youth had amazing opportunities to meet highlevel and influential politicians, from ambassadors to negotiators.
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I will always remember going to the Canadian Embassy in Madrid
to meet ambassador Matthew Levin. The youth spent an hour and a
half talking to him and learning about his role as an ambassador. They
shared their fears and hopes with him. I understood the power of their
voices as they commented on how unfair it is that they are so deeply
affected by a problem they had no role in creating. Using filmmaking
as a tool to share their climate change story opened the door for them
to meet and interview people they would have never had a chance to
come across otherwise. Their film is also included in the UN Youth
Climate Report to reach policy makers all around the world.

Nathan Kuptana, at nineteen the oldest member of the youth
group, told the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) during
an interview that COP 25 was a transformative experience for him.
He would like to do more filming and screening and to mentor
younger kids in the community. He hopes their film Happening to
Us will make an impact, especially on leaders who can take action on
climate change. The time to act is now, though . . .

"Every culture was so different, yet there was one
thing we all had in common: that we are losing our land
and with that comes the disappearance of a platform
where our people practiced their survival skills."
Also on the CBC, Carmen Kuptana, seventeen, said of her COP
25 experience: “They really showed concern. Their eyes opened up
when they saw what was happening to our land, and how young kids
were really concerned about what was happening.” Being around

View of the Arctic Ocean and the pingos in Tuktoyaktuk. Pingos are dome-shaped hills that only form in permafrost areas when groundwater freezes
and pushes up layers of frozen ground. There is a very high concentration of pingos on the Tuktoyaktuk Peninsula.
Photo: Maéva Gauthier, 2019

other Indigenous youth and leaders, she added, “made me feel more
supported and heard when I wanted to speak about the problems my
community and people are facing today, and that I’m not the only one
who stands up wanting change and actions to be done.” She enjoyed
showcasing her culture and felt empowered by the experience, which
helped her to “grow as a person and a leader.” She added: “I’m not
afraid to say what I want to say anymore.”

Also chatting on Facebook, Carmen Kuptana reflected on her
experience with the making of Happening to Us: “I learned something
new every day—things such as handling a camera, doing an interview,
working with others, and patience. But the one thing I learned that
really surprised me was what the youth of today—or, as I see it, ‘my
friends’—were concerned with and what they wanted to speak up

***
As I write this, COVID-19 has forced us to postpone Phase II of
the film workshop, in which the youth were going to film on the land
and add more climate change solutions to their story. We are looking
for ways to keep engaging with them remotely, both online and by
working closely with teacher Michèle Tomasino. “I had eight students
showing up online for Math and English last night,” Michèle told
me some time ago. “Filming would be a motivating activity to do
outside for them while keeping social distancing.” As we brainstorm
on how to go about it, I am reminded that even in these challenging
times of COVID-19, climate change is not on pause. Recently, the
Tuk community had to move several houses inland, away from the
eroding coastline.

And subsistence activities are not on pause either. “I’m going
geese-hunting with my dad today,” said Darryl, sixteen—one of
the youngest members of the TukTV cohort, who has been so
keen on this project from the beginning—in a recent Facebook
chat. Although filming on the land is not possible at the moment,
many of the youth are out there, engaging in and learning about the
traditional subsistence activities.

First goose of the year (May 23, 2020) for Darryl. Photo: Ronald “Inung” Felix, 2020
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BUILDING LEADERSHIP
THROUGH RECONNECTION
The Latin American Academy for Food Systems Resilience
Yolanda López Maldonado

Happening to Us trailer. Video: TukTV, 2019 (Watch at https://vimeo.com/376275443)

about and bring awareness to. Making this film showed me that if
I have the right tools and guidance in life I could make the vision
I see happen.”

Eriel Lugt chimed in: “My favorite part about being a part of
TukTV was the learning experience. I was able to learn editing skills,
which I was unfamiliar with before, and using the high-tech cameras
was new to me. What I would hope to learn more through this
experience is how we can document more of where I come from. So
that would mean learning more of my land and cultural activities, which
I know there is so much we can learn about. And, in that process, film,
and hopefully make it [the film] broadcast around Canada.”

This project is only the beginning. “I have younger students
interested in learning filmmaking,” says Michèle Tomasino. Now the
older students can be involved in mentoring the younger ones in the
next phases of this film. Learning by doing and with their peers is
crucial. I am looking forward to continuing this project with these
young filmmakers—remotely for now, and eventually in person,
when it is possible to travel again.

The Indigenous Peoples of Peru have developed unique
traditional knowledge around their food systems. This long tradition
is related to the concept of Sumaq Causay, a central philosophy in
the Andean Indigenous cosmovision: a holistic vision that takes into
account diverse elements of the human condition, recognizing that
a range of factors influence our quality of life. Sumaq Causay can
be understood as living well, harmonious existence, or beautiful and
healthy life. This concept involves the relationship between humans
and nature (Pachamama, Mother Earth). To satisfy their needs,
people should work together with Mother Earth, based on the idea of
ayni (reciprocity). People from Peru often develop a deep emotional
bond with their natural resources, their animals, their communities,

and their mountains or Apus (which, in the Andean cosmovision, are
considered as authorities and scientific partners).

To satisfy their needs, people should
work together with Mother Earth,
based on the idea of ayni (reciprocity).
In the Andean region of Peru, the interconnectedness of humans
and nature is deeply embedded in Indigenous farming traditions.
You can hear it from far away: crack-crack! It’s the sound of rocks
and soil that are removed when planting potatoes. It takes several
hours on difficult roads from Cusco to reach the Parque de la Papa

Access the COP 25 UN Youth Climate Report (https://
youthclimatereport.org) in which the film trailer is included.

Follow TukTV on Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/tuktvfilms)
for future updates on the film.

Organizers and local collaborators: Maéva Gauthier (PhD student, University of Victoria), Michèle Tomasino (vice-principal and teacher, Mangilaluk
school), Jaro Malanowski (filmmaker, Avatar Media), Shaun Cormier and Kendyce Cormier (project managers, Tuktoyaktuk Community Corporation),
Tamara Voudrach, Dez Loreen, and David Stewart (Inuvialuit Communications Society).
Acknowledgments: Community of Tuktoyaktuk, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, Inuvialuit Regional Corporation, Climate Change Preparedness in the North
Program (CIRNAC), Tuktoyaktuk Community Corporation, Oceans North, Canoe North Adventures, Inuit Circumpolar Council, Mangilaluk School,
Avatar Media, University of Victoria, Aurora Research Institute, Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council, Northern Scientific Training Program,
Students on Ice Foundation, UN Youth Climate Report, Royal Canadian Geographical Society, Vistek, and Best Buy.
Maéva Gauthier is a PhD student in Geography within the Community-based Research Lab at the University of Victoria in British Columbia, Canada,
and a graduate student fellow at the university’s Centre for Global Studies. Her research interests include community resilience and adaptation, human
dimensions of global change, participatory approaches, and youth engagement in the Arctic.
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The lakes of the Andean mountains are places for reconnecting with Mother Nature. Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019
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Top Right: The collective
leadership axis helped
participants reflect and listen
to themselves, while surrounded
by and reconnected to Mother
Nature. Photo: Yolanda López
Maldonado, 2019
Bottom Left:: Indigenous and
local communities are experts on
biodiversity conservation. During
ALLSA, we learned a lot from
members of the Parque
de la Papa communities.
Photo: Yolanda López
Maldonado, 2019
Bottom Right: Body-TerritorySeeds activity: Participants shared
experiences with seeds from their
own countries. For example, they
learned different ways of naming
and shared personal episodes.
Photo: Yolanda López
Maldonado, 2019

At the Parque de la Papa, Association ANDES guided ALLSA 2019 participants toward transformative learning, employing decolonization methods
and tools that prioritize Indigenous knowledge and traditional practices. Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019

(Potato Park) in the highest mountains of Peru, at about 4500 m of
altitude. The Parque de la Papa is an area comprised of six Andean
communities that possess the highest diversity of potatoes in the
world. Life is hard in the mountains, where temperatures drop below
zero during the austral winter, and where people have to walk along
a maze of mountain trails to go from one community to another.
When we arrived there, in September of 2019, the air was cold and
there was still some snow on the peaks of the Apus.

90 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 9

In 2015, a group of us, colleagues from different Latin American
countries who were concerned about the destruction and loss of our
biocultural diversity, had created the Latin American Academy for
Food Systems Resilience (Academia Latinoamericana de Liderazgo
de los Sistemas Alimentarios, or ALLSA). We brought together young
Latin Americans and frontline defenders of our natural resources to
embrace this dimension of the extinction of knowledge systems, ways of
life, and ancestral traditions. Our goal: to mount a biocultural extinction

leaves, they told us, with pride, about the Ayllu system, a
network of extended families that is the traditional form
of community in the Andes: “We have Sallka Ayllu,
Runa Ayllu, Auki Ayllu . . . And those represent the
Sumaq Causay, the right living.”
Coca lies at the heart of Peruvian traditions. It is
used in countless recipes but also in ceremonies. Because
of the amount of energy coca leaves provide, people
chew them to relieve hunger and fatigue and to enhance
physical performance. They explain that the leaves are
used as herbal medicine for problems such as asthma.
While I follow intently, one of our hosts explains, “You
have to listen to what the plants and animals and the
universe are saying.” After drinking my tea, I understand
what they mean: Mother Nature, the people, the
animals, the plants, all the components of our universe,
the physical/material/spiritual, are connected in an
endless cycle, and we need to take care of it all.

Mother Nature, the people, the animals,
the plants, all the components of our universe,
the physical/material/spiritual, are
connected in an endless cycle.
But now we also need to combine our Indigenous
traditions with the modern world so that Nature can be
protected. How to do that? That’s why we traveled all
the way to the Parque de la Papa to learn what Andean
communities are doing and how this might help. By sharing
experiences, food, and knowledge with Indigenous people
from the Parque de la Papa, visiting their local markets,
and so forth, ALLSA participants were able to interact
and learn about the food systems from the region, while
emphasizing experiential and horizontal learning based on
Indigenous knowledge.

Left: Daniel, an Indigenous Peruvian farmer who participated in ALLSA, explaining the essence of the Ayllu community system. Right: Participants experienced Andean culture,
knowledge, and place, such as chewing coca leaves for ceremonial purposes. Photos: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019

rebellion by fostering transformative social and environmental
learning and facilitating innovation in agricultural, food, and
nutritional systems through pluricultural dialogue. We all consider
ourselves as changemakers: community leaders and innovators
playing a role in taking action for the resilience of our food systems.
We believe that Latin America has the people and the resources to
contribute to the preservation of the world’s biocultural diversity.
The first Latin American Academy was held in the Dominican
Republic in 2015. Now, in 2019, the ALLSA meeting was to be held
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at the Parque de la Papa. The aim of our ten-day meeting was to
build leadership through processes of reconnection. By partnering
with the local communities of the Parque de la Papa, we sought
to exchange information with them and learn from them to build
resilient food systems in our communities as well. The Parque
de la Papa is, above all, a biocultural territory dedicated to the
conservation of the heritage of the communities that live there.
During the academy, we met some of the potato farmers. As we
were sitting around the room, holding cups of tea made from coca

During ALLSA, we were oriented around four
transdisciplinary axes, which helped us to achieve several
goals: (a) (re)connect to traditional knowledge and integrate
local perspectives by creating bridges between knowledge
systems and knowledge holders; (b) include tools to
Top Right: Reconnecting to traditional practices and nature allowed
participants to engage in experiential learning with Indigenous farmers
and campesinos [farmers] from the Parque de la Papa communities.
Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019
Center Right: ALLSA facilitated dialogue between different knowledge
systems, respecting all paradigms and providing spaces for Indigenous
capacity building. Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019
Bottom Right: Embracing values, worldviews, and visions of
Indigenous communities is a way to enable transformative
change and the resilience of our food systems.
Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019
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study and assess food security and food sovereignty
in a process of knowledge construction; (c) analyze
problems related to storage, distribution, transport,
marketing of food in sustainable food chains; and
(d) foster creative approaches to problem-solving
through participatory leadership. We learned how
to empower communities to maintain and use their
knowledge, concepts, methods, and intergenerational
knowledge transfer capacity, and how to support
research led by Indigenous Peoples. We also explored
ideas for the development of Indigenous communities
based on the sustainable use of their biocultural
heritage.

Opposite Page Top: Participants learned about the potato
varieties that are found in the Parque de la Papa area.
Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019
Opposite Page Center: ALLSA was a transformative space
to co-create and integrate knowledge and to promote
sustainable food systems that nourish communities while
promoting human wellbeing and ecosystem health.
Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019
Opposite Page Bottom: Horizontal and transformative
learning approaches allowed us to share experiences
and seek solutions to complex food systems problems
while enjoying the delicious Andean food.
Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019

Now we also need to combine our Indigenous
traditions with the modern world so that
Nature can be protected.
ALLSA is thus a signpost of new thinking and
new approaches that are emerging in Latin America,
which challenge conventional science and policymaking. The organization is a good example that we,
young Latin Americans (both Indigenous and nonIndigenous), are staging a rebellion against the loss of
our biocultural diversity. It is a clear indication that
different knowledge systems can go hand in hand and
evolve harmoniously with the natural world, and that
we don’t need to wait for approval, endorsement, or
consent from any country or global forum in order to
accomplish what we want: protect Mother Nature.

Acknowledgments: ALLSA 2019 was conceived and run
collectively. Thus, the opinions represented here are the result
of two years of hard work among friends and colleagues from
Latin America. This is only a small way to acknowledge
them all.

Yolanda López Maldonado is an Indigenous systems
thinker in integrative science for sustainability, with extensive
experience representing Indigenous Peoples’ interests in scientific
and policy fora. Her mission is to create respectful approaches
in any field or discipline that is conducted by, grounded in, or
engages with Indigenous communities, their wisdom, and their
knowledge systems.
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Right: At the Parque de la Papa, participants shared
food and prepared traditional dishes with local
ingredients. Photo: Yolanda López Maldonado, 2019
Bottom: ALLSA 2019 was a meeting point for
changemakers from different Latin American countries
fighting against biodiversity loss and for protecting
Mother Nature. Photo: Alexis Suárez, 2019

two private high schools in Maumere, the city where I live in Indonesia.
I not only guide students in dance practice but also teach them to
appreciate other people and other living things, so as to make this world
wonderful not only with our dances but also with our attitude.

The way to make this world better comes
from within ourselves as human beings.
I created my artwork to show people around the world that we as
living things need to heal the world. The way to make this world better
comes from within ourselves as human beings. We need to appreciate
one another—not only other people but also other living things. We
need to create this new world with love, forgiveness, and caring. Today
we are losing biocultural diversity because people are always selfish,
minding their own business and chasing power and money in the world.

My oxygen is love

My Oxygen—The Dance. Video: Fauzi Majid, 2020 (Watch at https://youtu.be/yBBAfE5MdxE)

My oxygen is forgiveness

MY OXYGEN

My oxygen is joy

My oxygen is nature

My oxygen is togetherness

Fauzi Bin Abdul Majid

Their oxygen is money
Their oxygen is power
Their oxygen is war

Their oxygen is killing
Their oxygen is hate

They took my oxygen away,
So they can breathe.

They killed my oxygen,

So they can be the King.

I created my poem and dance for a world that is really sick right now. I rebel against the
extinction of the world’s biocultural diversity from my own experience as a young Indigenous
person. As one of the Indigenous youths of Indonesia, I am upset that we as human beings are
causing the loss of biocultural diversity. All living creatures need one another to make our world
healthy and beautiful. People need other people to help one another. People also need biodiversity
so that they can survive and thrive. But if biodiversity is lost, people suffer. And if people suffer,
they cannot protect biodiversity.

All living creatures need one another to make
our world healthy and beautiful.

They raped my oxygen,

So they can make me a slave.
When will my oxygen be back?

When will my oxygen be happy?
I miss my oxygen.

Please give it back to me,

So that I may live again . . .

I learned to create poetry when I was fifteen years old. I took literature in senior high
school and learned about fiction, drama, and poetry, including traditional Malay poetry. I have
been composing poetry since I was sixteen. All of my poetry is about my experience and what
happens in the world. In senior high school, I twice received an award as the best student of
Malay literature.

I have also been a dancer since the age of seven. I learned various genres of modern dance
such as hip-hop, popping, twerk, and contemporary dance. I really like contemporary dance
because it allows me to express my protest about our way of life. I am a coach of modern dance in
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Human activities are responsible for the extinction of species and
habitats and the loss of biodiversity. The extinction of species and
ecosystems means the extinction of the life systems that support human
life. And people are at war with one another, too—killing, bullying,
discriminating, and hating so that they can get ahead in this world. The
COVID-19 pandemic and mounting racial and ethnic tensions around
the globe are creating a devastating social, economic, and political crisis
that also contributes to the loss of biocultural diversity.

The extinction of species and ecosystems means the
extinction of the life systems that support human life.
Watching the news of what’s happening in the world right now,
as an Indigenous youth I wanted to rebel. We need nature and nature
needs us, so we shouldn’t destroy each other. I created my poetry when
I was at the beach in Maumere. There I saw people in nature, saw them
enjoy the beauty of nature. We need to care for this beautiful nature so
it can still be there for future generations, instead of causing it to be
gone forever because of our destructive actions. That gave me the idea
of making poetry about biocultural diversity—not just about people but
also about other living things.

My poem is about what we had before, like love, joy, forgiveness,
togetherness, and nature—all the things we are losing because of
people who only care about money and power. We and all other living
things need the world to get better soon—and not only because of
COVID-19 but also because of the loss of togetherness and of caring
for one another and for the natural world. Plants and animals are vital
elements in the balance of nature and are essential to the health of the
earth. Breaking the balance of nature will make the earth no longer a
comfortable home for humans. As residents of the earth, we are obliged

Sunset at Magepanda Beach in Maumere. Young people still appreciate how beautiful
nature is. Photo: Rikardus Nong Frit Dulle, 2020

Fauzi after making his dance video at Gading Beach in Maumere. Photo: Ixon Jalden, 2020

to preserve the existence of plants and animals, in order to maintain the
natural balance and ensure our own well-being.

Breaking the balance of nature will make the earth
no longer a comfortable home for humans.
As for my dance, I created it in one day to express my extinction
rebellion. Many contemporary dancers want to convey a message
about love within a couple, but that’s not what I wanted to do. In my
choreography, I showed my feelings and emotions about the world right
now. I feel I am alone because many people don’t care about biocultural
diversity. We need to change all that and care for one another as human
beings and for other living things. In this video I used my stage name
as a dancer, FAUZ MA, which I have been using since I performed
in senior high school. The video of my dance was shot at one of the
beaches in Maumere, with a nice view of the sea and the islands in the
background.

I offer my poetry and dance as oxygen for the world.
I offer my poetry and dance as oxygen for the world. We need to
learn to appreciate other people and other living things so that we can
help our world heal and make it better than it was yesterday.

Fauzi Bin Abdul Majid (FAUZ MA) is an Indigenous Palu’e youth from Indonesia. A poet, writer, dancer, choreographer, and coach of modern dance,
he graduated from Nusa Nipa University in Maumere, Indonesia. His poetry and dance are meant as offerings of oxygen for the world.
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RIVER OF BROWN WATERS
Laissa Malih
My video, River of Brown Waters, is the story of a river called Ewaso
Ng’iro in northern Kenya. The river arises from the west side of Mount
Kenya and flows through the pastoralist counties of Laikipia, Samburu,
Isiolo, and Marsabit. It supports wildlife and many other species and has
been, and continues to be, a lifeline and a source of livelihood to the region’s
Maasai, Samburu, Borana, and Somali pastoralist communities. The river is
a giver of life, from the simplest day-to-day chores of a pastoralist woman
at home, all the way to livestock and to the wildlife and vegetation in the
ecosystem. It is also a source of heritage for the communities, being central
to many major rituals, traditions, and cultural ceremonies that define these
communities’ Indigenous identity. As well, the cultural importance of
Ewaso Ng’iro is apparent in the local folklore, as many songs, proverbs,
riddles, and stories all revolve around the river.

Known as one of the permanent rivers of Kenya, Ewaso Ng’iro is
now facing serious threats. It has become seasonal, flowing at the mercy
of rains whose patterns are being altered by climate change. Other threats
arise from national government megaprojects, conflicts among different
stakeholders along the river, and activities such as sand harvesting and
charcoal burning. As the life of the river is increasingly at risk, so are the
cultures, traditions, and livelihoods of the pastoralists, who are facing a
slow extinction that goes unnoticed by everyone except those communities
themselves. Wildlife that the communities have lived with and conserved
for a very long time is also facing a gradual extinction.
In a previous video, Ewaso Ng’iro—Camel Caravan (Langscape
Magazine, Vol. 8, 2019), I filmed a community-led initiative that has been
taking place annually since 2013: a camel caravan walk along the river

Above: The middle course of the river in Samburu County, some kilometers away from Samburu National Reserve. Photo: Franklyne Mudulia, 2019
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that aims to create a voice for the river as well as for the communities,
livestock, wildlife, and vegetation that the river supports, and to raise
awareness of the threats and why we need to protect and save the river.

The reason why I wanted to tell more of Ewaso Ng’iro’s story is that
people are still reluctant to see the changes that are happening along the
river’s ecosystem, even though a lot of lives are tied to it: human lives,
the lives of human cultures and traditions, the lives of many animal
species from livestock to wildlife, and the lives of many kinds of plants.
If no action is taken, one day we’ll wake up to a dry riverbed, and we’ll
only be left with telling the history of a mighty river that once was but
is no more.

If the river dies or goes into extinction, then we’ll lose all those lives,
and people will lose their own cultures and traditions. For example, the
circumcision ceremonies are entirely dependent on the river, because
there are certain rituals that the river’s water has long been used to
perform. As another example, in the video an Elder explains how some
species of trees and herbs have been lost simply because the river’s
flow keeps fluctuating—sometimes it has water, while at other times
it is very dry—as it is now entirely dependent on the rains, which are
fluctuating too due to climate change.

The “biocultural extinction rebellion” comes in different forms.
One is rebellion against the ignorance of our current generation,
especially the youth. Most of the people who are concerned about
the river are members of the older generation, who are worried for
the future generations and the fate of their culture. Nowadays, our
youths prefer to run away from reality and assume that the problem
will solve itself. They are the only links to both the modern world and
the traditional life in the villages because they have been educated in
both. They can understand what’s happening, especially with climate
change. When you come to the Elders in the villages, yes, they do
have an idea; but in their own languages they have no scientific terms
to explain the issues of climate change and biodiversity extinction.
People in the younger generation are the ones who should help build
movements and raise the voices of rivers, trees, animals, cultures, and
traditions, so that they may still be there for generations to come.
The other form of biocultural extinction rebellion is against
the marginalization of Indigenous people at the local, county,
and national levels. In those contexts, Indigenous people have no
voice—or if they do raise their voice they are silenced because they
are assumed to be backward and not in need of first-hand help to

Above: A March 2019 drone shot of the landscape through which the river flows at Waso in Laikipia County, showing the dry riverbed. Photo: Lemarti, 2019
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A boy who was about to undergo circumcision had to come to the river to cleanse himself with the water both by bathing in it and drinking it. Photo: Laissa Malih, 2019

In this shot from March 2019, taken in the middle course of the river in Laikipia County, at a place called Waso, the riverbed is completely dry. Photo: Laissa Malih, 2019

combat climate change and to protect their ecosystems, biodiversity,
and cultures. In fact, others would like to just come in and take
whatever Indigenous people have. We all know that most Indigenous
communities around the world are caregivers and protectors of the
environment, and so most of their regions are rich compared to other
places. For example, in my community people really treasure forests
because they are a source of medicinal herbs and other products
needed in the village. The forest is also home to the wild animals that
people have interacted with for a long time.

In my documentary, there is an Elder who explains how trees,
especially the really big ones, were considered sacred and were a
form of dowry. Since the Indigenous communities didn’t make
use of money, the trees were their treasures, important for their
livelihoods, such as for beekeeping. A family might own several trees.
Owning a tree meant you had to protect it so that your livelihood
could also thrive. Some trees served as sacred sites for prayers and
specific rituals. But now, due to marginalization and people wanting
material goods, many of the trees have been lost. Someone will come
in and cut a tree that has taken hundreds of years to grow, so that
they may either sell it or make furniture from it. And also because of
marginalization, when a report is made that a tree was cut illegally,
the authorities won’t take the complaint seriously. They will assume
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that you, as an Indigenous community, don’t have much use for the
tree aside for beekeeping or prayers!

River of Brown Waters tells the story of the river’s life across
generations, through the voices of pastoralists who speak as the river
itself, recounting its history, its importance, and the threats it is facing.
In the end, a human voice personalizes Ewaso Ng’iro and tells us how
it feels because of all the blows that are inflicted on it and what its
fears are. Let’s all walk and work together to save Ewaso Ng’iro!
To learn more, visit:

https://www.facebook.com/CamelCaravan2018/
https://www.facebook.com/nomadfootprintske/
https://www.facebook.com/heritageofmaasai/

Laissa Malih is a Laikipian Maasai and the first female filmmaker in
her community, with an interest in documenting, linking, and amplifying
the voices of youth and women across diverse Indigenous cultures in
Kenya and worldwide.
River of Brown Waters Video: Laissa Malih, 2020 (Watch at https://vimeo.com/469990070)
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PLEASE TALK to ME!
I Am a Stranger Until You Talk to Me
Edna Kilusu
“What?” my friend and I said simultaneously. The sheriff
had asked if we had any drugs or guns with us. It was a calm, hot
summer evening when we
decided to go on a short
bike ride after a long,
boring three months of
quarantine in Ogallala,
Nebraska. We biked
down the dirt county
road onto the paved road,
three-quarters of a mile
away from our hosts’
house. Since we had two
bikes for three people,
two people biked while
one walked, then we took
turns. It wasn’t too long
on our way back home,
as the sun was beautifully
setting down over the
open treeless fields, when
a sheriff ’s car pulled in
front of us.

girls stuck in Nebraska since spring break in March as a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Her tone changed, and I could
see tears welling up in
her brown eyes. Perhaps
she felt conflicted: as
a woman of color in
the United States, she
should have been out
there protesting against
police brutality; instead,
because of her job as
an officer, she found
herself in the very
uncomfortable situation
of interrogating women
of color. Blanketing
the air with dust, she
drove off up the dirt
road to our hosts’ home
to confirm our address,
which is what her job
required her to do.

The three of us stood
I was on foot and one
there, watching. It felt as
of my friends was on a
if our feet were nailed in
bike a few feet ahead of
place, me with a portable
me, while the other was
speaker and an iPhone
way behind us, still biking
with a sunflower case,
back and forth on the
and my two friends on
asphalt road, as that was
bikes, all confused about
easier than biking on the
what had just happened.
dirt road.The sheriff was
Since we had nobody
a Latino woman, maybe
else to turn to, we looked
in her late twenties or
at one another, furious,
early thirties. She started
wondering who had
questioning us: Where
called the police on us.
are you going? Where
“Suspicious???”
asked
Me biking down the dirt road in Ogallala, Nebraska, where my friends and
do you live? What is your
one of my friends. That
I experienced police brutality. Photo: Sioni Ayubu, 2020
home address? Do you have
was what was reported to
any official identification with you? After maybe ten minutes of
the police department: that there were “suspicious black men”
interrogation, during which our other friend had caught up with
riding bikes. Not only were we shocked that someone would
us, the sheriff realized that we were just three innocent Maasai
characterize us as suspicious, but also, we are all female!
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Before coming to the United States almost six
years ago, I had never seen myself as black and never
encountered any racial biases. Instead, as a Maasai woman,
I had experienced ethnic bias. With more than a hundred
tribes and ethnic groups in Tanzania, each tribe speaks their
own language and practices different customs and beliefs.
Therefore, it is easy to identify who belongs to which ethnic
group, especially the Maasai, as we stand out due to our
characteristic and well-known attire. Once my friend and
I went to a hair salon in Tanzania to get our hair done. As
we waited to be served, we sat down on a comfy red sofa and
started chatting in our native language, Maasai. When it was
my friend’s turn to have her hair done, the hairdresser started
yelling at her in Swahili with an angry voice: “Simamisha
kichwa, we Maasai!” (“Keep your head straight, you Maasai!”).
I told my friend in English: “We can just go to another salon!”
The hairdresser and the other women who were waiting in the
salon looked at us in surprise. They started asking us where
we went to school, and when we said that we studied in the
United States, the tone of the conversation changed from
yelling to excited curiosity.

Before coming to the United States almost six
years ago, I had never seen myself as black and
never encountered any racial biases.
Similar to people of color in the United States, who live
in a largely segregated society, we Maasai live on our own,
often apart from other tribes in order to keep ourselves united
and comfortable practicing and preserving our culture. As a
result, other tribes perceive us to be washamba, which means
“uncivilized” in Swahili, and treat us differently. Yet, there are
highly educated Maasai, like me and my friend, who go to
school in the United States or in other African countries but
still practice their culture. Even after over five years of living
in the States away from my family and culture, I still speak
Maasai, as I always have.

Several different experiences in the United States and at
home have caused me to reflect on my identity as a Maasai,
a person of color, and a woman. While taking a Social
Psychology course this summer, I learned that cultures differ
in the ways in which we feel about ourselves and the ways in
which we treat one another. I grew up in an interdependent
culture, where we see ourselves and our contributions as
part of a group. We help one another for free with grazing
livestock, weeding, harvesting, and all sorts of other activities.
I would babysit our neighbors’ kids for free when they had to
go on a three-hour walk to the market. Meanwhile, right now
here in Nebraska, I live with a host family with three young
kids, and because the parents have to work, I help babysit the
kids. I find it strange that I live here, eat, shower, and sleep for

Me (right) and the friend whom I was with at the hair salon in Tanzania.
Photo: Loondomon Sambweti, 2019

Me, Neema Tayai, and Sioni Ayubu (left to right) with our hosts’ children in Nebraska.
Photo: Jamie Wieseler, 2020
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dance floor in dead silence, and I
wondered, why didn’t we just listen
to what he had to say? I felt really
embarrassed when my friend told
our chaperone about the incident
and they made a big deal out of it.
I sat there in that very noisy room
pondering what was going through
their minds. In mine, I just wished
I had talked to the guy as a fellow
human being. I don’t think he had
seen a Maasai dress before and he
might have been just curious, but I
will never know. I would have known
if we had let him say whatever he
was about to ask. This was just one
of several incidents in which my
American friends tried to teach me
not to talk to strangers.

The independent nature
of American culture
has led people to detach
themselves from simple yet
meaningful relationships that
my interdependent
culture has taught me to
embody and embrace.

Me with my mom (right) who constantly insisted that I should greet
Photo: Veronica Mayasek, 2018

free, yet my hosts pay me to babysit their kids. The independent
nature of American culture has led people to detach themselves
from simple yet meaningful relationships that my interdependent
culture has taught me to embody and embrace.

On senior prom night at my U.S. high school, my friend and
I left to go to the washroom. I was in a beaded off-the-shoulder
Maasai dress, rubega, when a guy who I guess was curious to
look at the dress approached me. My friend pulled me away,
whispering: “You can’t talk to strangers!” We walked back to the
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By contrast, my parents always
taught me to greet people, especially
adults, even strangers. I would be
walking back home from the farm
with my mom and encounter a group
of men of my dad’s age. Although I
always tried to convince my mom to
take an alternate route with me as a
way to avoid meeting that group of
men, she always insisted we keep
people, even strangers.
walking on the same path, and I had
to greet them traditionally, where I
had to bow and they touched my head, one by one. My resistance
was due in part to my own shyness, but I also felt uncomfortable
with how women were treated in my community, which was
constantly reinforced by greeting rituals. Culturally, men are
viewed as leaders and strong members of the community, hence
higher respect towards them is demanded. I tell myself that I am
smart and intellectual, but if I picture myself through the eyes of
men in my community, I am “just a woman.” When a woman calls
for change, she is seen as rebellious, regardless of her objective.
A woman’s actions are not rewarded in the community. Over

time, despite understanding their own
strengths, women have accepted this
reality as a cultural norm: that they
always come second. Like sexism has
been normalized in my culture, much
as it is a legacy of past history, so
has racism been normalized in the
United States.

Like sexism has been normalized
in my culture, much as it is a
legacy of past history, so has
racism been normalized
in the United States.
When I was riding my bike on that
dirt road in Nebraska, I experienced
real American history—a history filled
with racism that has brought us to a
present in which we are sometimes not
open to talking to strangers. This is a
history I had read about in books and
seen in movies, but now I have come
to know it to be true. As a Maasai
woman from Tanzania, I never pictured
myself as subject to experiencing police
brutality. This incident has changed the
way I see myself and the world I live in.

Despite empathizing with people
of color in the United States, I
initially didn’t understand the pain and
suffering they were going through. As
an African, I didn’t associate myself
with the history of racism in the
United States as much as American
people of color do, because I found
myself in a different situation. This
encounter has made me reflect on
the tribalism and sexism experiences
Me (right) in the beaded off-the-shoulder Maasai dress that I wore on senior prom night in the USA.
I have faced in Tanzania. In addition,
On the left is one of the friends of mine who tried to teach me not to talk to strangers.
it has reminded me of the importance
Photo: Unknown, 2019
of talking to strangers that my mom
conversation with the sheriff, though complicated by questioning,
had impressed on me. If whoever reported on us had stopped
to come to a moment of realization that led to tears and a sense
to have a conversation with us, they might have realized that
of connection.
we were just innocent girls on a bike ride after a hot summer
day during three long months of quarantine. Since we are black
We can’t know one another if we don’t talk to one another. Even
and didn’t look familiar to the person that reported on us, they
a simple greeting is enough to start a conversation—enough to
brighten one’s day or (why not?) to create a beautiful relationship.
assumed that we were threatening. However, it only took a brief

Edna Kilusu is an international student from the Maasai ethnic group in Tanzania. She is currently a sophomore studying Psychology and Anthropology
at Gettysburg College, Pennsylvania, USA.
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THIS WORLD IS
MADE FOR YOU
Darryl Whetung
Our spirit isn’t red skin, or light skin, brown skin, white skin
Or if we have red hair, brown or black hair, when will the buffalo herd come back here?
Are we raven or are we eagle? We are families, we are equals
It’s our wigwam, it’s our war song, or the moon that came before the sun
It’s the contract made at contact, we wrote your acceptance on our Wampun
Oh Gitchi Manitou (Great Spirit), you’re there for me, and we’re here for you
We are all here on the turtle, waking morning there’s a bird call
Saying Waubun (Morning), so nice see to you, Odaanisan (Daughter), there’s warmth for you,
there’s cold for you, there’s sad for you
Odaanisan, there’s love for you, Odaanisan, there’s a moon for you, Odaanisan, there’s food for you
Odaanisan, sing our song again, Odaanisan, speak our tongue again
Oh Gitchi Manitou, you stayed for us, we’re strong for you.
From the east wind crying people were not heard because the steeple
Made quiet ways forgotten, made corn, squash and beans all rotten
Now many faces ride together, with hopes our children’s world is better
They will plant the seed that grew our sisters, heal heart and heal our blisters
Odaanisan, you walk with my bones, but you love with your heart
Oh Gitchi Manitou, chi miigwetch (Great Thanks), we give our thanks to you.

Opposite Page: I taught my two daughters, Nova and Raleigh, to make these dreamcatchers and respect them by hanging them so they shall never touch the ground
and cleansing them every morning in the light of the sun. Artwork and photo: Nova and Raleigh Whetung, 2020
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About the Poem

In nature and in all beings, there are great teachings the Creator
gifted to balance our lives. We must recognize these gifts that we
were given and share them openly to bring good medicine into
this rich and diverse world we share with all living creations. Amik
(Beaver) selflessly shares its beautiful gift by cleaning our water,
maintaining life and balance to our environment for all living beings.
We must give thanks to the Creator who has taught us an
important life lesson. If we don’t use our gifts to heal, our teeth will
grow into our heart, destroying us and the manitou (spirit) of our

being. Our gifts were given as medicine to heal ourselves by helping
others. The colonial world teaches us to be safe and shield ourselves
with personal boundaries and intelligent choices.
Make wise choices. “My daughters, remember the past of your
ancestors, for their choices are why you are here today. Use that
wisdom so our families flourish in the sun of tomorrow.”
My spirit and being are Ojibway, and my writings come from
my personal understanding, in which many nations have shared and
gifted me their knowledge and history.
I am deeply thankful for these teachings.

Darryl Whetung is an award-winning Ojibway film, television, and documentary editor/producer. He wears many hats: from producer to director,
creator and writer. Amy’s Mythic Mornings, a six-episode animated children’s series he created and wrote, currently airs on the Aboriginal Peoples
Television Network (APTN).
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The river and local livelihoods are intertwined and interdependent. Photo: Felipe Montoya-Greenheck, 2020

Pura Vida

Costa Rican Peasants Fight
for a World That Contains Many Worlds
Felipe Montoya-Greenheck

Above: The Peñas Blancas River is the lifeblood of the Alexander Skutch Biological Corridor and of the peasant communities living there.
Photo: Felipe Montoya-Greenheck, 2020
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Southern Costa Rica is one of the country’s most biodiverse
regions, with ecosystems ranging from the highest tropical alpine
peaks and glacial lakes in the Talamanca mountain range, to the
lowland rainforests and Pacific mangroves, with an endless network
of streams and rivers forming the Great Terraba River watershed.
The region is home to five of the eight Indigenous Nations in the
country, who have inhabited those lands for generations, going back
at least three thousand years. Today, while regularly ranked among
the country’s poorest areas, southern Costa Rica hosts resilient rural
communities with strong links to the land and to their traditional
ways of life.

Costa Rica hosts resilient rural communities with strong
links to the land and to their traditional ways of life.
In 2004, a community initiative led to the creation of the
Alexander Skutch Biological Corridor (or COBAS from the initials
of its Spanish name), which connects isolated patches of forest from
the highlands all the way to the lowlands, along the course of the
Peñas Blancas River. The goal of this conservation effort was to
safeguard the local biodiversity by facilitating the movement and
expanding the habitats of native species.
At the same time, the creation of the corridor also aimed to
improve the well-being of the local human communities—seven

of which, mostly made up of peasant families, inhabit the COBAS.
Community members mainly grow coffee and sugarcane and raise
cattle on pastures in the hilly terrain. The Peñas Blancas River is
an integral part of these peasant communities’ daily life—the place
where they obtain water for their crops and cattle and where they go
with their families for entertainment.

Many find the source of their well-being
in their relationships with other people, with nature,
and with their spiritual world.
As small landholders, they barely derive enough income from
farming to raise their families, so they often seek employment in
construction, commerce, and services, mostly outside the COBAS.
Many households also have family members who brave the
vicissitudes of illegal immigration into the USA to find work, save
money, and return with capital—or send remittances—to be invested
in their home communities. Yet, despite the economic difficulties they
face, most of the peasants living in the COBAS wouldn’t trade how
and where they live for permanent life in the city. Above and beyond
making an income, many find the source of their well-being in their
relationships with other people, with nature, and with their spiritual
world. In their own words, gathered by my student and collaborator,
Mburucuyá Marcela Ortiz Imlach:
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“Nature, the rivers, the songs, the
day and the night . . . everything looks
beautiful here. I can’t find the beauty I
have here . . . anywhere else. Just sit down
and you’ll see many different animals.
Everything is pure life (pura vida) here.”

The community marches for the river: “You can help! The river is counting on you for it to continue
to support life.” Photo: Ríos Vivos, 2016

“A peasant is someone who is born, grows up, gets old, and dies
in the countryside (campo). Ever since peasants have existed, God has
been supporting them. God knows that peasants have to deal with
many struggles. Peasants are the umbilical cord that connects the
land to the people. You may produce tons of computers, but you can’t
eat them. When a baby cries, you can’t feed him or her a computer;
you have to give him or her a milk bottle. This is what governments
and urban people can’t understand.”

The harlequin toad (Atelopus varius), an endangered species, reappeared in
the Alexander Skutch Biological Corridor, contributing to the communities’
arguments against damming the Peñas Blancas River. Photo: Don Downer, 2019
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“When looking at the mountains,
you’ll see many different birds. If you
look at my land, you’ll see that I chose
to plant some trees specifically to attract
birds to visit my place. Watching them
makes me feel very happy. I have been
seeing them since I was a child. Watching
nature, trees, animals . . . this has been
part of most of my life. What would we
do without nature? Having a biological
corridor helps people follow through with
the idea of preserving the trees and the
sources of life for all beings.”

With so strong a sense of belonging,
it may come as no surprise that the
communities mobilized vigorously to protect their river when it
was threatened with the construction of a hydroelectric plant. The
mobilization took the form of letters, artwork, public protests,
marches, meetings with politicians, and spiritual pilgrimages to
honor the river. Community members countered the developers’
slick arguments about sustainable development and clean energy
by expressing values linked to peasant lifeways and to the
lifeworlds of other species dependent on the river.
Indeed, their struggle was aided by the unexpected
reappearance of an animal species that had been declared critically
endangered and was considered extinct in the area: the harlequin
toad (Atelopus varius), which had once made this river its home.
This is a story about the interconnectedness of nature and culture
and how people can come together to fight for a world that
contains many worlds.
What led to this fight? Nearly 100 percent of Costa
Rica’s electricity is produced from renewable sources, mainly
hydroelectric plants. This is a reason for pride in the country
and elicits the admiration of the international community for
this small nation’s achievements in sustainable development. The
country’s mountainous topography and abundant precipitation
make it an obvious choice to dam rivers upstream to harness the
energy potential of water when it is released and, with the full
force of gravity, goes through turbines to generate hydroelectric
power. This has been the common policy for the Costa Rican
Institute of Electricity (ICE), which was created in 1949—the
year after the revolution that gave rise to the democratic Republic
of Costa Rica, its political constitution, the abolition of the
military, and the creation of other state institutions entrusted with
safeguarding the well-being of people.

Elders of the Alexander Skutch Biological Corridor communities proclaim their defense of the river at the Municipal Palace. Photo: Ríos Vivos, 2016

Over time, however, global political and economic forces began
pressuring the Costa Rican welfare state to scale down social
services, reduce the size of government, and allow the logic of
free markets to determine the viability of state institutions. In this
context, the generation of hydroelectric power, which had been solely
in the hands of the ICE, was opened up for limited competition
in 1991 and then expanded in 2012 to allow private corporations
to generate electricity. What at first had been conceived primarily
as a vital service provided by the state for the development of the
country became an opportunity for private companies to generate
profits. No sooner had this legislation been decreed in 2012, than
applications for damming rivers began to mushroom throughout the
country. One of those rivers was the Peñas Blancas in the COBAS.

That same year, a corporate developer showed up in the
communities to present his company’s plans for building a dam
on the Peñas Blancas. He explained how this would bring jobs to
the community, generate clean electricity, and contribute to the
sustainable development of the country. Many of the locals were
pleased to see this opportunity come to their communities. Some
even offered to sell parts of their land to make room for dam
construction. Others, however, were wary of the fine words and
promises. They came together and formed the Ríos Vivos (Living
Rivers) movement to look into the implications of this and nearly
twenty other proposed hydroelectric dam projects in southern
Costa Rica.

Soon, Ríos Vivos discovered that tucked away in the developers’
proposals were things that shed a very different light on the prospective
dams. They promised jobs—but those were limited to a few months
during the construction phase, after which only one or two jobs
would be created for outside professionals. They promised to allow an
“ecological flow” that wouldn’t affect the ecosystems and the social uses
along the river—but their definition of “ecological flow” was to divert
ninety percent of the water, turning the Peñas Blancas and all eighteen
other rivers in the region into bare riverbeds of dry rocks. To generate
corporate profits, the developers would tamper with and destroy the
places where families used to spend weekends together swimming in
waterholes along the river and gathering fond memories, and where an
uncountable number of animal and plant species lived their lives.
It’s not easy to fight corporate interests, especially when their
purposes are cloaked in narratives of sustainable development, clean
energy, and contributing to the local economies. Who could possibly
be against such offers? Yet, Ríos Vivos took them on, informing the
communities of what was left unsaid in the Peñas Blancas developer’s
presentations and documents. Ríos Vivos also brought community
members together in a collective effort to remember and express the
importance of other values that are often taken for granted—values
that could well be jeopardized with the construction of a dam and
the drying up of the river. In the words of some residents, recorded by
another student and collaborator of mine, Carmen Alejandra UmañaKinitzki, during these activities:
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Local and visiting families enjoy the clear waters of the Peñas Blancas River, now freed from the threat of the hydroelectric dam. Photo: Felipe Montoya-Grenheck, 2020

“Water is life.”

“Creeks and springs are the blood of the river.”
“Rivers are the veins of the world.”

“Water has no price; it is the lifeblood of our veins.”
“Without water, we are nothing.”

“All water is indispensable for terrestrial and aquatic life and
the survival of species—you can find unique species here—water
signifies life.”

“The river has to be preserved, for flora and fauna. The flora
needs good water to live, and fauna, too. By maintaining the river, you
maintain the flora and fauna—and they are important.”

“Water has no price; it is the lifeblood of our veins.”
The value of preserving the river for the benefit of plants and
animals was pitted against the value of diverting almost the totality of
the river’s water to generate electricity as a “sustainable” commodity for
sale, for corporate profit and national development. In the language
of the state-supported paradigm of sustainable development, which
centers on guaranteeing the satisfaction of today’s needs without
compromising those of future generations, value is placed primarily on
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the needs of humans. The local people defending the river, instead, spoke
to the needs of those other than human. In the battle of narratives, the
“sustainable development” twist meant that the deck was stacked in
favor of the developers.

The developers were also allowed to produce the required
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) on their own, without any
third-party oversight. In accordance with the Costa Rican Biodiversity
Law, special care must be taken to protect endangered species. The EIA
for the Peñas Blancas River, however, claimed that no disruption would
ensue for whatever wildlife was found along the river—which, they
asserted, amounted to common species in need of no special protection.
But it’s one thing for the company’s biologist to compile a report after
surveying the Peñas Blancas for a few hours to fulfill one of the EIA
requirements. It’s entirely another to draw from the local knowledge
accumulated over generations of lives lived by the river, interacting with
it and with the other living beings there.
Discussion of endangered species arose among community
members. Several people mentioned having recently sighted the
neotropical river otter (Lontra longicaudis) swimming in the Peñas
Blancas. But no one had a photograph of it. Stephanie Butera, a
graduate student and collaborator of mine and a friend of the COBAS
communities, took it upon herself to track the endangered neotropical

The Peñas Blancas River, whose life-giving qualities the local communities were able to protect, preventing it from being reduced to a dry bed of rocks.
Photo: Felipe Montoya-Greenheck, 2020

river otter for several weeks. She could only find circumstantial evidence
to support the accounts of sightings, however, and during that time she
was unable to procure a photograph. The otter remained elusive.

Then it happened. Not the appearance of the neotropical river
otter, but that of another animal. During those conversations about rare
species along the river, a local peasant mentioned that a few days earlier
he had spotted an animal he hadn’t seen for over thirty years. He pulled
out his cell phone and showed us a blurry picture of a multicolored toad.
It was a harlequin toad. With the support of community members,
my student and collaborator Andrés Jiménez Monge carried out a
systematic study of this spectacular inhabitant of the Peñas Blancas
River, one of the two spots in the country where that toad species
had been rediscovered. He recorded its presence with numerous
photographs.
After community pilgrimages to the river’s headwaters, after
demonstrations before the municipal government offices, after marches
to the National Legislative Assembly, after meetings with the Minister

of the Environment, after continuous challenges to the developer’s EIA,
after repeated weekend gatherings at the river’s waterholes to reaffirm
the communities’ love of swimming and splashing together in its waters,
and after the discovery of a population of harlequin toads, standing for
all the non-human lifeworlds connected to the river, the Peñas Blancas
Hydroelectric Project was eventually tabled.
Clear waters continue to flow down from the Talamanca
mountain range, nurturing the livelihoods and lifeways of the peasant
communities in the COBAS and sustaining the web of life whose
threads are interwoven with the river. As one community member
summed it up:
“Everyone talks about the importance of water, that we couldn’t live
without water. That’s true, but we wouldn’t have water if it weren’t for
the trees.”
And we might not have the river if it weren’t for the
harlequin toad.

Felipe Montoya-Greenheck is a Costa Rican environmental anthropologist who has worked with Indigenous and peasant communities in Costa Rica for
thirty years. He is a professor at York University in Toronto, Canada. In his free time, he tends his tropical fruit orchard in southern Costa Rica.
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About the Poem

THE DAM DEPARTED
Teja Jonnalagadda
We have fallen so far from where the water fell. There a wall stands now to power dishwashers, curling irons, flat screen
TVs, and telephone poles. The fish no longer swim freely. Crawling up step ladders like meticulous marmosets.
Flooded the valley floor, to ensure that we can always take more. We have submerged the spirits that lived there before.
Colonialism and capitalism smashed those sacred idols to put extractive reason in their place. To them, those were
primordial pagan pleasantries.
Water was to grow more sugar cane, water was to drive industry, water was to starve out those who would not succumb to
sedition.
First it was the old gods, then the new god, and then the final god that had no spirit at all. Slowly ground down between
the cogs of a wheel, we shunned all semblance of the spirits. All that remained were specters of folklore and faded
memories.
Liberté, égalité, fraternité. The rights of man merely required reason to rationalize the world for the colonizer class. To the
winner go the spoils, there they may be shared equally.
How we may democratically bulldoze this forest, steal freshwater from a community, or commodify our very crops.
The scientific method has given us many gifts. But it has stolen many in return. Applied in the name of greed, an
incomplete knowledge creates a faulty reduction and robs us of our humanity.
Here we have come to the ultimate calamity. The fires will not calm. The waters will not wane. The wind refuses to wallow.
We have decimated the oceans and changed the climate.
More committed to faceless ideas than to seeing the people in front of us.
Despite the destruction, it is never too late. She called out a warning. We need to restore the ancestral knowledge that has
been so easily discarded. Knowledge and technology must operate in a dynamic, complex, living, interconnected planet. To
name a piece under a microscope will never be the same as seeing the life in a grassy meadow.
A bridge has two sides. Our relationships are messy, our emotions complex and raw, our dreams wild, our hearts untamed
horses. We cannot be too rigid or too rebellious.
There is middle ground to be found between the past and the present, the rational and the realistic, the natural and the
mechanical, free thought and fraternity.

The colonial process was an amalgamation of many different
ideologies that oppressed and stole from Indigenous populations
and cultures from all over the world. Among these were capitalism,
white supremacy, scientific reductionism, Eurocentric universalism,
religious conversion, and desire for commodities. All of these many
threads continue today and wreak havoc in many forms.
The suppression, assimilation, and extraction of Indigenous
knowledge, cultures, languages, and resources fueled the wealth and
technological growth of the colonizer at the direct expense of the
colonized. These forces reshaped the world as it was conceptualized
as a place to be plundered without consequence. A global caste
and class system was meticulously organized to privilege wealthy
European landowners, which has only replicated and evolved to its
current form. The world is in crisis because of 500 years of European
colonialism that worked to subjugate and take from all species on
the planet.

Every culture has a deep connection
to water, whether it be a river, lake, or ocean.
Thus, control of water is control of life.
Water is the lifeblood of this planet and its peoples. It means
transportation, power, connection, diversity, and bread. Every
culture has a deep connection to water, whether it be a river, lake,
or ocean. Thus, control of water is control of life. The mechanistic
control of water to suit capitalistic needs over the needs of ordinary
people is one manifestation of the disorder of the planet.
The ecological world is on the brink of collapse as a direct
response to the ideologies of European imperialism. Those ideologies
have led to the direct or indirect extermination and extinction of
thousands of species and the sickening of humans. The land, air, and

water are so polluted that we have changed the conditions currently
hospitable to life. The result is catastrophic climate change, which
will ensure a mass extinction.

To restore ecological and social harmony to the world,
the diversity of human place-knowledge, culture,
perspective, and ability from thousands of societies
must work locally and together in unison.
There is no inevitable salvation from the crisis. Yet, there is hope
in a remedy against all of the destruction and the poisonous ideologies
that drive it. This is an extinction rebellion based on decolonization
and self-determination. To restore ecological and social harmony
to the world, the diversity of human place-knowledge, culture,
perspective, and ability from thousands of societies must work locally
and together in unison. The conformity of thought and culture from
the European perspective has oppressed the human and natural
world. A just, diverse, and habitable world will come about from the
collective effort of all, not just the privileged few.

A religious and spiritual connection to each
other and the rest of the world is what
makes us uniquely human.
A religious and spiritual connection to each other and the rest
of the world is what makes us uniquely human. True healing and
vision can only come from these deeper sources of wisdom and
understanding that are fundamental to the human spirit: each
culture writing its own stories and drawing its own connections to
food, animals, plants, water, starlight, fire, and the many wonders
of this planet. This source of strength and beauty has informed
thousands of generations and will mean that humanity will fight
against fear and devastation, to restore balance to this world.

Opposite Page: Churning river floodwater pouring through a narrow gap. Photo: JohnatAPW, n.d. (Bigstock)

Teja Jonnalagadda is a mechanical engineer and a Master of Energy Systems candidate at Northeastern University in the USA. He is 26 and a secondgeneration Indian American. His Telugu-speaking family comes from the southeastern Indian state of Andhra Pradesh. Teja has worked with organizations
such as Engineers Without Borders and Wikitongues.

The sages knew that there never really were spirits that guided the rains, blocked out the sun, or made the earth tremble.
These sowers were merely creative in their storytelling.
Their senses were keen, their eyes were open, they listened to whispered wisdom, and learned from the land. A thousand
different cultures, spread through geography and terrain, grew to become a part of the soil.
Release your flood waters unto these thirsty plains. Recollection is your only remedy.
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FIGHTING DEFORESTATION
WITH TRADITION
The Laman Kinipan Festival in Borneo
Pinarsita Juliana

Effendi Buhing, the leader of Laman Kinipan Indigenous Community, greets the guests in the welcome ceremony known as potong pantan.
Photo: Save Our Borneo, 2019

Coconut leaves and other decorations were hanging on the frame
of the meeting hall’s gate of Laman Kinipan, a village in Lamandau
district of Central Kalimantan province, Indonesia. At the gate, a
welcoming ritual called potong pantan was taking place. One after the
other the honored guests, wearing traditional clothes, were given a
mandau (Dayak sword) with which to split a piece of betel nut wood
that blocked the gate. Once the wood would break, the guests would
be welcome into the meeting hall. When all the guests got through
the gate, the opening ceremony for the Laman Kinipan Festival, held
September 13–15, 2019, finally began.
Traditional music played nonstop. Some Elders were dancing and
singing while offering tuak, the traditional rice wine, to the guests
before they entered the hall. For them, letting the guests drink tuak
meant welcoming them to be part of the community.

Everybody looked happy. Many people—whether from Kinipan,
surrounding villages, or abroad—gathered for the ceremony. On stage,
some girls were performing traditional dance. They dressed in batik
cloth with local patterns and vests made from kapua tree bark. Many
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Then, instead of just doing demonstrations or reporting the problem to
government institutions, the people of Kinipan thought of trying another
method. “Through this cultural festival,” explained Effendi Buhung, “we
are trying to get our government’s attention, showing how much we love
our land and customary territory. That way, we hope they can see that the
relationship between our culture and nature is very strong.”
Before holding the event, as a laman or village, they followed the
regulations by requesting permission from the sub-district and the district
government, but there was no good response from them.
“For your information, today community members came to me and
brought me a bowl of rice from each person,” said Effendi Buhing in his
speech during the festival’s opening ceremony. Once, he wiped off his
tears. He took a moment to catch his breath, then looked straight at the
audience again. “It means we always have to be strong,” he added, with a
hoarse voice
There was no financial or moral support from the local government.
On the contrary, the village was accused of rebellion in a statement by
the Lamandau Regent, which said the plantation company had already
received the permit to open up the forest.

bajarupis to pass by. The rocks could be seen clearly underwater, as the
dry season made the water level in the river low. Many rapids appeared
on the sides and in the middle of the river.
Bajual bajarupis used to be the traditional means of river
transportation for the Dayak Tomun people in Laman Kinipan. It
is a wooden boat with a counterbalance named bual, and it served to
carry heavy cargo, such as cows, pigs, and paddy rice. “It is very rare
these days to see bajual bajarupis,” said a kind lady who allowed me to
stay at her home in Kinipan for a few days. “Actually, I have never seen
it, except for hearing the story from the Elders. It is a part of very
ancient culture.”
Then, the first boat passed by, and the audience cheered happily.
I could see a boatman dressed in a kapua vest and underwear
maneuvering the boat with his oar and a man at the stern following his
directions. Some Elders were sitting in the shelter in the middle of the
boat, showing the audience various vegetables and traditional cooking
equipment they had brought with them. They smiled so broadly, that
the audience was even happier to see them.
As five boats went by, it was interesting
not only to observe their decorations
Wilem Hengki, the head of Laman
and the traditional clothes worn by the
Kinipan, confirmed. Not only had there
The relationship between our culture
people on them, but also to see them pass
been intimidation, he said, but also
and nature is very strong.
the rapids. The audience was excited. We
accusations had been made that this festival
worried whether they could go through or
was controlled by political interests. These
not. Luckily, every boat passed the rapids just fine.
developments almost put the festival at risk. “It is neither a political activity
At the finish line, just after those five boats arrived, Effendi Buhing
nor politicization,” he added. “We are not politicians. That’s our guarantee!”
and I were having another conversation. I asked him why they included
He urged the community to keep holding the festival and ignore the false
bajual bajarupis in this festival. “The reason is that we are trying to
statements. “We don’t care about what others think! We are Kinipan. Who
re-introduce this kind of boat. It doesn’t mean we are trapped in
are we? We are Dayak!”
nostalgia, definitely not. But there are big messages behind it,” he
After the opening ceremony, the next day the festival’s first
competition was set to begin. Everybody already stood along the banks
said to me. Then he explained that bajual bajarupis could rightly
of the Batang Kawa River, waiting for traditional boats known as bajual
show how strong the relationship between Kinipan people and

of them wore the traditional hat decorated with unique sequin motifs.
Everybody strived to offer their best performance.
I was enjoying the moment while documenting the scene with my
camera. Seeing people dance and laugh after all the problems they had
faced was such a blessing! I knew that the day’s event was the fruit of their
sweat and tears.

Away from the crowds, I interviewed Effendi Buhing, the leader of
Laman Kinipan Indigenous Community. He explained to me the main
reason for the festival: “It started because of the encroachment of a
plantation company into Laman Kinipan’s customary forest,” he said. “We
reported it many times to both the local and the national government,
even did some demonstrations. But all our actions were ignored, with no
positive response.”
The company has been clearing the forest since 2018 to establish an
oil palm plantation, but the conflict had already started a few years earlier.
Laman Kinipan’s customary territory covers 16,132.85 hectares, of which
5,734 hectares were allocated to this company by the government without
permission or fair procedure.

The forest of Kinipan Indigenous Community, which a plantation company cleared brutally to establish an oil palm plantation. Photo: Save Our Borneo, 2019
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Meanwhile, every night there
would be berayah, a traditional poem
that is sung in the Dayak Tomun
language, and besoi. Me, I didn’t really
understand besoi, so I took the initiative
of asking one of the judges. “It is a
welcoming, honoring speech,” he said.
“It introduces the Elders and leaders
who come to the ceremony or meeting
one by one, according to their rank,
mentioning their customary title. But
I don’t understand the speech clearly
word by word. It uses ancient language.”

Kuin Tibung, one of the contestants in the bajual bajarupis boat competition, raises his right hand after successfully passing the last rapids in the river.
Photo: Save Our Borneo, 2019

nature has been from the time of their ancestors. “It seems as if we
are learning the history of us and nature now,” he added.

He believes Kinipan people cannot live without the river and
the forest because they are in harmony with nature. It’s not just
that humans need natural resources, but also that nature needs
humans for balancing. “That’s why we fight deforestation,” he
said. “And that’s why we need to wake up our generation. We can’t
just wait and see our customary forest being destroyed. We
have to stop it no matter what.”

extinct. Only Elders can still play it. An important element for
the game is a musical instrument made from a coconut shell and
a stick of betel nut wood. The stick is inserted into the shell to
make a handle. Hitting the ground with the coconut creates an
original sound. But if there is no forest anymore, then how will
people get the material? “We are learning from this. We don’t
want even one aspect of our culture to become extinct, along with
our forest,” said Effendi Buhing.

Beside the bajual bajarupis contest, there were six
other traditional competitions during the festival. There
were kangkurung, balogo, berayah, besoi, and weaving, all of
which are culturally meaningful to the people of Kinipan.

Then, my eyes turned toward the stage when the host called the
next contestant. It was for a berayah performance. I observed the
woman as she stood on the stage. I thought she must be over thirtyfive years old. Her name was Almi. She was thin and not very tall,
and had brown skin. Behind her eyeglasses, she looked shy and not
really confident. Everybody was now waiting for her to say something
from the stage.

She sang several poems that night. Those were about the people’s
sadness in losing their customary forest, their rejection of the oil
palm company, and their struggle to keep their forest. “What tree
do you want to plant? We just want to plant rubber trees. We are
begging the government in our struggle, but there is no support from
them,” she sang in her closing poem.

Kangkurung and balogo are games played during the
cultivation season. The difference is that kangkurung is
played in the paddy planting season and balogo in the
paddy harvest season. Both are joyful expressions.
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The people of Kinipan certainly have it: a strong family
relationship. Now, I could understand another reason why they
are against deforestation: it is about losing not only the forest but
also their way of life and their family relationships if the oil palm
company succeeds in occupying their village.

And then she sang the poem. “Let’s go cut the pakit [a kind of
tree in the forest], cut the pakit at the top of the hill. How badly it
breaks my heart when I see the jungle already cleared by the oil palm
company!” She stopped her song for just a second. Everybody was
amazed and gave her a big round of applause. I did too. Her voice
was high-pitched, but she sang the poem loud and clear.

It’s not just that humans need natural
resources, but also that nature needs
humans for balancing.

In contrast to balogo, which is still played as a
traditional game, mostly by kids, kangkurung is almost

I was still puzzled as to why besoi
is so important, until he told me more.
“We need to remember where we are
from. Knowing the Elders and leaders
makes you understand our genealogy.”
Suddenly, I remembered that my dad,
as a Bataknese, always taught me about
The Elders play their traditional musical instrument called kangkurung. Photo: Save Our Borneo, 2019
our genealogy. He said that, if I learned
it, it would then create strong solidarity with our family members,
whenever and wherever we met.

Three bajual bajarupis contestants take time to rest shortly after reaching the finish line.
Left to right: Albert Taguh, Darwin, Titus Welsi. Photo: Save Our Borneo, 2019

That sincere poem lifted the community’s spirit. They gave her
a really big applause and great acclaim. I could feel this electric
atmosphere. Everybody remembered how long and hard they had
struggled to that day. If they didn’t fight to the very end to protect

One of the contestants in the weaving competition absorbed in her work.
Photo: Save Our Borneo, 2019
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Most of us use palm
oil in many products and
for many needs. So, we also
contribute to deforestation
by oil palm companies that
expand their plantations
and production. We also,
without thinking, support
the people who trample
the rights and way of life of
Kinipan people and destroy
biodiversity there.

The remaining forest is
for our posterity, and
it also serves as the
world’s lungs. It is not
only for Indonesia but
also for the world!
“We just ask for one
thing of government and
friends,” said Effendi
Buhing. “Please help
us preserve this forest!
Enough with destroying
our forest. The remaining
forest is for our posterity,
and it also serves as
the world’s lungs. It is
not only for Indonesia
but also for the world!”
I do agree with him.
Along with forest fires,
deforestation contributes
Top: Almi, the favorite contestant in the berayah singing competition. Bottom: During the last day of the festival, Kinipan Indigenous
to climate change. It’s not
Community holds an action campaign to raisepublic awareness and solidarity. Photos: Save Our Borneo, 2019
just about the Amazon. It
their forest, who else would do it for them? Almi’s poems were right.
is also crucial that the Kinipan forest always remain green to help
balance the world.
Deforestation and no government support were the reality they got.
It’s time for us to stand up and join Kinipan to fight deforestation!
And it was awakening them even more.
But can the people of Kinipan handle this alone? And does

the impact of this deforestation only affect them? I don’t think so.
Everybody must be responsible for this. This festival is not only for the
Kinipan people’s rebellion to the occupation of their forest; it is also
a way to show outsiders that Kinipan is fighting now and needs help.

A Dayak Community
Resists Unjust Regulations
and
Land Privatization
Meta Septalisa

Watch Pinarsita’s videos of Kinipan:
https://bit.ly/3eaItj3
https://bit.ly/3bUnNub
https://bit.ly/2XsJYme
https://bit.ly/2TuVoog
https://bit.ly/3gCPwUb

Pinarsita Juliana is a filmmaker and activist hailing from Borneo, Indonesia. She was born a Bataknese and Dayak Ngaju. Since 2014, she has been
documenting issues about human rights and the environment through film and video. Pinar started working with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
in 2015, and has been on the staff of Save Our Borneo (https://saveourborneo.org/) since 2018.
120 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 9

FARMING is
FIGHTING

Above: A view of the Field Rice Project/Cetak Sawah in Katingan District, Central Borneo, Indonesia. Photo: Pinarsita Juliana, 2018.
Inset: Mama Mensi harvesting a pumpkin. Photo: Meta Septalisa, 2018
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The rice crop from Mama Yuyu’s shifting cultivation. Photo: Meta Septalisa, 2019

people from the Katingan Dayak Tribe. Their livelihood is rooted in
agriculture. Because of the Field Rice Project, they had cleared 300
hectares of land in a peatland area. This prompted me to do some
research on this situation. Living with Katingan Dayaks in the village
for a week, I learned something very valuable about the local farming
system, especially from Indigenous Dayak women, who often find
themselves voiceless despite the wealth of knowledge and wisdom they
possess.

In 2015, a tragedy hit Indonesia: massive forest and land fires, which
blanketed the whole country with thick haze. Following this disaster,
the Minister of Environment and Forestry stated that her ministry was
investigating 417 companies that were responsible for fires on about 1.7
million hectares of forest. But that’s not all. The government also banned
local farmers, including Indigenous people, from slashing and burning
their land, as they traditionally do. In Central Kalimantan province on the
island of Borneo, where I live, that ban is stopping many farmers from
growing crops altogether, for fear of being punished with up to fifteen
years of jail time or a fine of five billion Indonesian rupiahs (over 14,000
U.S. dollars).

Land burning has been an integral part of the
cultural and economic heritage of the Indigenous
Peoples of Central Kalimantan for ages.
After the prohibition of slash-and-burn agriculture came into effect,
the provincial government introduced a granary program, called “Field
Rice Project/Cetak Sawah,” so that Central Kalimantan would become
one of the provinces producing rice as a contribution to food security
for the Indigenous communities of Indonesia. Since 2016, they have
targeted about 17,300 hectares of land for clearing and have collaborated
with the military to implement the plan. In Katingan District alone, they

have cleared 5,700 hectares. Of course, that system is very different from
traditional shifting cultivation. Land burning has been an integral part of
the cultural and economic heritage of the Indigenous Peoples of Central
Kalimantan for ages. It has been calculated that almost eighty percent
of Indigenous people in all of Kalimantan (the Indonesian portion of
Borneo) practice shifting cultivation as their livelihood, which not only
sustains them but also maintains soil fertility.
This is a story about local food and its political power, based on my
own research in Tewang Karangan village, Katingan District, in Central
Borneo. Tewang Karangan village is one of the largest and oldest villages
in this district. Most of the communities in the district are Indigenous

Above: Fresh vegetables from the Indigenous community’s land. Photo: Meta Septalisa, 2019. Inset: Grandma Nursi taking a break from her shifting cultivation.
Photo: Meta Septalisa, 2018
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One day, while walking with some Indigenous women toward the
community’s farming area, I met a grandma, Nursi, who is 66 years old.
She is not an academic with a degree in agriculture, yet her wisdom is
extraordinary. She maintains and practices the traditional shifting
cultivation techniques, which represent invaluable knowledge today.
Nursi began telling me about the condition of her village. She said
many people used to practice shifting cultivation, rotating from one plot
of land to another. When a plot was in active cultivation, they would
plant rice, fruits, and vegetables there. Sometimes, the men would hunt
animals while the women gathered wild vegetables and medicinal herbs
in the forest. “Our lives were totally dependent on nature,” she said.
Dayak people in Tewang Karangan village had a special way of
choosing an area for shifting cultivation: they knew from the birds. If
they saw many birds perched in the trees, it meant that the land was
fertile because many plants were thriving on the land, which allowed the
birds to thrive, too. Then they would pray for the gods, called Ranying
Hatalla, to ensure that land clearing would proceed smoothly, and then
they would start cutting down the trees and the grass. Finally, they
would gather the slashed plant material into piles before burning it.

As practiced by the Indigenous community of Tewang Karangan
village, slash-and-burn was carried out carefully to avoid unnecessary,
widespread damage. First, they would make a fire break by digging a small
trench so that the fire would not spread elsewhere. Then they would pile
dried wood, grass, and branches in several places and burn the piles. It is
well known that this technique is cheap, and furthermore they could use
the ash as fertilizer to add nutrients to the soil.

Dayak people in Tewang Karangan village had
a special way of choosing an area for shifting
cultivation: they knew from the birds.
Grandma Nursi also explained to me the planting method called
manugal. When starting a field, they would plant different varieties of rice,
and in every family that included the superior rice variety called upun binyi.
But each family had its special kind of upun binyi, and it was like a family
secret. People had a belief that they couldn’t share its name with anyone
except family members because it would bring bad luck for their yields.
There were at least five different varieties of rice, depending on the size of
the plot of land that had been cleared at that time. In addition, they would
plant vegetables such as the spinach-like segau (the Dayak name for the
plant known as bayam dayak, or “Dayak spinach,” in Bahasa Indonesia), as
well as lemongrass, sweet potato, and so on. Whether or not they realized
it, this system too served to keep the soil fertile.

Moreover, people used traditional methods to eradicate pests in their
fields. Looking at the fields, I saw many yellow flowers from segau. The
flowers had a valuable function. If a bird came to the field to eat the rice,
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it would be fooled by seeing the yellow flowers, which look like rice, and
would start eating the flowers instead of the rice. To protect rice from
brown planthoppers, a major pest for rice, they sprayed the rice with
tobacco water or garlic water. If there were mice that wanted to eat the rice,
the first thing they would eat was actually the sweet potatoes.
Then there was the sequence for planting types of rice: they started by
planting seeds of the more ordinary varieties around the outer perimeter
of a field and ended by planting upun binyi in the center of the field so
that their most prized variety would be protected by other types of rice
surrounding it. That is one of the reasons they planted different types of
rice in a single field.
“That is the simple knowledge from my ancestors from many years
ago,” said Grandma Nursi. When I heard all this, I was very impressed
with the local wisdom of the Dayak people of Katingan Tribe.

Grandma Nursi said that she and her family still practice the shifting
cultivation but not in the same way as in the past. Earlier, they had three
different areas for it. Every three to four years, they would move to another
field so that the previous field could regenerate and become fertile again.
That reminded me of scientific articles I read about shifting agriculture,
which explained how a plot of land is cultivated only for a few years, after
which the land is allowed to go fallow so that the soil may recover all its
nutrients, and how people’s dependence on the forest as their main source
of livelihood ensures that they will prevent fires from spreading out of
control and damaging the forest. That was the reason why I never heard
Grandma Nursi mention that they used artificial fertilizers: traditional
shifting agriculture allowed them to both sustain themselves and keep the
land healthy.
Instead, Grandma Nursi said that the government program wasn’t
appropriate for their lands because it did require the use of artificial

fertilizers, and they would need money to buy the fertilizer after
the end of the program. Plus, the quality of the rice provided by the
program was inferior to that of the local rice, even though she could
harvest it twice a year. While practicing shifting cultivation, she only
harvested once a year, but it was worth it. “I don’t want to be greedy
and sacrifice the forest for yields. Besides that, my worry is that nature
will not be friendly with us anymore because of the people from the
government program.”

Traditional shifting agriculture allowed them to both
sustain themselves and keep the land healthy.
After talking with Grandma Nursi, I realized how an Indigenous
community practices agriculture traditionally—even without artificial
fertilizers—not only to sustain themselves, but also to resist the
misguided modernization of their land by giant corporations and the
government’s program. They also prove that their crops can serve not
only to meet the needs of their households but also to find a source of
income. They have become one of the villages that supply vegetables
to the province’s main city, Palangka Raya, and to other areas.

I hope we can learn the lesson that the haze tragedy in 2015 wasn’t
the fault of the local farmers and Indigenous Peoples, but rather that many
factors contributed to making it happen. I also hope that the government
can be on the side of the communities, looking at and listening to what
they need but not accusing them of being predators of the forest too.
What Grandma Nursi and other Indigenous people are doing now is
building resilience to confront and resist undemocratic regulatory changes
and privatization of their own lands through action, not words. In a way,
farming is fighting!

THE THROUGH LINE
Lacandón Maya, Their Forest, and the Future
James D. Nations
Through line = The connecting theme, the spine, the thread that
connects people to their objective and pushes them forward.

Indigenous women harvesting rice in shifting cultivation. Photo: Meta Septalisa, 2019

Meta Septalisa is from the Dayak Ngaju tribe of Borneo. She is an environmental activist who focuses on community development and
empowerment. She has been working with Indigenous communities, particularly women and children, since 2014, using research, education, and
community organizing methods.
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life for the long haul—largely because they know that their own
survival depends on it. Lacandones have always lived inside
the forest, rather than destroying the forest in order to live.
“Take care of the forest, like before, like the ancestors did.
Their children learn time-tested techniques for producing food
Take good care of the forest.” Years ago, when linguist Suzanne
and shelter by helping their parents
Cook asked Chan K’in, a Lacandón
Lacandones have always lived inside
with the work of daily life: planting
Maya Elder, what message he had for
the
forest,
rather
than
destroying
the
forest
and harvesting crops and gathering
the rising generation of Lacandón
in
order
to
live.
materials from the forest for tools,
children, that was his answer, fast
housing, and religious ceremonies.
and clear.
During the centuries that Lacandón Maya families have lived
in the rainforest of eastern Chiapas, Mexico, they have shown
respect for their ecosystems by embracing a life of sustainability—

These practical lessons are reinforced by fables in which
animals talk to humans and ancestors talk with spirits that wander
forest trails. The stories remind both children and adults that they

Above: Lake Mensäbäk seen from the Chäk Aktun lookout point. Photo: James D. Nations, 2009
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the day they were born. Ti u yok puna anchajen, “I
was born at the ‘foot’ of the mahogany tree,” they
say—in early June, that is, when the mahogany
trees were flowering.

For generations, Lacandón traditions survived
and adapted in a rainforest that seemed to go
on forever. Their ancestors always lived in the
watershed of the Usumacinta River—today the
international boundary between Guatemala and
Mexico—but they crossed the river into what
would become modern Mexico in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries to escape Spaniards
scouring the Guatemalan forest for unconquered
Maya families. To avoid violence and disease, the
Lacandones fled into a wilderness that soldiers
and epidemics had depopulated of its original
Ch’ol Maya inhabitants. Living in small family
compounds separated by kilometers of primary
forest, Lacandones tenaciously held on to their
language, religion, and environmental knowledge.
But things change.

Brothers Bor and Chan K’in Valenzuela at home in the Lacandón
community of Mensäbäk. Photo: James D. Nations, 2017

should protect the forest as if their lives were intertwined with it.
“Because,” the creatures tell them, “they are.”
At night, when a child convinces a tired parent to tell yet
another story, she’s getting more than entertainment around
the fire. Stories about flying monkeys, the Wooden People, and
crocodiles that teach canoes how to swim also pass on cultural
values and build a road map for survival in a sometimes-hostile
world. From religion, myths, and stories, children learn the place
of human beings in the natural world and the rules for interacting
with the creatures that also live there.

From religion, myths, and stories, children learn the place
of human beings in the natural world and the rules for
interacting with the creatures that also live there.
Nature permeates Lacandón lives. Men and women learn to
measure time by counting the years in yaax k’in, the “green days”
that mark the arrival of spring rains. They determine when to
plant their crops by watching the flowering of specific indicator
plants in the forest. “When the ek’ balche’ tree (Guatteria anomala)
blooms,” they say, “it’s time to plant climbing beans.” Children
mark their birthdates by naming the trees that were in flower on
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In the second half of the twentieth century, the
external world literally bulldozed its way into the
Lacandón rainforest in search of mahogany and
tropical cedar trees to sell to Europe and the United
States. Mexican and U.S. logging companies took
the trees and left behind roads, opening the way
for migrant farm families and cattle ranchers to
flow into a forest that the government considered
unowned and unoccupied. As decades went by, the newcomers
increased in number, and Lacandones concentrated their families
into ever smaller circles of forest.

In the second half of the twentieth century,
the external world literally bulldozed its way
into the Lacandón rainforest.
During the seventy years between 1950 and 2020, outsiders
cleared and burned two-thirds of the original tropical rainforest
and transformed it into corn fields and cattle pastures, leaving
climax forest only on inaccessible mountains and cliffs. What
was once a forest sparsely occupied by Lacandón families became
home to 300,000 farmers and ranchers who migrated there from
somewhere else. Today, the only rainforest that survives is that
growing in tenuously-protected biosphere reserves and on the
lands of the Lacandón Maya.

If there is an uncomfortable edge to this story (and there is
an uncomfortable edge to this story), it is this: the invading farm
families were themselves Indigenous Peoples, more specifically
Tzeltal Maya and Ch’ol Maya, some of the latter being the
descendants of families wrenched from the forest by invading

Above: Rafael Tárano prepares a canoe for a conservation patrol at Lake Mensäbäk. Photo: James D. Nations, 2019
Below: Chan K’in Valenzuela approaches Chäk Aktun mountain in his father’s canoe. A trail at the base of the mountain leads to a lookout point the
Lacandones use to monitor encroachment onto their lands. Photo: James D. Nations, 2019

Spaniards 400 years before. They were refugees fleeing poverty
and debt-peonage on plantations and ranches owned by Spanishspeaking families in the Chiapas highlands. What they sought
was land and new lives, and they inexorably surrounded the small
settlements of Lacandón Maya hiding in the forest, forcing them to
concentrate into diminished islands of rainforest.

Many of the Tzeltal and Ch’ol Maya lamented the destruction
of resources. But they were doing what anyone would do in their
situation—trying to stay alive and feed their children. They were
(and are today) farmers of corn, chilies, beans, squash, coffee,
and pigs. Today, however, many of them also aspire to be cattle
ranchers—small-scale producers, to be sure, but cattle ranchers
nonetheless. Year by year, they have gradually transformed the
Lacandón rainforest into a mosaic of villages, cornfields, and pasture.

United States for fattening and consumption. In a nutshell, smallscale Indigenous farmers are used as externalized labor by the
national and international livestock industry at the expense of local
food production and at the expense of the natural environment.

If there is to be a future for the Lacandón rainforest, it lies
in removing the outside pressures that are impoverishing Maya
families and pushing them to live unsustainably on their own
land. Promise for some families is emerging in the form of
organic coffee production, a half-dozen varieties of agroforestry,
and intensified production of crops on land that has already been
cleared. But challenges remain for many others. Having replaced
the forest in their own communities with pasture for beef cattle,
these neighbors sneak into the Lacandones’ forest to poach
wildlife to consume and Chamaedorea palm leaves to sell in the
international floral trade.

To find the villains in this story (and there are villains in this
Yet, hope runs high among the Lacandón Maya. In the
story), look for the large-scale beef cattle ranchers who use Tzeltal
living foam of tradition and change that characterizes modern
and Ch’ol Maya families as disposable producers of cows and calves
Lacandón society, a “through line”
for the national and international beef
In the living foam of tradition and change
of forest conservation continues to
cattle industry. Cattle ranching on thin
that
characterizes
modern
Lacandón
society,
thread its way. In 1998, Mexican
tropical soils requires huge amounts of
a “through line” of forest conservation
law allowed communities to declare
land but produces uninspiring yields—
continues to thread its way.
their lands Áreas de Conservación
an average of ten kilos of beef per
de Flora y Fauna (Flora and Fauna
hectare (nine pounds per acre) per year.
Conservation Areas), and Lacandones seized the opportunity,
But if an aspiring rancher can get a single cow to market in a good
giving themselves the legal and moral authority to prevent illegal
year, he can sell it for 8,000 to 12,000 Mexican pesos (equivalent to
encroachment and wildlife poaching in their forest.
about USD $440 to $670 at a 2019 exchange rate)—that is, more
Working with the Consejo Nacional de Áreas Naturales
than he can earn from almost any other activity available to him.
Protegidas, (CONANP, the National Council of Natural Protected
Here’s the frustrating part: what little beef the Tzeltal and
Areas), Lacandón communities established their own zoning and
Ch’ol families produce rarely becomes food for their own families.
land-use rules. They continue to practice their widely-admired
Instead, eighteen-wheeler cattle trucks pull into the region every
agroforestry system, which rotates staple food crops—corn, beans,
year to purchase the cattle the families produce—a few from this
squash, and chilies—with tree crops such as avocado, mamey, and
community, a few more from their neighbors. The cattle are driven
papaya in an efficient use of land, time, and labor, but they do
to slaughterhouses in Mexican cities to fill in for the cattle raised
not clear primary forest. Instead, they cultivate fallowed plots of
in the drier states of northern Mexico, which are exported to the

Left: Beef cattle graze on land formerly covered with tropical rainforest in Chiapas, Mexico. Photo: James D. Nations,1989. Center: Colonists and ranchers burn tropical
rainforest to plant introduced grasses for beef cattle production in Chiapas, Mexico. Right: A Tzeltal Maya colonist fells a buttressed tropical forest tree near the
Lacandón community of Mensabak, Chiapas, Mexico. Photos: James D. Nations, 2009
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Lacandón Maya park guards and state police launch canoes to patrol the lakes of their home community of Mensäbäk.
Left to right: Humberto Salórzano, José Angel Salórzano, Gustavo López, Freddy Valenzuela. Photo: James D. Nations, 2019

secondary forest. They eat fish and raise chickens and turkeys, but do
“The challenges come from lax law enforcement,” a CONANP
guard added. “Their community arrests them, and they may
not kill forest wildlife unless it threatens human life or food crops.
serve a couple of months in jail, but they’re soon back at home
To ward off intruders, Lacandón park guards and state
and sneaking into our forest to steal palm leaves and kill animals.
environmental police, whose salaries are paid by the federal and
There’s not enough enforcement of the law after people are
state governments, conduct regular patrols of their forest territories,
arrested.”
arresting intruders caught stealing natural resources. Some of the
In the past, Lacandón Maya took week-long pilgrimages
Lacandón guards wear traditional clothing—a white cotton tunic
through the forest to visit sacred sites encased in nine centuries
hanging to the knees, rubber boots, long hair grown past their
of regrowing trees and hanging vines. They burned copal
shoulders.
incense before stone carvings of ancient Maya rulers they had
Others sport crew cuts and Western clothes—long pants, longre-envisioned as gods. Modern poaching patrols are not all that
sleeved shirts, t-shirts, and leather boots. But all of them—both
different. Lacandones still hike the
men and women—wear shirts or
Lacandones
seized
the
opportunity,
giving
vests stamped with the logos of the
rainforest, observing the birds, the
themselves the legal and moral authority
CONANP or the Policía Estatal de
fish, the levels of the lake, vigilant
to prevent illegal encroachment and wildlife
Chiapas (Chiapas State Police). Most
for signs of change. Today, they
poaching
in
their
forest.
days, they do not carry firearms—only
blend data from topographical maps
defensive, side-handle batons and
and digital cameras with knowledge
handcuffs—but they know they have the force of the law behind
gathered while hunting with their fathers and from folktales told
them. As a result, wildlife populations in their territories are the
around the fire. Contemporary Lacandones carry walkie-talkies
healthiest they have been since the 1970s.
instead of bows and arrows.
When a patrol comes upon a poacher, one Lacandón policewoman
Careers as CONANP guards and environmental police are
told me, “He usually drops everything and runs away, but if we
not the only two ways in which Lacandones are benefiting from
recognize them, we go to their community and denounce them.”
their knowledge of the forest. In addition, families have built
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ecotourism lodges and restaurants to accommodate national and
international tourists drawn to see their forest, lakes, and ruins.
Lacandones want to develop tourism because they “believe that
their past and current lifeways are important for outsiders to learn
about and that their forest communities should be shared with
the world,” says archaeologist Joel Palka, who works with the
Lacandón Maya and Mexico’s National Institute of Anthropology
and History.

In Lacanja’ Chan Sayab, a dozen families offer rustic lodging,
camping, rafting trips, and guided hikes to Bonampak. Young
Lacandón men in traditional white tunics, their long hair pulled
back in a ponytail, lead wide-eyed tourists down rainforest trails
past waterfalls and Maya ruins, speaking fluent Spanish, citing
bird names in their native language and promoting conservation
values. Some of the lodges and restaurants in Lacanja’ Chan

Sayab were built with support from Mexico’s Instituto Nacional
de Pueblos Indígenas (National Institute of Indigenous Peoples)
and the Secretaría del Turismo (Department of Tourism), but they
are owned and operated by Lacandón Maya. Tourists can sign up
for kayak and rafting expeditions with companies in the Chiapas
towns of San Cristóbal las Casas and Palenque, but when the
tourists reach the rainforest it’s Lacandones who are in charge.
As the legal owners and protectors of the last tropical
rainforest in Mexico, Lacandón Maya have transformed their
centuries-old traditions of forest and wildlife conservation into
the economics of environmental protection. Their through line of
respect for nature continues, and their rainforest is still alive.

To learn more about the Lacandón Maya, see To the
Roots: A Maya Reunion, a film by Steve Bartz (https://vimeo.
com/451905884).

To the
ROOTS
A Maya Reunion
A film by Steve Bartz
To the Roots: A Maya Reunion. Video: Steve Bartz, 1998 (Watch at https://vimeo.com/451905884)

the international working conference “Endangered Languages,
We present this film by the late filmmaker Steve Bartz as
Endangered Knowledge, Endangered Environments” held at the
a complement to Jim Nation’s story. Shot in 1998, the film
University of California, Berkeley (UC Berkeley). Subsequently,
chronicles a historic encounter between the Lacandón Maya and
we worked with Steve to assemble a small biocultural diversity
a group of Itza Maya visiting from Guatemala. The two peoples
film festival that showcased To the Roots and several other
are linguistically and culturally related, but the circumstances
documentaries about Indigenous Peoples from around the world
of colonial history had long separated them. The two groups
engaged in defending their languages, cultures, and lands. In
were joined by conservationists—Jim among them—who were
1999–2000, we brought this festival to three major venues: The
working in the region to protect the rainforest from logging,
Field Museum of Natural History in
ranching, and other external pressures.
Chicago, the Smithsonian Institution
In that moving encounter, the
The Lacandón and Itza discovered
in Washington, DC, and the Berkeley
Lacandón and Itza discovered not
a shared determination to meet the
only their common roots, but also challenges that threatened (and still threaten) Natural History Museums at UC
Berkeley. It was Terralingua’s first foray
a shared determination to meet the
their forest home and ways of life.
into presenting the idea of biocultural
challenges that threatened (and still
diversity to a non-academic audience.
threaten) their forest home and ways
of life. The film is a beautifully shot, deeply empathetic account
of that memorable event.

Sharing this video with Langscape readers is also meant as a
tribute to Steve, a long-time friend and supporter of Terralingua,
who passed away suddenly in 2020, at age 54. In 1996, Steve—then
a young filmmaker who had already garnered major recognition
for co-producing (with Jaime Kibben) the film In Good Hands:
Culture and Agriculture in the Lacandon Rainforest—had agreed
to film the entire proceedings of Terralingua’s inaugural event,

We are able to show the film thanks to the generous
permission of Steve’s brothers, Robert and Richard Bartz, and
to Jim’s effort in making a digital copy of the video available
to us. The video’s grainy quality shows the passage of time, but
the events are timeless. Together, Jim’s article and Steve’s film
tell a story of enormous challenges, extraordinary resilience, and
strong determination—a story that is common to Indigenous
communities worldwide.
—Luisa Maffi, Editor

Eva (center) and her daughter Nuk (on left) with relative Minchu Valenzuela and his sons, Chan K’in and Bor. The women craft traditional bark cloth bags
to sell to visitors. Photo: James D. Nations, 2019

James D. Nations, an ecological anthropologist, has been learning from Lacandón Maya families for more than forty years. He is the author of The Maya
Tropical Forest: People, Parks, and Ancient Cities; Lacandón Maya: The Language and the Environment; and the forthcoming Rainforest, Roads,
Resilience: Lacandón Maya in the 21st century.
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Steve Bartz (1965–2020) was a documentary filmmaker with a passion for issues of Indigenous Peoples, conservation, and sustainable development.
He produced about twenty documentaries and educational videos, including In Good Hands and To the Roots, both focused on the Lacandón Maya of
southern Mexico. He held a master’s degree in Latin American Studies from the University of California, Berkeley.

SUMMER/WINTER 2020 | 131

NO WORD FOR GOODBYE
Reclaiming Abalone’s Home on the California Coast
Jacquelyn Ross

Looking at the ocean from the shore near the site of Metini Village. Metini was a flourishing Pomo community just inland from the coastal cliffs, when in 1812
the Russians chose to establish the outpost of Fort Ross in close proximity to the village, in Pomo territory. Photo: L. Frank Manriquez, 2014
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Red abalone shells of legal-take size and baby shell (right, pinpointed).
Photo: Jacquelyn Ross, 2020

Wee baby abalone shell sitting on the head of a straight pin.
Photo: Jacquelyn Ross, 2020

The moon glows overhead, brushing the waves with silver as
they roll into shore. Down, under the surface, a soft cloud is released
into the water. And, close by, another cloud. And then, as the wisps
of eggs and sperm from female and male meet and mingle, a baby
abalone starts its life. In about a day, it becomes a minuscule larva,
reaching out, twisting, tasting this cold, briny liquid that is home. It
will feed and drift, and then, as it starts to take its whorled form, it
will gently alight on the ocean floor and search for its place to grow, a
tiny version of the magnificent sea snail it will become.

women would painstakingly sift through piles of delicate sunbleached seaweed that had washed up on one end of the beach,
looking for baby abalone shells, carefully cushioning each one in a
pill bottle between layers of cotton wool. The smallest shell might
cover the head of a straight pin. I remember looking at the miracle
of those little treasures. How happy we were to find several in a
single morning! This seemed to indicate that the abalone had been
successful in their reproductive efforts. Then, over the years, fewer
and fewer abalone were found at that beach, and the seaweed piles
all but disappeared, and then, the tiny
shells were gone.

One has to see a baby abalone
shell to appreciate the wonder of
Over the years, fewer and fewer abalone
the abalone reaching maturity at all.
Abalone are deeply important in
were found at that beach, and the seaweed
As full-grown adults, their shells are
Indigenous tribal cultures in California
piles all but disappeared, and then,
thick, the rough outer side turned
and all along the Pacific Coast. They
the tiny shells were gone.
out to the world, positioned for
are one of our elder relatives. Abalone
protection to meet waves, ready to
Woman moves through the stories
clamp down against an ocean rock instantly at the sign of any threat,
of several tribal nations. This one-shelled sea mollusk provides
with the incredible strength of a large, muscular foot. It looks like
nourishment and adornment. Abalone has been a key food source for
they could endure anything. But as new beings, they are so tender.
coastal people for generations. In my family, we eat almost all of the
The shells of those who die in infancy are wee ovals, little petals of
delicious flesh save the viscera, which we ferment to use as a potent
shimmer that float in and catch on the sand at the tidal edge.
fish bait. The interior of an abalone shell is exceptionally beautiful,
with a captivating array of sunrise and sunset colors. This dazzling
When I was a child, abalone were yet plentiful. I recall being
shell is prominent in Native adornment of the Pacific Coast and also
held so I could dangle underneath a subtidal rock at low tide to see
graces baskets and other culturally important objects.
the red abalone stacked upon each other in the dark. Fishing trips
down to the shore were a delight. After a cold morning of fishing
We cannot imagine a world without abalone. We are faced,
that had started at dawn, my family would enjoy a luxurious pastime
however, with the hard reality that abalone in California—all seven
before heading up the cliffs in the afternoon to drive home. The
species—are imperiled at a level we have not seen in human history.
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Detail of a red abalone shell in a tide pool. Photo: L. Frank Manriquez, 2014

on purple urchins) as contributing factors in the decline of bull
kelp forests. The kelp provides shelter and food for many different
species. Imagine a terrestrial forest all but disappearing and you
get the picture of what this might look like underwater. Barren,
dead land. To compound habitat issues, abalone have also suffered
a fatal disease known as “withering syndrome,” which causes
digestive issues that lead to wasting and weakness, then death.
And throughout the state, poaching of abalone has persisted over
the years, feeding a voracious, highly lucrative black market.

Detail of the inner side of a red abalone shell. In Pomo tribal stories, when you
see Abalone Woman, you are dazzled by a being covered in the brilliant inner
nacre of her shell. Photo: Jacquelyn Ross, 2020

Illustration of the abalone species indigenous to the California coastline.
Artwork: Dominick Leskiw, 2019

Here are their names: black abalone (Haliotis cracherodii); flat abalone
(Haliotis walallensis); green abalone (Haliotis fulgens); pink abalone
(Haliotis corrugata); pinto abalone, northern form and pinto/
threaded abalone, southern form (both Haliotis kamtschatkana); red
abalone (Haliotis rufescens); and white abalone (Haliotis sorenseni).
In our tribal stories, Abalone Woman has different colors and
shapes and habits, gracing our waters since time immemorial. It is
almost beyond thought to consider saying goodbye to her.

accounts, in just a decade or so, sea otter hunting had ceased to be
a profitable venture because there were so few left.

Traditionally, the interrelationship and equilibrium between
species was well understood. It guided the fishing and hunting
practices of our ancestors. The imbalance created with the fur
trade and continued with contemporary colonization ripples out
through the waters today. Sonoma County is home territory for
me. I have never seen a sea otter in the open ocean. What I have
seen, as a long-term ocean fisher, is the rapid encroachment of
What has led us to this point, where ancient, enduring species
purple sea urchins into many of the tide pools that used to host
are pushed to the edge? It is useful to look at the historic ecological
red abalone, the one abalone
balance and relatively recent human
species I have hunted. Abalone
intervention. As an example, consider
In our tribal stories, Abalone Woman has different
attach to and live on smooth
the close relationship of abalone and
colors and shapes and habits, gracing our waters
rock. Urchins bore big round
sea otters along the California coast.
since time immemorial. It is almost beyond
niches into ocean rock to make
Although otters eat abalone, they also
thought to consider saying goodbye to her.
their homes. Abalone lose habitat
eat sea urchin. Abalone and sea urchin
permanently because of this.
both eat bull kelp. When all forces are
in balance, there is harmonious biodiversity. In 1812, the Russian–
Currently, we have something of a purple sea urchin
American Company established an outpost at Fort Ross in Pomo
population explosion. In their ongoing monitoring of the kelp
tribal territory, in what is now Sonoma County, bringing in Alaska
and abalone systems, the California Department of Fish and
Native mariners and forcing them to hunt sea otters, seals, and sea
Wildlife also notes recent ocean heat waves; harmful algal
lions for fur. Their efforts were devastatingly effective. By most
blooms; changing pH levels; and a die-off of sea stars (which prey
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Other species of abalone further down the California coast
were commercially overfished to a critical point. There are
archival pictures of huge mounds of abalone shells outside
commercial processing operations in cities such as Monterey,
San Pedro, and Santa Barbara. This was later followed by a surge
in sport (recreational) fishing in the 1950s and beyond. I know
of no Native fishers who have ever sold abalone. We hunt for
subsistence. For many of us, the term “sport fishing” is painful.

So, now what? Commercial abalone fishing in California
is currently outlawed. There is no return in sight. The last
species to be legally hunted was the red abalone. There is now
a moratorium on sport fishing for this species until April of
2021. In my family, we had self-imposed our own hiatus a
few years earlier. My brother and I had waded out hip-deep
at low tide to check the tide pools that we considered to be
the abalone “nurseries,” peering upside down under the rocks
and gently running our fingertips over the crevices and gaps
between them, feeling in the dark for the soft fringe of the
abalone, the hard edges of her shell. We sniffed the air around
the pools—abalone has a distinctive aroma that can be detected
if the animal is relaxed and slightly exposed out of the water.
We felt blank, smooth places where they had been. We felt the
abandoned urchin niches and only a very few small abalone. On
our little section of coast, it was time for us to take a break from
hunting. We visit, we talk to the abalone, we pray, but we are not
harvesting.

We visit, we talk to the abalone, we pray,
but we are not harvesting.
For us, that is the correct response in our area. Up the coast, our tribal
cousins maintain their traditional relationship to the abalone. Presumably,
they have made a similar examination of the ecosystem and found a
healthier population than we did. They continue to hunt. That is the right
response for their area. It is what I pray for as well. My concern is that our
Elders are right: if we do not hunt and we do not gather, our relations will
disappear. And our skills will disappear. I have cousins in their thirties who
have never seen or touched a live abalone in the water; do not know how
they like to live; and do not know our fishing ways. Another coastal tribe

Inner side of red abalone shells. Photo: L. Frank Manriquez, 2014
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who have recently acquired a gorgeous section of
their traditional territory are carefully considering
stepping into the sensitive world of abalone
mariculture, not for commercialization but so
that they may assist the red abalone population
in regaining strength and vitality. Can it be
done? We look to the work underway with
the white abalone.

If we do not hunt and we do not gather,
our relations will disappear. And our
skills will disappear.
California’s marine biologists have rallied
around the white abalone, the most beleaguered
species in the state. Although the legal fishery
closed in 1996, the population estimate now stands
at a mere one percent of its historic norm. There are simply
too few individuals within the ranges needed to have successful
reproduction. This species is included in the US Endangered
Species List. The few abalone that still live are characterized as
“isolated survivors” by the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA). There is a Recovery Team, a coalition
of scientists who are doing their best to monitor and protect
the populations out in the wild while breeding and nurturing
captive populations in marine laboratory settings. This protective
upbringing is followed by extremely careful release into the ocean
in white abalone ancestral territories. Currently, there are more
white abalone living in marine labs than live wild in the Pacific.
The Bodega Bay Marine Laboratory in Sonoma County
is one of the places where the white abalone are being
bred and raised. It is far from their natural home waters
in Southern California. Their captive living conditions are
calibrated to be as close as possible to the areas in which they
will eventually be introduced, with even the lab lighting matching
the southern sunrise and sunset conditions. Last August, a
ceremony and leave-taking were held for the first white abalone to

leave Bodega Bay and
go home. Three thousand
abalone received well-wishes,
prayers, and a comeback song in
Tongva, the language of the Indigenous
people of their southern area. The trip went well. The
abalone have been returned to the ocean. Now it is a matter of
watching and monitoring to see how they adjust and whether
they will thrive.
The white abalone recovery effort is extraordinary, a step
toward reversing what once seemed an inevitable slide toward
extinction. There are also teams working on kelp recovery in the
north, teams of scientists and citizen scientists monitoring what
is happening with the urchins and the sea star and the sea otter.
It will take huge will, continued effort, and consultation with
Indigenous Nations to make the ocean safe again for Abalone
Woman and her children. But we must. We are not prepared to
say goodbye.

Above: White abalone in the Bodega Bay Marine Lab, California. Photo: Kristin Aquilino, 2019

Jacquelyn Ross is Southern Pomo and Coast Miwok from the counties of Sonoma and Marin in California, USA. Born to fishing and farming families,
she is active in food security and food sovereignty work in her traditional tribal area and in national networks.

LOCKING HORNS
to SAVE the SACRED COW
India’s Indigenous Pastoralists Fight for
Their Livelihoods and Cultural Traditions
Kanna K. Siripurapu

Above: The majestic Poda Thurpu cattle. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani, 2018
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The Goramaati Banjara community in their bright and beautiful traditional attire. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani, 2018

voracious appetite, and that hence must be banished from forests
The sacredness of the cow in India, especially to the vast
and grasslands and banned from entering them! So that’s the end of
majority of Hindus, hardly needs an introduction. According to
the story—or is it?
the Hindu scriptures, all cows are descendants of the mythical
cow Kamadhenu (also known as Surabhi). Born of an ocean of
There are many Indigenous communities in India that have been
milk, Kamadhenu generously provides good things to anyone who
safeguarding the sacred cow and fighting to conserve her. For them,
asks. Her four legs symbolize the four Vedas, the holy scriptures of
the cow is more than just a sacred animal: she is the symbol of their
Hindus, and her four teats are the four Purusharthas, the four goals
identity and is key to their livelihoods, their culture, and their very
of human life: righteousness, prosperity, love, and liberation. The sun
existence. The Indigenous pastoral communities of the Maldharis,
and the moon are personified on her face, and Agni, the god of fire,
Gujjars, Lingayats, Gaolis/Gollas, and Banjaras, who inhabit different
is embodied in her shoulders. Hindus
regions of the Indian subcontinent,
revere cows as they believe them to be
predominantly rearing cows, have
The
cow
is
more
than
just
a
sacred
animal:
the earthly manifestation of the sacred
been fighting back to save the sacred
she is the symbol of their identity and is
Kamadhenu.
cow and prevent her from being
key to their livelihoods, their culture,
With such a degree of reverence, it
reduced to just cattle and livestock.
and
their
very
existence.
might come naturally to imagine that
Two unsung heroes of the
cows (especially indigenous breeds)
fight to save the sacred cow are
must really be thriving in India, but not so. Despite the reverence,
Hanumanthu Gantala, 37, and Malya Ramavath, 65, two men who
perhaps a majority of Indians fail to recognize that the sacred cow is
hail from the nomadic Goramaati Banjara tribe (also known as
not at home on a farm or in a gaushala (cowshed) but rather in forests
Lambadi in Telangana State and Sugali in Andhra Pradesh State).
and pastures. Forest policies and acts first designed and enforced by
They have been doing their best to conserve the Poda Thurpu cattle,
the British Colonial Government and the later forest conservation
one of the beautiful Indigenous cattle breeds of India. Poda Thurpu
and biodiversity policies enacted by the government of independent
cattle are maintained exclusively within mobile agro-pastoral systems
India have relegated the holy cow to being mere “cattle”: unholy
and represent a classic case of community-based improvement and
conservation of an Indigenous livestock germplasm.
livestock that destroys forests and pastures by grazing to satiate its
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Hanumanthu Gantala with his prized Poda Thurpu cattle. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani, 2018

But the life and journey of these Indigenous communities in
efforts to save the sacred cow have been far from easy! In fact,
it is only the persistence and endurance of the Indigenous Golla
and Banjara communities against all odds that gave the state of
Telangana its first-ever official cattle breed. In February 2020, the
National Bureau of Animal Genetics in Karnal, India, officially
registered Poda Thurpu as the first Indigenous cattle breed of
Telangana. How did this extraordinary development come to
pass?

in severe fodder shortages, consequently forcing many pastoralists
to give up cattle rearing and causing a decline in the local cattle
population.

According to Hanumanthu Gantala, Sevalal Maharaj
Goramaati is the spiritual Guru (leader) of the Indigenous
nomadic Banjara tribe. Sevalal Maharaj led the life of a shepherd,
taking care of his father’s seven thousand cows. As disciples of
Sevalal Maharaj, the Goramaati Banjaras rear cows and continue
his legacy. Explaining the significance of the cow in their culture,
Malya Ramavath says that “those who serve the cow will attain
Hanumanthu and Malya are residents of Lakshmapur Tanda
nirvana and reach heaven, and
and Mannanur villages, respectively,
those who serve the cattle will die a
located in Amrabad Mandal,
The life and journey of these Indigenous
natural and peaceful death.”
Nagarkurnool district, in Telangana.
communities in efforts to
Their villages are situated within
Malya points out that there are
save the sacred cow have
the buffer zone of the Amrabad
at least 26 or 27 pentas (patches
been far from easy!
Tiger Reserve. Established in
of land with fodder and water)
1983, the tiger reserve covers an area of about 2,800 square
inside the Amrabad Tiger Sanctuary of the Nallamala Forest.
kilometers in the Nallamala Forest ranges. The Nallamala Forest
Those pentas have been used customarily for generations, and
is the prime grazing location and lifeline for the local pastoral
there is documented evidence of local pastoralists paying taxes
system. Local pastoral communities say that there are many
for grazing their herds inside the Nallamala Forest. Until fifty
customarily used grazing patches located inside the Nallamala
years ago, local herders paid one Indian rupee (USD 0.013) per
Forest. Establishment of the tiger reserve has proved fatal for
animal to the state’s Forest Department to graze cattle on their
the pastoralists and their livestock, as they have been forbidden
customary pastures inside the forests. For the past few decades,
from accessing their customary grazing lands. That has resulted
however, things have been changing—and they have changed very

SUMMER/WINTER 2020 | 139

Malya Ramavath at the Second Indigenous Cattle Fair in Amrabad village, Nagarkurnool district, Telangana State. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani, 2018

drastically over the past few years. The Forest Department has
been imposing many restrictions on access to customary grazing
lands inside the forest, which is adding to the misery of the local
pastoralists.

The forest, the cows, and the locals are as old
as the earth and have been there since time
immemorial. The Forest Department
and the Tiger Reserve, instead,
only came recently.
Recounting the growing conflict between the Forest
Department and the local pastoralists over access to the
customary grazing patches located inside the now Amrabad Tiger
Reserve, Hanumanthu and Malya point out that the forest, the

cows, and the locals are as old as the earth and have been there
since time immemorial. The Forest Department and the Tiger
Reserve, instead, only came recently. Until 1975–76, the then
Divisional Forest Officer and the Forest Range Officer allowed
cattle herders to graze their cattle up to fifteen kilometers inside
the forest. A decade ago, however, these rules were changed: the
Forest Department restricted access to only three kilometers
within the forest. Without access to customary pastures in the
forest, finding enough fodder, water, and shelter, and maintaining
large cattle herds has become economically inviable.
Discussing the ecological significance of pastoralism, Malya
says that if cattle are not allowed to graze inside the forests,
then the grass will grow more than a meter tall and will dry up
during the summer, resulting in huge forest fires. He laments in
his native language: Akaal ko dakaal nahi; Jungle ko darwaaja nahi

Opposite Top: View of a typical penta located inside the Nallamala Forest ecosystem. Opposite Bottom: Poda Thurpu cattle crossing the Krishna River,
which flows through the Nallamala Forest, during their seasonal migration. Photos: Megavardhan Reddy, 2019
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Members of the Amrabad Poda Lakshmi Govu Sangham at a virtual consultation meeting with the Expert Committee set up by the Indian Ministry of Tribal Affairs to
develop guidelines for the recognition of customary rights of nomadic and settled pastoralists under the Forest Rights Act 2006. Photo: Megavardhan Reddy, 2020

( Jungle thrives only when it rains; and it is something that doesn’t
Sanctuary. The then Forest Range Officer did come to negotiate
have doors). Furthermore, cattle turn grass into dung, which they
with the protesters, although the then Divisional Forest Officer
deposit in the forest during migration, enriching the forest’s
refused to meet with them.
otherwise nutrient-poor soils. One wonders why the Forest
Yet, relations between the two parties did not improve as a
result. On the contrary, the protest backfired on the pastoralists.
Department doesn’t get something as simple as that!
The Forest Department ended up imposing even stronger
What’s more, the Forest Department officials started
restrictions on access to grazing inside the forest, totally banning
manhandling the local herders, ordering them to sell off their
entry into many zones of the Tiger Reserve, and harassment
cattle and refusing compensation for the loss of human life
of the pastoralists escalated.
and livestock from wildlife attacks
Violations have been met with
inside the sanctuary. Crop damage
If cattle are not allowed to graze inside
severe penalties and punishments.
caused by wildlife raiding their fields
the forests, then the grass will grow more
For instance, in 2018 the Forest
further stoked the tension between
than a meter tall and will dry up during the
Department beat up cattle herders
the two camps. The local pastoralist
summer, resulting in huge forest fires.
and set fire to five cattle enclosures
communities began locking horns
that had been erected in the
with the Forest Department.
Komani penta area inside the forest. In another case the same year,
The conflict escalated, until in July 2015 it broke out into a
three cattle enclosures were burned down in the Potinagarugu
huge protest. Hundreds of local pastoralists along with their cattle
penta, and Forest Department personnel warned the cattle herders
herds took to the Amrabad intersection on the Mahabubnagar
never to show up in that vicinity again.
to Krunool district highway and blocked the area for the entire
Without knowledge of the legal rights enshrined in the
day, demanding compensation and withdrawal of all restrictions
Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers
on access to customary grazing lands inside the Amrabad Tiger
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Recognition of Forest Rights Act 2006 (Forest Rights Act
the Poda Thurpu cattle breed. It took about four years of
2006), the local pastoralists have been left defenseless against
dedication and hard work to make it happen.
mistreatment by the Forest Department. The department’s
The registration of Poda Thurpu might be a game-changer
personnel continue confiscating cattle herds and filing cases
for both the cattle and the local pastoralist communities, as it
against the local pastoralists for trespassing. The local pastoralists
makes conservation and improvement of this cattle breed a
are left with no other option but to pay penalties (or bribes) and
state subject. That means the government of India is obligated
endure whatever they are subjected to.
to conserve and improve the cattle germplasm. Interestingly, the
Amid all the conflict and chaos there has been a bright
Central Government of India has also constituted a committee to
light, however. The Poda Thurpu cattle somehow managed
take stock of the status of recognition of the customary rights of
to catch the attention and interest of a few researchers and
pastoralist communities all across the country under the Forest
government officials working with local small-scale farmers
Rights Act (FRA) of 2006.
and pastoralists. In 2016, the Watershed Support Services
Both of these developments and the changing political
and Activities Network (WASSAN), a nonprofit based
landscape surrounding the cattle breed might work in favor
in Hyderabad, Telangana, in
of the local pastoralists. Some of the
collaboration with the Telangana
APLGS members have educated
The local pastoralists are left
State Biodiversity Board (TSBB),
themselves about the FRA and have
with no other option but to pay
started a project to identify and
started creating awareness of it among
penalties (or bribes) and endure
register the Poda Thurpu cattle as
their fellow pastoralists. APLGS has
whatever they are subjected to.
a unique Indigenous cattle breed
released a couple of articles in regional
and to conserve its germplasm.
newspapers urging the state government
This project came as a ray of hope for the local
to take action to conserve the Poda Thurpu cattle breed and to
pastoralist communities, who saw it as an opportunity to
secure the pastoralists’ rights and livelihoods.
save a cattle breed that their communities had conserved
Hanumanthu Ganatala has played a crucial role in the entire
for more than four centuries. Over a hundred Poda
process. He was highly instrumental in the recognition of Poda
Thurpu cattle breeders came together and extended their
Thurpu cattle as a unique indigenous cattle breed, as well as in
support to the project. In 2018, with WASSAN’s support,
organizing the local pastoralists and registering the APLGS to
they registered the Amrabad Poda Lakshmi Govu Sangham
support their conservation efforts. With these successes on their
(APLGS) cattle breeders’ association). APLGS collaborated
side, the pastoralists are now hopeful that the registration of the
closely with WASSAN and TSBB in gathering the scientific
Poda Thurpu will change the fate of the breed—and that of their
data and documentation necessary for the registration of
communities, way of life, and livelihood.

Acknowledgments: This story was inspired in part by a study carried out by the Indian NGO Sahjeevan and its Centre for Pastoralism for its Living
Lightly Exhibition on Mobile Pastoralism in the Deccan Plateau region of India (http://pastoralism.org.in/living-lightly/). The traveling exhibition was
curated by Sushma Iyengar of Sahjeevan.

Kanna K. Siripurapu is a researcher interested in the biocultural diversity of Indigenous nomadic pastoral systems and agro-ecological systems of India.
He is associated with the Revitalizing Rainfed Agriculture Network, Telangana, India.
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IS THE ENVIRONMENT
FOR TAKING FROM OR
FOR GIVING TO?
A Young Indigenous Economist Finds Answers in His Own Culture
Prafulla Kalokar with Kanna K. Siripurapu
I am Prafulla Kalokar, 29 years old and a member of the
indefinite economic growth and development with no regard for
Indigenous Nanda-Gaoli people, a semi-nomadic pastoralist
nature and have been troubled by its environmental consequences.
community native to the Indian
That concept, packed with an
state of Maharashtra. I am a doctoral
ideology of taking everything and
I have always been bothered
student in modern economics,
anything from nature—the attitude
by the concept of indefinite
perhaps one of the few from my
of “mining the moon if we are done
economic growth and development
community to have come this far.
mining the earth” and of borrowing
with no regard for nature.
As an Indigenous scholar in
a conventional academic setting, and even more so as a student
of economics, I have always been bothered by the concept of

from the future if we exhaust
resources today—often leaves me wondering: is the environment
for taking from or rather for giving to?

Above: Prafulla introducing new technology to the pastoralists of the Nanda-Gaoli community. Photo: Nipun Prabhakar, 2019
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Prafulla with a beautiful and sacred Gaolao cow, the pride of the Nanda-Gaoli community. Photo: Nipun Prabhakar, 2019
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Gaolao cattle is extremely important to us and is a huge part of
our culture and traditions, featuring in every ceremony, ritual, and
festival of the Nanda-Gaoli community. Every year, we go out on a
seasonal migration during the month of February, in search of fodder
for our livestock, and return home at the end of June, with the onset
of the monsoon season. As our way of life revolves around livestock
rearing, forests and animals are central motifs in our culture and
traditions. Hence, the Bhaldev festival is a major expression of our
worship of Mother Nature and our caring for the environment.

The Nanda-Gaoli trace their ancestry to Nandbaba, the father
of Hindu deity Lord Sri Krishna and a resident of the mythical city
of Gokul. That is why Bhaldev is held twelve days after the festival
of Janmashtami, which celebrates the birth of Lord Sri Krishna.
Bhaldev is one of the 108 names of Lord Sri Krishna. It is believed
that the deity resides inside lavhan grass (Cyperus rotundus), a native
grass species that usually grows near waterbodies. For that reason,
locally the grass is also called “Bhaldev” and is sacred to the NandaGaoli, who worship it during the festival.

Bhaldev is celebrated for five days during Bhadrapada Masam,
a period in the Hindu calendar that may fall in July or August,
marking the peak of the southwest monsoon season over the Indian
subcontinent, a time when Mother Nature comes alive. During the
festival, nobody in the community sells milk or any dairy products,
and everyone voluntarily suspends all economic activities for those
five days. Even the livestock is not taken to forests and pastures for
grazing. Instead, all members of the community devote themselves to
the service of Lord Krishna.
If observed closely, the festival is as scientific as it is religious or
spiritual: it takes place at the time of sprouting of new grass shoots
due to the monsoon rains. That is not a coincidence! Rather, it is the
fruit of the knowledge that our Elders gained through generations of
careful observation and understanding of Mother Nature.

It is the fruit of the knowledge that our Elders gained
through generations of careful observation
and understanding of Mother Nature.

Perhaps this question may have stemmed from my cultural
upbringing, based on the idea of coexistence and living in harmony
and unity with Mother Nature, which is in direct conflict with the
ideology of modern economics. I have been finding answers in my
own culture, such as in Bhaldev (the festival of grazing cattle in the
forests), one of the main traditional festivals observed by NandaGaoli people.
A festival of worshipping grass before heading for the forests to
graze cattle sounds strange, doesn’t it? Yet, amid the Nanda-Gaoli’s
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struggle for survival, this festival commemorates and celebrates the
strong bond that my people have with the forests.

The Nanda-Gaoli community resides in semi-permanent hamlets
along the buffer zones of forests in Wardha, Yavatmal, Bhandara, and
Melghat regions of the Indian state of Maharashtra. Nanda-Gaoli
people usually rear cattle and buffaloes and are known as stewards of
the beautiful indigenous Gaolao cattle and Nagpuri buffalo breeds.
The cattle breed, in fact, may have been named after the NandaGaoli community, as it was reared and improved by them.

Left: Nanda-Gaoli boys wash lavhan grass in the river.
Photo: Prafulla Kalokar, 2019
Center: Lavhan grass in bloom in its natural habitat.
Photo: Prafulla Kalokar, 2019
Right: Lavhan grass bloom worshipped as Lord Sri Krishna
during the Bhaldev festival. Photo: Prafulla Kalokar, 2019

During the festival, a tuft of blooming lavhan grass is brought
home and worshipped as Bhaldev. Amid traditional rituals, a new
tuft of grass is added to the original tuft every day for four days and
worshipped for four days.
On the fifth day, at the conclusion of the festival, the community
takes grass tufts from every household out on a procession around
the village. The air is filled with the sound of traditional music and
chants of “Kanhoba Belpatri Bhaldev” (“The Lord Sri Krishna came to
our home, let us worship him”). At the end of the procession, the grassdeities are immersed in the nearby river.

There are many myths and legends associated with this festival.
Scientifically speaking, however, the festival is directly linked to
maintaining fodder supplies and breeding livestock, which is worth
understanding. Nanda-Gaoli people depend on livestock for their
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livelihood, and livestock depends on forests and grasslands for
survival. Hence, such reverence for the grass is fundamental for the
very existence of the Nanda-Gaoli community.

Nanda-Gaoli people depend on livestock for
their livelihood, and livestock depends on
forests and grasslands for survival.
The monsoon rains, corresponding to the Mrig or Mrigashish
constellation (Orion, the fifth nakṣatra or lunar mansion, as it is
known in Hindu astronomy and astrology), make the grass sprout
and, as we say colloquially, drape Mother Nature in a lush green
saree. The rains corresponding to the subsequent constellations make
the grass bloom—and blooming grasses, which are believed to be
abundant in nutrients, mark the beginning of the Bhaldev festival.
Only after the festival’s conclusion are animals taken to the forests
and pastures for grazing.

The science and knowledge of livestock management embedded
in this traditional festival are worth pondering. The cattle are not
taken into the jungle for the twelve days of the festival, to prevent the
animals from grazing and destroying the newly sprouted grass shoots,
thereby giving the grasses enough time to establish themselves in
the forest. Cessation of grazing at crucial stages of growth allows the
grasses to grow optimally, thereby ensuring fodder security. Hence
the prohibition on grazing is essential, and celebrating the festival
serves the purpose in a more spiritual way.

The science and knowledge of
livestock management embedded in this
traditional festival are worth pondering.
Observing the festival also helps the community decide the right
time to start grazing and provides knowledge and insights to the
young herders. It helps them learn that the blooming grass is highly

Prafulla (left) with Shridhar Galat on the last day of the Bhaldev festival. Photo: Prafulla Kalokar, 2019

The entire Nanda-Gaoli community takes Lord Sri Krishna figures made of lavhan grass tufts on a procession around the village on the last day of
the Bhaldev festival. Photo: Prafulla Kalokar, 2019
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The wisdom and insights of community Elders are passed
nutritious for the cattle and analyze the condition of the forest based
down the generations through traditions and festivals like
on the health of the grass. The most important aspect of this festival,
Bhaldev. The knowledge and understanding that these Elders
however, is that it reminds the old and teaches the young to remain
possess about livestock management and conservation of nature
humble and grateful to the forest and to the life-giving tufts of grass.
might put many so-called modern scientists to shame. Yet,
With meticulous collective planning, the cattle are sent out to
many Nanda-Gaoli Elders also express concern! Lavhan grass is
graze at the right time, so that they get sufficient and nutritious fodder
disappearing locally, and of late it has been getting harder to find
to eat. That is critical for the production of enough milk to meet the
enough tufts to perform the festival’s rituals. The disappearance
market demand for milk and other dairy products, both for day-toof lavhan grass is not only an indication of loss of biodiversity
day consumption and for use at festivals during the following seasons,
in the forest but also a threat to the legacy of the Nanda-Gaoli,
which brings good income to the family.
which is very unsettling for the community. How did we get to
In a nutshell, the Bhaldev festival is about securing the health
of livestock and financial security for people by conserving the
this point?
environment and taking care of Mother
The answer may lie in decades
Nature. Further, the festival promotes
of implementation of exclusionary,
The wisdom and insights of community Elders
cultural barriers to grazing, protecting
anti-poor forest acts and laws, first by
are
passed
down
the
generations
through
the forest and grassland ecosystems
the British Empire and then by the
traditions and festivals like Bhaldev.
when they are at their most sensitive.
government of independent India.
The Bhaldev festival is all about
The forest acts of both the colonial
giving to Mother Nature first, and she
government and independent India
reciprocates. Perhaps, my culture taught me that the environment is for
have banned grazing in the forests altogether. Today, in the name of
giving to, not for taking from!
different projects and programs, the Forest Department promotes
monoculture timber plantations on grasslands, destroying the
Nanda-Gaoli Elders talk about this festival with great pride.
precious and fragile grassland ecosystems. India’s policies consider
They say with confidence that it was because of festivals like this that
grasslands as wasteland and make no provisions for their conservation
our precious grasslands and forests have been saved. Dairy products,
and management. And alienating Nanda-Gaoli people from forests
especially the butter from the well-fed and nourished cattle of this
has been detrimental not only for livestock and the environment
region, have reached across the oceans, earning the region the name of
“Denmark of Vidarbha” (Vidarbha being the northeastern portion of
but also for the socio-economic and cultural sustainability of
the community.
Maharashtra, where we live).
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DRAWING THE LINE
at the
BLACK LINE
The Indigenous Sages and Stewards of the
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, Colombia
Guillermo Rodríguez Navarro

Cattle grazing in a small patch of forest in Chandani village, Maharashtra's Wardha district. Photo: Khyati Pothodi Chackara 2019

The Maharashtra State government has set aside a few
small patches of forest customarily used for grazing, but they
are insufficient to produce enough fodder for the cattle. Due to
lack of adequate fodder, the milk production of Gaolao cattle has
come down to just two liters a day from eight liters a day, seriously
affecting household income in the community. Consequently, many
people have given up cattle rearing, which has pushed the oncefamous Gaolao cattle breed to the verge of extinction locally.
Fodder scarcity is becoming an ever more serious problem with
each passing season. State-supported fodder camps have been touted
as the best way to fix this problem, but they have proved to be just
another avenue for promoting corruption. The real solution for this
problem is not organizing fodder camps but reinstating the grazing
and other customary rights of the Nanda-Gaoli community in the

forests, as well as acknowledging and popularizing their traditional
knowledge of livestock breeding and forest and biodiversity
conservation among conventional academics.

Today, major conferences are being held to discuss
climate change and biodiversity loss, but hardly anyone is
taking notice of the traditional knowledge held by tribal
and livestock-breeding communities.
Today, major conferences are being held to discuss climate
change and biodiversity loss, but hardly anyone is taking notice
of the traditional knowledge held by tribal and livestock-breeding
communities. So, the question remains, is the environment for taking
from or for giving to? And it’s about time we answered this question!
View of the upper Buritaca Valley from the main terrace of Teyuna, the “Lost City” of the ancient Tairona people. Photo: Per Arne Söderstrom, 2015

Prafulla Kalokar is a doctoral student belonging to the Indigenous Nanda-Gaoli community, a semi-nomadic pastoralist community of the Indian state
of Maharashtra. He is in the final stages of his doctoral dissertation in Economics at Gondwana University, Gadchiroli district in Maharashtra.
Kanna K. Siripurapu is a researcher interested in the biocultural diversity of Indigenous nomadic pastoral systems and agroecological systems of India.
He is associated with the Revitalizing Rainfed Agriculture Network, Telangana, India.
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“Imagine a pyramid standing alone by the sea, each side a hundred miles long. It’s a mountain nearly four miles high. In its folds imagine
every different climate on earth. This is the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, and the people hidden here call the Sierra the Heart of the World and
themselves the Elder Brothers.”
—Alan Ereira (filmmaker, director of the 1990 BBC documentary
From the Heart of the World: The Elder Brothers’ Warning)
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In the late seventies, as a budding archeologist, I took up my
In that first archeological job, back in 1977, I was working at the site
first field research job in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in
of an ancient Tairona city known as Teyuna—or colloquially the Ciudad
northern Colombia. At 5,775 meters of elevation, rising almost
Perdida (“Lost City”)—which is believed to have been founded about 800
directly from sea level along the Caribbean coast, the Sierra
CE, some 650 years earlier than the famed Inca city of Machu Picchu in
Nevada is the highest coastal mountain peak in the world. Due
Peru. Teyuna consists of a series of around 200 terraces carved into the
to its altitudinal variation, as well as its location at eleven degrees
mountainside, a network of tiled roads, and several small circular plazas
north latitude, it contains examples of the full range of climatic
or platforms. The site can only be accessed by means of a two-day hike
zones found in the tropical Americas and is rich in biodiversity,
through dense jungle. At that time, new trends in archaeology emphasized
much of it endemic. The thirty-six rivers flowing from it make
studies of land management and settlement patterns in the past. My
it so critical to the water supply in Colombia’s Caribbean region
research led me to identify various forms of ecological adaptation that the
that it has been called the region’s
Tairona had developed and to conclude that
“water factory.”
they had mastered an exemplary form of
Recognized as a global biodiversity
sustainable living in the Sierra Nevada.
hotspot, the Sierra Nevada was designated
Recognized as a global bio-

a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1986.
diversity hotspot, the Sierra Nevada
Ever since those pre-Hispanic times,
was designated a UNESCO Biosphere
the Sierra’s Indigenous Peoples have
Reserve in 1986. With a territory of 17,000 square kilometers,
continued to wisely manage their traditional territory, sustaining both its
it contains two national parks and eight Indigenous reserves. It
natural and its cultural values. Living in close contact with the natural
is the ancestral home of several Indigenous Peoples, including
environment, they have gained exceptional insights into how best to
the Kankuamo, Wiwa, Arhuaco, and Kogi, all speakers of
protect and sustainably use its invaluable biological resources. The history
languages belonging to the Macro-Chibchan linguistic family
of these Indigenous communities provides a remarkable example of longand considered to be descendants of the pre-Hispanic Tairona
term stewardship of a richly diverse natural environment. According to
civilization. UNESCO has also recognized the region as a rich
Indigenous accounts of the earth’s creation, the area around the Sierra is
repository of cultural knowledge by placing it on its list of the
a circular territory with high mountains at its center and a virtual border,
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.
called the Black Line, that extends to the ocean, where the water cycle
ends. That territory is the “heart of the world” and home to Mother
Earth’s children, who live off her and care for her water sources, lands, and
sacred sites. The Black Line connects all sacred sites within the limits of
Indigenous traditional territory, from the lower reaches of the Sierra to the
middle and higher elevations.

Teyuna, the “Lost City” founded by the Tairona in 800 CE and inhabited until 1600 CE, has more than 250 terraces erected on mountain slopes as spaces
to live, work, and perform religious ceremonies. Photo: Per Arne Söderstrom, 2015
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People handle their territory in an ancestral way through cultural
work that is based on a series of reconnaissance and monitoring
journeys through the landscape as well as on different kinds of
pagamentos (offerings) conducted by the Mamos in specific sacred sites.
The sacred sites are places where all the Fathers and Mothers, all the
elements of nature that people use, and all human thoughts and actions
For the Kogi, nature is a living organism, structured by invisible
from the beginning of humanity reside. These sites are fed with the
threads of primordial thought and life-force that crisscross the
offerings and with thoughts keenly directed to the respective spiritual
planet, forming an interconnected network, so the effect of actions is
entities. The system of offerings reflects the detailed knowledge of the
transmitted from place to place. In their language, aluna is the sum total
Sierra Nevada on which generations of
of thought-energy existing in nature.
its Indigenous Peoples have relied for
Their spiritual leaders, the Mamos, train
The worldview, social organization, and living
their survival, and on whose accuracy and
to connect to this thought-energy—an
patterns of the Sierra’s Indigenous Peoples
ancient tradition that is passed on orally
repeatability they have literally staked
revolve around the management and
and by learning to “listen to water.” To
their lives. That knowledge is a crucial
conservation of their unique environment.
listen, they insist, is to think.
source of information and understanding
for anyone interested in the natural world, the place of people in nature,
The worldview, social organization, and living patterns of the Sierra’s
and the spiritual significance imbued in the sacred geography of their
Indigenous Peoples revolve around the management and conservation
territory.
of their unique environment. They consider trees as people, and forests
By the time I was doing fieldwork in the Ciudad Perdida, however,
are vital to their communities, providing wildlife habitat and serving
I was witnessing a very different reality: dramatic environmental
as sanctuaries for worship and religious ceremonies. Forest resources
degradation in the Sierra Nevada, due to the massive destruction
also provide shelter, fuel, clothing, household utensils, medicines, food,
of tropical rainforests for logging, mining, oil extraction, industrial
and materials for their artistic expression. Villages have both social and
agriculture, colonization by landless farmers, and the growing of illegal
ceremonial character, and each family may have dwellings in different
crops such as cannabis, coca, and poppies. Over the past fifty years,
climatic zones, so as to benefit from the enormous diversity of resources
in fact, the Sierra’s forests have been reduced to less than twenty
in their surroundings.
Above: Ceremonial temples in the Kogi village of Surikava in the San Miguel River valley. Photo: Peter Rawitscher Adams, 2018
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better protect the planet we all share. In 1985, with a group of
percent of their original extent, and two of its thirty-six rivers have
interdisciplinary professionals, we created the Fundación Pro-Sierra
dried up. That poses a tremendous threat to the approximately 2.5
Nevada de Santa Marta (FPSN), one of the first nongovernmental
million people who rely on the Sierra’s watersheds for survival, to
organizations to be founded in Colombia. The work of FPSN has
the vast number of species living in its ecosystem, and to the future
revealed the complexity of interactions between nature and culture
of its Indigenous cultures—the only people who were and are fully
in this region and the importance of ancestral Indigenous practices
aware of the ecological consequences of forest destruction.
of landscape management—practices that offer an invaluable
It was during those early archaeological excavations at Ciudad
example of how Indigenous and local communities can be engaged
Perdida that we were paid an unexpected visit. A group of eight Kogi
in sustainable living and protection of mountain landscapes.
Mamos showed up unannounced at the site. Pedro Sundenkama, a
Early on, a fundamental obstacle FPNS had to confront was the
Kogi who lived at a one-day walking distance and spoke Spanish,
government’s strong disassociation from the country’s Indigenous
introduced them to me as relatives of his wife coming from the
Peoples. A personal anecdote well illustrates this state of affairs. I
communities of Takina and Macotama, and explained that they were
still remember the episode vividly after more than forty years. We
very important Mamos. After we provided food and accommodation
were traveling from the Ciudad Perdida archaeological site to the
to this group of venerable Mamos at our campsite, I was called upon
coastal city of Santa Marta. A Kogi Mamo asked us for a lift on the
to talk with them. It was a lengthy conversation that went on all
helicopter to go buy needles, gunpowder, and cotton thread in the
night. While chewing coca leaves from their poporos (small gourds
city. To raise money for these basic supplies, he had sold his cow and
in which the leaves are mixed with lime), the Mamos asked why
chickens. In Santa Marta, the FPSN members and the Mamo were
we were conducting the excavations. They explained to me that all
staying in accommodation made available by the military. When the
those necklace beads and other objects we were digging up had been
military got wind that a Kogi was with our party, officers made it
buried there to give strength to Mother Earth, and that with our
clear to us that “primitives” were not allowed in there, and we were
excavations we were destroying the site rather than restoring it.
all kicked out. Over the years, FPSN
It was the first time I heard
has worked tirelessly to bridge this
them talk about the Black Line. In
The Mamos warned that we should stop our
divide.
contemporary terms, the Mamos
excavations in their ancestral territory and
Today, the pressures arising
explained the Black Line as the
instead carry a message to the government
from
rampant resource extraction
paved road that surrounds the Sierra
about the environmental damage and
and
from population growth
Nevada, marking the boundary of
the violence in the region.
seriously threaten the integrity of
their ancestral territory, into which
the Sierra Nevada’s cultural landscape and its biocultural diversity.
outsiders are intruding to cut down the forest. They warned that we
Weak governments, unrecognized collective rights to territories
should stop our excavations in their ancestral territory and instead
and natural resources, and government-imposed protected areas
take it upon ourselves to carry a message to the government about
all contribute to such pressures and add to the threats faced both
the environmental damage in the region and about the violence that
by the Indigenous Peoples and the ecosystem of the Sierra Nevada.
was being generated—not only among the Indigenous communities
Recovery of the territory by Indigenous Peoples themselves is
of the Sierra but also among the region’s population as a whole.
a critical factor in the future protection of the region. Sacred
With the help of Pedro Sundenkama’s translation, I began to
sites play a fundamental role in affirming the spirituality of the
understand the value of traditional knowledge, the importance
territory. They also provide a way to establish a set of rules and
of sacred sites, and the fact that the Sierra’s Indigenous Peoples
regulations about the management and preservation of these areas
saw human behavior as regulated by the Law of the Mother—a
that is deeply connected to Indigenous belief systems.
complex code of knowledge and rules for living in harmony with
In recent times, the Indigenous Peoples of the Sierra Nevada
the environment that is recognized and respected by all. Adherence
have been making important strategic moves to gain respect
to that code had enabled them to survive and remain self-sufficient
for their spirituality and traditional knowledge. In 2012, the
over the course of centuries. Unlike today, in the remote past
Kogi produced a documentary film in their language, Aluna: A
human actions were trivial when set against the dominant processes
Journey to Save the World, which has helped raise international
of nature. And these wise people were the same people that the
awareness about the importance of preserving their biocultural
government and the public in general despised and stigmatized as
heritage. Another crucial move has been the publication in
“primitive,” ignorant, drunks, and drug addicts!
2018 of Shikwankala: The Cry of Mother Earth, a book about
Following that unforgettable night, it became our compelling
the spiritual teachings that guide traditional governance and
mission to bring this message to the world, so as to gain respect
territorial management. Written with the full participation of
for the Sierra’s Indigenous Peoples, help them defend their cultures
their traditional authorities and with the clarity demanded by the
and the integrity of their territory, and learn from them how to
Left: The highly respected Kogi Mamo José de los Santos Sauna Limaco, making offerings with his wife in the San Miguel River valley.
José died from COVID-19 on August 6, 2020. Photo: Peter Rawitscher Adams, 2018
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Community meeting with Kogi traditional authorities in the upper San Miguel River valley. Photo: Peter Rawitscher Adams, 2018

Mamos as well as the rigor demanded by academics, the book has
the power to influence and transform ways of being, thinking, and
doing in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta and beyond.
These efforts have also helped garner recognition from the
national government of Colombia. After many years of lobbying,
on August 6, 2018 the government passed Decree 1500, also known
as the “Black Line Decree,” which recognizes the ancestral territory
of the Arhuaco, Kogi, Wiwa, and Kankuamo peoples and the need
to protect its spiritual, cultural, and environmental value, according
to the principles and foundations of the Law of the Mother as
well as to constitutional and international standards. Government
institutions are now working to forge co-management agreements
with the Sierra’s Indigenous organizations, in efforts to build adequate
governance mechanisms that will ensure Indigenous autonomy.
After keeping their ways and wisdom hidden for generations, the
Mamos have decided to share them to help the world take care of
nature by making use of their knowledge and spiritual values. “We are
the spiritual and material Guardians of the Heart of the World,” they
have said, “and will continue to fulfill our mission forever as our legacy
to Humanity.” As the Mamos see it, there are critical interconnections
within the natural world, and interfering with one part has a major
Mamo Santos Sauna Limaco in meditation along the shores of the sacred Lake Shizhiñue, near the headwaters of the Ranchería River.
The death of Mamo Santos is an irreparable loss for the Kogi people, as he was one of their most important referents in the defense
of their ethnic, cultural, historical, and territorial rights. Photo: Peter Rawitscher Adams, 2018

156 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 9

impact on other parts. Establishing agreements that guarantee the
conservation and protection of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta
means safeguarding the health of the planet.

The pressures arising from rampant resource
extraction and from population growth seriously
threaten the integrity of the Sierra Nevada’s
cultural landscape and its biocultural diversity.
Says Mamo Luntana of Takina: “Why do we want to damage the
earth and water? Killing a forest is like killing a government. Where
will we go to live? How do we make them understand? Let’s change
our lives, sow new seeds.”
To learn more, visit the Organización Gonawindúa Tayrona website
at https://www.gonawindua.org/
Watch the film Aluna at https://bit.ly/2JzCevO
Find the book Shikwankala: El Crujido de la Madre Tierra
(Shikwankala: The Cry of Mother Earth) at https://bit.ly/37IKlOr

Guillermo E. Rodríguez Navarro is a founding member of Fundación Pro-Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta (FPSN). He holds a MSc in Applied
Statistics from Oxford University, where he specialized in Archeology, and has been engaged in research in the Sierra Nevada region since 1977.
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“This is an extinction rebellion based on decolonization and self-determination. To restore ecological
and social harmony to the world, the diversity of human place-knowledge, culture, perspective, and
ability from thousands of societies must work locally and together in unison.”
— Teja Jonnalagadda
“First Nations are proud, strong, and resilient, having survived an extinction plan, an actual
genocide, with significant intergenerational injuries. Language has been one of the tools to make
survival possible, not only physical survival but also enduring centuries of injustices.”
— Marie-Émilie Lacroix

