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Luisa Maffi

I

t’s been twenty-five years since Terralingua was founded
with a unique mission: to sustain biocultural diversity—the
diversity of life in nature, culture, and languages.
To Indigenous Peoples and local communities the world over,
it has been self-evident for millennia that language, culture, and
land are bound together by an “inextricable link”—a link arising
from long-term, intimate relationships of human communities
with the environments they depend on. Back in 1996, however,
the concept was largely novel and unfamiliar to the mainstream
public. To many people, an integrative, holistic concept like that of
biocultural diversity seemed quaint—if not outright “off the wall.”
Driven by passion for an idea whose time, we felt, had come, we
forged ahead nevertheless, developing a comprehensive program
of research, policy-relevant analysis, and practical approaches to
biocultural diversity conservation. To all that we later added a
focus on education and outreach, for which Langscape Magazine
has become an essential vehicle.
Fast forward twenty-five years, and the idea of biocultural
diversity and its applications not only have become well
established, but also are helping change how many of us view our
place on earth and how we act in the world. More and more people
are thinking of the web of life as a biocultural web—one in which
biological, cultural, and linguistic diversity are mutually supportive
and, together, sustain the life systems that in turn sustain us and
all other life forms. And, increasingly, people recognize that our
cultural and linguistic diversity is just as crucial to earth’s vitality
and resilience as is our planet’s diversity of plants, animals, and
ecosystems. Biocultural diversity, it seems, is coming of age.
Yet, as we at Terralingua reflect on our quarter-century
milestone, we are also all too keenly aware of the flip side: the
persistent—and indeed worsening—social and ecological crises of
our times. Is there anything for us to celebrate, then? Yes, there
is—and that is the very thing that Langscape Magazine has become
a recognized standard-bearer for: the magnificent, riotous, often
defiant, ever-resilient, and irresistibly resurging diversity of people

on earth! In that vast and enduring diversity lies our best chance
for a turnaround from the irredeemably self-destructive path we
are hurtling along today.
What better way, then, to mark Terralingua’s twenty-fifth
anniversary than to highlight some of the phenomenal diversity
of voices we have hosted in the magazine? We have chosen to
republish a selection of stories that we featured in previous
Langscape issues. We took our picks in three different ways: stories
that offer a rich tapestry of philosophical and existential views on
biocultural diversity from both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
perspectives; stories that were most popular among our readers;
and stories that, together, take us on a colorful and inspiring
biocultural tour of the world. In presenting this particular sample,
we wish to honor all the stories we have published so far and the
people who chose to share them with us—and with you.
In the first section, “Biocultural Diversity: Lenses, Mirrors,
and Reflections,” Terralingua co-founder David Harmon
looks back at our fortuitous beginnings. He then ponders the
intellectual, emotional, and ethical implications of a biocultural
perspective—one in which people “can come to their own
understandings about the significance of diversity in nature and
culture” and to their own recognition that “a thriving interplay
between nature and culture is essential to a good and vibrant life.”
Complementing Dave’s piece is an essay by Kenneth Wilson,
a visionary in the world of philanthropy who early on recognized
the value and promise of the nascent idea of biocultural diversity
and became a close Terralingua friend and ally. Ken offers a fond
retrospective look at the birth of biocultural diversity, in which he
skillfully traces the ideological and political changes that allowed
the concept to emerge and take off when and how it did—and he
invites everyone to embrace the idea and “take the dance” with it.
Environmental scientist Olga Mironenko reflects on the
diversity of species and cultures and on the importance of both
diversities as “cornerstones of resilience.” Puzzling at our proclivity
to seek uniformity whereas “nature’s recipe for survival has been
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diversity,” she reminds us that diversity in all its forms is “one of the
critical factors that will enable us to ensure our future”—a future that
will be both kinder to the earth and free from cultural intolerance.
Another champion of biocultural diversity in the philanthropic
world, Sonja Swift, explores the concept of “embodiment” as a way
of expressing the profound body-land connection that occurs when
we are “in contact with living landscapes.” She passionately argues
that drawing that connection—or, more broadly, recognizing the
deep-rooted link between the biological and the cultural—“has been
and continues to be an act of rebellion.”
Jon Waterhouse, a storyteller and activist, brings an Indigenous
lens to bear on the dramatic loss of biocultural diversity that we are
experiencing “while focused so intensely on propelling ourselves
further into the future.” To (re)learn about our rightful place in
the world, he suggests, we should listen to the ancestral wisdom of
Indigenous cultures that “have not only survived in their place for
millennia,” but indeed “have thrived.”
Indigenous leader Ilarion (Larry) Merculieff and educator
Libby Roderick share an Indigenous perspective on language
as an entity that emanates “from the lands and waters where it
originally develops and evolves and is infused with the spirit of
those places.” Words, they explain, have intrinsic power because
they carry the “energies of the places occupied by the peoples
who speak them”—and thus “must be chosen and used with
utmost care.”
Living in an urban context, Indigenous ethnobotanist Nejma
Belarbi first hears “earth’s language” when tiny “plant people” reveal
themselves to her on the side of a trampled dirt road. Musing that
nature is the mirror in which we can recognize human diversity as
an intrinsic part of the diversity of life, she journeys back to the
teachings of her North African Elders, who speak of “our connection
to all living things through the light that animates us.”
The next section, “Top Hits: Our Readers’ Favorites,” reveals
our readers’ eclectic preferences. Two stories about mapping show
how unconventional ways of representing geography can help
expose and subvert colonial history. Activist geographer Jordan
Engel points out that mapmaking has been an instrument of
empire, particularly through the erasure of Indigenous place
names that reflect the ecological and cultural history of a
place and the relationship of the original people with the land.
His remarkable Decolonial Atlas project is a collaborative effort
to build alternative maps that “challenge our relationships with
the environment and the dominant culture.”
Language scholars Maya Daurio, Sienna R. Craig, Daniel
Kaufman, Ross Perlin, and Mark Turin reveal the power of
“subversive” mapping in a timely way. The COVID pandemic hit
while they were in the midst of producing digital mappings of the
spatial distribution of New York’s astounding linguistic diversity—
about 650 different languages spoken there! Suddenly, they realized
that their language maps could be repurposed to help pinpoint
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health problems and other urgent needs the pandemic brought
about among the city’s minorities.
Two of the other most popular stories included in this section
revolve around Indigenous languages and the undeniable challenges
(and opportunities) involved in learning them. Severn CullisSuzuki transports us to Haida Gwaii, an archipelago off the west
coast of Canada that is home to the Haida First Nation. 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.
Half way around the world from Canada, Manju Maharjan and
Yuvash Vaidya, two young members of the Newar people of Nepal,
relate their fulfilling and pride-boosting experience mastering
Ranjana, a special script for their native language, Nepalbhasa.
Language homogenization in the country had caused the decline of
both the language and the script, but a growing movement seeks
to involve youths in learning to use the script through a series of
creative workshops-festivals.
Why would a story about chickens be one of our top hits? That
must be because of the light-hearted, yet utterly sympathetic way
in which Kanna K. Siripurapu and Sabyasachi Das explore the
cultural significance of India’s native poultry. Taking us to the hill
country of Andhra Pradesh, they delve into the many ways native
chicken breeds are used by rural communities in ceremonies and
healing. Don’t miss the photos of the chickens and of the villagers
imitating them!
Finally, there is little doubt as to why the story of D’ulus
Mukhin, an Even youth from Siberia, is one of our readers’
favorites. His unvarnished tale, as told to Arctic explorer, artist,
and photographer Galya Morrell, speaks to the daunting
challenges faced by members of Russia’s minority groups—
challenges that he, for one, overcomes by sheer courage and
artistic vision. His words ring with an eloquence that is totally
authentic and immensely powerful.
In the last section, “Around the World in Eleven Biocultural
Stories,” we begin our tour in northwestern Mexico. Photographer
and videographer Thor Morales shares with us the story of two
Indigenous groups, the Yaqui and the Seri, who learn to use and
then teach participatory video techniques to address through
film what matters to Indigenous Peoples the most: territory—“a
simple word that embraces culture, nature, history, dignity, land,
food, dreams, landscapes, mindsets.”
In the Caribbean nation of St. Lucia, ethnobotanist
and community activist Laurent Jean Pierre introduces
us to his people’s “sweeping dance”—literally a way of
dancing with a broom while sweeping. That seemingly
humble tradition has important ecological and social
implications, as it depends equally on the conservation of
an endangered species of palm and on the maintenance of
broom making as an artisanal craft and industry.

Farther south in Colombia, educators Felipe Rodríguez

Moreno and Norma Constanza Castaño Cuéllar bring

us a story of recovery of both territory and sense of place.
With their educational project, Felipe and Norma seek to foster

regrets for his “missing tongue” and his struggles to find it—and
his infectious zest for learning Twi is a telltale sign that he will
get there someday!

We wrap up the tour in Europe, where three stories about

pride of place and a sense of ownership and stewardship among

Indigenous and local communities remind us how bioculturally

diverse fishing community on the country’s Pacific coast that

Bocharnikova tells us, the Udege people put up a brave fight to

both youth and adults in Bahía Solano, a biologically and culturally

has been deeply transformed by decades of planned immigration
of farmers.

We then skip over to Australia to meet six forces of nature

(and culture): six Aboriginal Australian women who came
together around the idea of using contemporary song to
reinstill pride in Indigenous languages and cultures and rebuild

rich that continent is, too. In the Russian Far East, Aleksandra
prevent their traditional territory from becoming a protected area

from which they would have been excluded, bringing an end to

their customary way of life. Their fight made history in Russia,
prompting a change in law to make it a goal for new national
parks to protect Indigenous communities living in the territory.

From Russia to Spain, where Liza Zogib, Divya Venkatesh,

the strength of identity. Their “Yamani: Voices of an Ancient

Sandra Spissinger, and Concha Salguero conceive an art project

Dick, Carolyn Barker, and Kristina Kelman, yielded a CD of

and the high biodiversity of grazed Mediterranean grassland.

Land” project, whose story is told by Faith Baisden, Thomas

songs in five different languages, a companion video, and rousing
live performances.

On to northeastern India, where Khasi sociologist Raynold

to celebrate the ways of life of mobile Mediterranean pastoralists

One Square Meter, realized by Almudena Sánchez Sánchez,
Ana Trejo Rodríguez, and Inés García Zapata, is an amazing
3D one-square-meter sculpture of grazed land with its diverse

Lyngdoh serves up a feast: a rich tribute to the biocultural

complement of plant species—all made of felted wool!

natural beauty and vibrant, unique tribal cultures. While

photographer sister Anna Maffi pays a loving tribute to Marcello

from development, and its peoples engage in a valiant struggle

tiny hamlet in the central Italian region of Umbria. In words and

distinct identities.

in which farming life was hard, yet humanly rich and full of love

neglected traditional craft that is being revived: the colorful art

like their old, gnarly olive trees, Marcello and Emma are poignant

are mostly figures of plants and animals with deep cultural

place-connected life is not only possible, it is indispensable.

with nature. Practicing the craft, Mariia argues, can serve to

determination, these and all other “voices of the earth” that have

(or relearn) the “biocultural code” inscribed in this art.

bioculturally wealthy future. Listening to their stories, I have no

diversity of his native state of Meghalaya, a region of stunning

The last stop is Italy, my home country. There, my

remote and still poorly known, the region faces constant threats

and Emma, an elderly farmer couple who are her neighbors in a

to maintain their linguistic and cultural diversity and their

images, she gathers their memories of de prima—a time gone by

Living in Japan, researcher Mariia Ermilova learns a long

and respect for the land that nourished you. Rooted in the land

of making tsurushibina, or hanging doll decorations. The “dolls”

reminders, in this era of mounting disconnect from nature, that a

significance, embodying both practical and symbolic connections

With their courage, strength, passion, creativity, and

revitalize Japanese traditional knowledge and help people learn
The tour moves on to Africa, where two talented youths

regale us with some mighty fine examples of that continent’s gift

graced the pages of Langscape Magazine show us the way to a
doubt we will get there.

On this festive occasion, I am deeply grateful to our

for storytelling. Edna Kilusu, a Maasai student from Tanzania,

storytellers for lifting our spirits, to our readers for embracing

lore that she will sprint across the boma going to and from her

we do, and—last but not least—to our hard-working, committed

about in the night. As a young person grounded in the present,

none of this would be possible. With all of you, the impossible

is so fond of listening to her aunt’s nightly telling of traditional

our message, to our funders and supporters for believing in what

aunt’s home, hoping that no dangerous creatures are out and

team for making it all happen. Without every one of you,

she muses: “How do we move forward without forgetting our

becomes possible.

past?” Across the continent, Abraham Ofori-Henaku, an Akan
youth, offers a witty and refreshingly candid account of growing

up in Ghana without knowing his ancestral language—a situation

many Indigenous youths find themselves in today. He shares his

Bioculturally yours,
Luisa Maffi, Editor
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Language Loss and Public Policy to be held in Albuquerque,
called “Losing Species, Losing Languages: Connections Between
New Mexico. I had been interested in the parallels and intersections
Linguistic and Biological Diversity.” It was, if memory serves, pretty
between the natural world and human culture for some years, and
well received by the audience—although, as I expected, there were
had worked up some rather rudimentary data showing that the wellsome skeptics who didn’t like the comparison.
known latitudinal species gradient—the pattern in which biodiversity,
After the session was over I was sitting in the lecture hall when
or species richness, increases as you
an audience member came up
move away from the poles and towards
to me, practically bursting with
Around the world people are reaffirming—
the tropics—is similar, often remarkably
excitement. My life was about to
or realizing for the first time—that a thriving
similar, to the distribution of linguistic
change, because it was Luisa Maffi.
interplay between nature and culture
diversity. My aim was simply to share
From her training in anthropology
is essential to a good and vibrant life.
these data, and some tentative ideas
and ethnobiology she was well aware
explaining them, at a professional
(as I was not) of the foundational
meeting of linguists to see if the arguments would fly. Fortunately for
work of the International Society of Ethnobiology and its declaration
me, the organizers accepted my proposal. So I went and gave a paper
of an “inextricable link between cultural and biological diversity.”

BIOCULTURAL DIVERSITY
Reason, Ethics, and Emotion
David Harmon

A few years ago, Luisa Maffi shared an email with me. It was
from a writer, well-traveled and worldly, with a background in
both anthropology and biology. He had spent considerable time in
Mexico walking the countryside, thinking in the open air, trying
to unlock aspects of his experience that were eluding his
understanding. “I was looking,” he said, “for some link between
human culture and biodiversity when I came across your work.
It was something of a revelation.”*
This was not the first time that one of us had heard from
someone struggling with a deeply felt but inchoate sense that there
is a basic interconnectedness which defines existence. Someone who
was looking, looking, looking for a way to bring the bewildering
variety of life on Earth into clear focus. To me, Terralingua’s
highest achievement in its first two and a half decades is having
developed a vocabulary—of both words and ideas—that helps
people speak to themselves and others about these sorts of feelings.

Terralingua offers people a framework in which they can come to their
own understandings about the significance of diversity in nature
and culture.
The framework is not just intellectual and emotional, but
ethical. Around the world, Terralingua has inspired discussion of the
intrinsic value of biocultural diversity and why we should work to
ensure its continuation. People are reaffirming—or realizing for the
first time—that a thriving interplay between nature and culture is
essential to a good and vibrant life. The worth of this flourishing,
this benevolent abundance, goes far deeper than whatever monetary
or other practical value it may have.
Such lofty accomplishments were not what I imagined back in
1995, when I responded to a call for papers for a Symposium on
[*Ed. Those were the words of Aran Shetterly, a contributor to
Langscape Magazine, Vol. 5(1) in 2016.]

Above: Kayapó women gathering in the Amazon rainforest. Photo: Cristina Mittermeier
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Community members in Madzoke village, Zimbabwe, holding a watermelon in a field of finger millet. Photo: Saori Ogura
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A young Dusun man from the community of Ulu Papar, Sabah, Malaysia throwing his net to fish in the river. Photo: Inanc Tekguc

A shepherd heading home with his flock in North Pindos, Greece. Photo: MedINA/Stamos Abatis

Darrell Kipp was one of them. Kipp, who died in 2013 at the age
She had been looking for facts and figures to support the worldview
of sixty-nine, co-founded the Piegan Institute, which is dedicated
embodied by that declaration, and my tables comparing species
to preserving the language of his people, the Indigenous Blackfeet
and language richness country-by-country, and cross-mappings of
Nation of Canada and the USA. In a guidebook widely used by other
them, had fired her enthusiasm—which was as contagious as it was
Native American language activists, Kipp hammered home that the
unquenchable. Before we left Albuquerque the idea for Terralingua
only obstacle to setting forth was one’s own feelings of inadequacy
had been born.
Now, twenty-five years on, and thanks in great part to
and helplessness:
Terralingua and its supporters and collaborators, the concept of
“Don’t ask permission. Go ahead and get started, don’t wait even
biocultural diversity is solidly embedded in the world of academic
five minutes. Don’t wait for a grant. Don’t wait, even if you can’t
research and debate. But more important than that, it is also
speak the language. Even if you have only ten words. Get started.
the focus of a community of stewards, “Indigenous Peoples and
Teach those ten words to someone who knows another ten words.
local communities with thriving
In the beginning, I knew thirty words,
governance
systems,
vibrant
Now the concept of biocultural diversity is solidly then fifty, then sixty. One day I woke
culturally-rooted stewardship practice,
up and realized I was dreaming in
embedded in the world of academic research
and secure territorial rights guided by
Blackfeet.”
and debate. But more important than that, it
community wellbeing and buen vivir.”
Kipp knew that anyone can
is also the focus of a community of stewards.
These words, from another leading
contribute to the continuing
light of the biocultural diversity
flourishing of biocultural diversity.
movement, The Christensen Fund (TCF), emphasize the strong strain
No credentials necessary; the only prerequisite is that you must care.
of self-reliance that animates biocultural diversity stewards. Around the
A common respect for the value of diversity is what allows people
globe there are growing numbers of people who, as TCF once put it,
from divergent viewpoints to work together, even if their viewpoints
“actively maintain what they care for alive in the world as well as in the
represent understandings and truth-claims about the world that are
at odds with one another.
human imagination.”

Here’s a personal example. My own orientation to the world is
this ur-impetus, is how the eminent physicist Erwin Schrödinger
pretty much a conventional Western scientific/rationalist stance.
defined life itself. “What is the characteristic feature of life?
When is a piece of matter said to be alive?” he asked. And then, in
I interpret things through a neo-Darwinian evolutionary lens,
answer: “When it goes on ‘doing something,’ moving, exchanging
and I take a physicalist view of what constitutes reality. That’s my
material with its environment, and so forth, and that for a much
framework for understanding things. It certainly runs counter to
longer period than we would expect an inanimate piece of matter to
the orientations of many of the friends and colleagues I’ve met
‘keep going’ under similar circumstances.” This unceasing striving is
over the years. To some, my views are nothing short of anathema
necessary to maintain a fundamental level of physical order, which is
because they consider them reductionist. However, because
I recognize that my way of thinking is not the only valid way, or
the core condition of life itself.
the only worthwhile way, I am able to work with and learn from
If we restrict our gaze to one set of Earth’s beings, the ones we call
people even though we may disagree, sometimes fundamentally
human beings, we find that much of what we do is the same: laboring
so, over what constitutes “the facts”—
to stay alive. But on top of this routine
not to mention their significance.
work our species is distinguished by
A large part of the significance of biocultural
To me, a large part of the
a proliferation, an almost wanton
diversity is that it is an elemental gauge
significance of biocultural diversity
profligacy, of creativity. An urge to
of the livingness of Earth—the amount
is that it is an elemental gauge of the
create that is the hallmark of the
of life that we feel to be around us.
livingness of Earth—the amount of life
human life trajectory. Our creativity
that we feel to be around us. Let me try
is registered in what my collaborator
to explain what I mean, from my rationalist perspective.
Jonathan Loh has called the “second flowering of the tree of life”—the
When we look out upon our planet—no matter where, including
emergence of human cultural evolution. Other species have culture,
the most desolate environments imaginable—we see a veritable carpet
and we need to recognize that. But ours is the only one to have created
of living things, a blossoming, buzzing profusion of beings, each busily
such an astonishing variety of culture, embodied in languages, beliefs,
engaged in the business of going on. This primal struggle to continue,
behaviors, and more.
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Other species have culture, and we need to recognize that.
In fact, the inexorable fate of any individual organism
But ours is the only one to have created such an astonishing
is to reach a point where it is no longer capable of expending
variety of culture, embodied in languages, beliefs, behaviors,
energy (which it must constantly extract from the surrounding
and more.
environment) in order to stave off the natural tendency for
So life, and the order its variety represents, is a ground
entropy to increase. At that point, the organism reaches thermal
truth of existence. But working against this biocultural
equilibrium with its surroundings—which is to say, it goes stonegenerative power there is a countervailing truth: death—
cold dead. Indeed, such a state of thermodynamic quiescence
is how Schrödinger defined death from the standpoint of physics.
the ultimate disordering — comes in many varieties, too.
Life, then, is simply the temporary
Whether by disease or accident
preservation of order against
or senescence, it bursts forth
Biocultural diversity—the evolutionary marriage
the universe’s tendency towards
from every nook and cranny of
of nature’s fecundity with human creativity—
increasing disorder, as measured
earthly existence, striking all alike
is self-evidently a badge of existential success.
by entropy.
without reference to justice or
Similarly, human culture can
timeliness. The reason why stems
be thought of as the intentional
from the ironclad second law of
creation of order. This act of creation is not free-floating and
thermodynamics, which states that in a closed system entropy
generalized. Rather, it’s the product of a specific group of people
either remains constant or—what is overwhelmingly more
who are situated in a temporal flow of evolutionary change. Human
likely—increases over time. Entropy is not a force, like gravity.
beings need to make culture in order to fend off cosmic disorder.
It is a measure, a measure of disorder in the overall physical
The alternative, as Yeats famously lamented, is to descend into
universe or a portion thereof, and is stated as a quantity: the
“mere anarchy” where “things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.”
higher the entropy, the more the disorder.

Ice fishing in the Kalix archipelago of northern Sweden. Photo: Clare Benson

Still, the cultures we make are not immutable: they are handed down to our
descendants who recalibrate them according to their own understanding
of what constitutes the order they need. That understanding, while not
unchallengeable, ought to be at its core autonomous. Every culture and
language community ultimately has the right to self-determination, while
at the same time being open to critique from other cultural viewpoints.
So then, biocultural diversity—the evolutionary marriage of nature’s
fecundity with human creativity—is self-evidently a badge of existential
success. All of the “beautiful unusual biocultural things” (again, as TCF
once put it) are rare—no, very rare—examples of things in the world that
are in the world precisely because they have so far managed to stave off the
ultimate disorder that is death.
My conjecture is that we, on some deep level, sense this
success and register it as a feeling of joyfulness at being alive.
The more we come to appreciate the variety of life in nature and
culture, the deeper this feeling of livingness goes. I think this feeling,
or something very much akin to it, is what motivates biocultural stewards.
Now, I realize that someone could be dubious about my arriving at
such a conclusion through, as they might see it, a rationalistic totting-up of

a cosmic ledger book where entropy is in one column and biocultural
diversity is in another. I hope I will be understood as meaning that
the process is nothing so simple as that. But equally I hope that
defenders of biocultural diversity will always be open to the fertile
interchange of perspectives that comes when Western science and
other ways of understanding encounter one another.
Here’s a fitting example of what I mean. Sometime back, I
was sent an interesting academic paper, exploring whether cultural
relativism is impeding nature conservation (as practiced from a
Western scientific perspective). It was published along with a
vigorous response from a biocultural perspective, citing Luisa Maffi
among others. The authors of these papers were in deep disagreement,
yet they produced a respectful, useful exchange of views.
As I was reading the biocultural response, it occurred to me
that over two decades ago such a thing might not even have
been possible. The fact that it now is—that the perspective
of biocultural diversity is necessarily part of the discussion—
is, I think, something we can credit in no small measure to
Terralingua. And for that, we all ought to be grateful, no matter
what our orientation to the world may be.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 5(1), Summer 2016, pp. 10–13.

The Salap women’s group performing their mesmerizing water music at the Salav Festival in Namasari village, Gaua, Vanuatu. Photo: Cristina Panicali
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David Harmon is one of the co-founders of Terralingua and currently serves as an executive director of the George Wright Society. He is the author of In Light of Our Differences:
How Diversity in Nature and Culture Makes Us Human and co-authored Sharing a World of Difference with Luisa Maffi and Tove Skutnabb-Kangas, and, with Jonathan Loh,
Biocultural Diversity: Threatened Species, Endangered Languages.
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Flourishing at Twenty-Five
On Context and Foundations
in the Rise of the Concept of Biocultural Diversity
WORDS AND IMAGES K. B. Wilson

Sungai community fish trap on the Kinabatangan River in Sabah (Borneo). One of the main ways that activist scholars were awakened to the concept
of biocultural diversity was in their encounter with Indigenous ecological knowledge. Not only did such communities have extraordinary knowledge of fish diversity and
ecology, but also their knowledge was grounded in their own languages, cultural values, and institutions and was expressed in ways that were crafted to be beautiful.

14 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 10

Indeed, the early 1980s saw an astonishing flowering of attention to
In his essay “Biocultural Diversity: Reason, Ethics, and Emotion” (this
such areas as environmental history, Indigenous knowledge, landscape
issue of Langscape), David Harmon traces the emergence of the field of
ecology, community-based resource management/forestry, common
biocultural diversity as a call for an engagement with the beautifully rich
property theory, conservation biology, ecosystem health, agroecology,
complexity of life. In my own take on biocultural diversity, I ponder the rise
eco-agriculture, organic food, and so forth. In fact, except for explicit
of the concept (and field) from the perspective of the history of ideas and
reference to “biocultural diversity” itself, the 1980s seem to have
idea-making. To my mind, the concept took off when it did, flowering and
generated all the themes in contemporary struggles around diversity
bridging to the mainstream so rapidly after centuries of marginalization,
and most of the terminology.
because of deeper global intellectual and political changes underway that
I was part of that movement, and we certainly intended it to be
suddenly embraced diversity and complexity.
deeply subversive of the Western academic canon and neo-colonial
Let’s start in the 1960s. Western thought had been captivated
global development practice. People like me who were caught up in
for centuries by the Cartesian separation of “nature” and “culture” and
the academy fought for these ideas because of human connections we
Newtonian physics of linear causation. Although Indigenous and other
had with grassroots struggles and Indigenous Peoples. Radicalism had
more holistic ways of knowing were still entirely marginalized, it was in the
the same personal roots among practitioners: indeed, it was at this time
1960s that systems thinking, interdisciplinary explorations, and of course
that “participatory” and community-based approaches emerged as the
ecology emerged in the Western canon, opening the door to complexity
“alternative” approach to development and resource management.
and diversity. This was all wrapped up with how the 1960s brought about
At the end of the decade, two themes then suddenly overwhelmed
independence for most of the remaining European colonies, civil rights in
the public mind: globalization with
the USA, feminism, and global student
the fall of the Berlin Wall, and climate
movements that rejected a top-down
The concept of biocultural diversity took off when change propelled to attention by the
hierarchical and mechanistic world.
it did because of deeper global intellectual and
summer of 1988. For many, that year
It was a time when discussions of
political changes underway that suddenly
Chico Mendes became archetypal of
cultural difference began to elicit more
embraced
diversity
and
complexity.
the connection between the bottomlistening by the mainstream. When
up struggles that motivated us and the
intercontinental connections emerged
increasingly visible planetary environmental crisis. It was only later that
among Indigenous movements. When a generation emerged globally that
more of us heard about the founding of the International Society for
embraced freedom and pluralism. We still live in the wake of the 1960s.
Ethnobiology and the “inextricable link” between cultural and biological
Indeed, the 1970s were mostly spent arguing about what all this meant
diversity framed by the Declaration of Belém.
politically and culturally as the gap grew between leftist intellectuals and
From 40,000 feet, the decade of the 1990s appears as one of “winleftist governments. Meanwhile, and on an infinitely finer scale, some
win” and “stakeholders” rather than radical ideas—a time dominated by
wayward intellectuals wandered into human ecology and ethnobotany and
the birthing of the Internet, biotechnology, and massive global economic
pointed out that Indigenous knowledge was very significant.
expansion and integration under neo-liberalism. But while all that was
Then came the 1980s and the explosion of new thinking that had
happening, the new thinking of the 1980s flowed unstoppably towards
been seeded in the 1960s. Lovelock had proclaimed the contemporary
describing a different world.
concept of Gaia in 1979, and the term “biodiversity” was coined in 1980.
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of institutions working at the interface of Indigenous, environmental,
and human rights. Examining a sample of such institutions worldwide
(Indigenous NGOs and their allies) from the then online Wiser Earth
database, I found that a full quarter had their roots in the years 1990–94,
with nearly as many forming in the next five years. And this does not vary
as much as we might expect by region of the world.
The decade of the 1990s was also when the first stirrings of power
became apparent. “Fortress conservation” took a wobble; the Indigenous
movement went global; and sacred places were first discussed in official
venues as places of significant biodiversity importance. All this reflected
the growing capacity of social movements to organize and take on the
establishment, and how the cacophony of ideas generated in the 1980s
was honed and deployed to create a discourse the mainstream could
understand. Integral to this was how Indigenous intellectuals increased in
number and found ways to be heard. Across the world, Indigenous Peoples
won landmark land rights struggles in the 1990s, from Mabo in Australia
to the San people in South Africa.
From my perch then at the Ford Foundation, I witnessed closely how
it was in the 1990s that all these struggles and their potential to succeed
began to find traction with philanthropic, private, and even bilateral
government funding. Most important of all, individuals, mostly North
Americans of wealth, increasingly came to back these communities and
their advocates. Most of these radical donors had come of age in the
1960s and embraced the integrated and transformational. They were less
Sacred site in a forest in Bhutan. Sacred sites in culturally managed landscapes
proved to be a particularly powerful way to convey the biocultural diversity
afraid of complexity and were ready to back the intangible, the beautiful,
concept to new audiences, in particular because numerous field studies
the spiritual, and the knowledge of the hand and heart and not just of
showed how they contained higher biodiversity.
the head; in short, the things long marginalized as trivially “feminine.”
To explore this, Yang Tan, then a volunteer with The Christensen
Josh Mailman, one of them, once pointed to a major factor in this
Fund, helped me search keywords in the abstracts of the Science Citation
transition: the “rise of the female donor”—the beginning of the era when
Index Expanded (SCIE)—1900 to present; the Social Sciences Citation
women got their hands on significant philanthropic moneys for the first
Index (SSCI)—1956 to present; and the Arts & Humanities Citation
time. Alongside these donors, I too began to see in the 1990s the impact
Index (A&HCI)—1975 to present. Most striking is how 1990 emerges
made by the intellectuals who had come of age in the 1980s, and who by
as the pivotal year for academic articles with keywords for every kind of
the 1990s had begun to influence how things worked.
“diversity”—a whole decade after the coining of “biodiversity” and thirty
It is hardly surprising, then, that the different threads we needed to
years after “cultural diversity” entered the lexicon. Some terms are far more
name “biocultural diversity” came together in the 1990s (and not earlier
prominent than others: biodiversity
or later), albeit with the alignment of the
(and its cognate biological diversity) is
right mavericks and with the dogged
The decade of the 1990s was also when the first
present one to three orders of magnitude
creative energy of Luisa Maffi. I see
stirrings of power became apparent. “Fortress
more frequently in these journal articles
these threads as being the maturing
conservation” took a wobble; the Indigenous
than any of the terms associated with
of multiple parallel academic fields
movement went global; and sacred places were
biocultural diversity. Yet, when we plot
that valued diversity; the recognition
first discussed in official venues as places
the rates of expansion in the use of these
of transdisciplinary connections and
of significant biodiversity importance.
terms (see graph), we find a further
holism; an ever-stronger voice for
astonishing result: namely, that they all
Indigenous ways of knowing; and
show a very similar and unstoppable exponential growth starting in 1990.
a constituency ready and able to ground a multiple-syllable concept
Furthermore, when looking from underneath, it turns out that
in the messy daily reality of peoples’ lives and struggles. I believe such
it was in the 1990s that most of the institutional structure that
countercyclical thinking is often most potent when the mainstream is most
now underlies our field emerged, symbolized perhaps by the 1992
overconfident, as was 1990s neo-liberalism. But was there a real possibility
that the deliciousness of biocultural diversity and related thinking could
Rio Conference on Environment and Development and the achievement
take on the global cultural and financial juggernaut?
of Article 8(j) of the Convention on Biological Diversity, with its
Through the 2000s, these biocultural ideas pressed forward
reference to the importance of traditional knowledge. The work done in
relentlessly
from the margins, leveraging every new bit of institutional
the 1990s becomes especially evident when we look at the emergence

16 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 10

support. What had been in the 1980s mere workshops, direct
knew something about building institutions and movements and who
actions, and wish lists became in the 2000s mainstream conferences,
could resource strategic change.
international treaties, academic recognition, and university programs.
Again, this is a story I know because I lived it. Indeed, it was
Eleanor Ostrom even won a Nobel Prize for attention to the commons.
while I was still at the Ford Foundation in 2001 that I learned about
The United Nations (UN) Permanent Forum on Indigenous Peoples
Terralingua from linguist Michael Krauss, while exploring a funding
Issues was launched and in 2007 achieved the UN Declaration on
initiative around Indigenous language revitalization. That was
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples after decades of grueling struggle.
actually the first time I registered the term “biocultural diversity,”
Biocultural diversity and its associated
despite it having stalked me all my
values started to appear regularly in
life—and a rather surprised Luisa
Through the 2000s, biocultural ideas pressed
the declarations of UN agencies and
Maffi received a fateful phone call.
forward relentlessly from the margins, leveraging
at the International Union for the
Then in 2002, by which time I was
every new bit of institutional support.
Conservation of Nature (IUCN),
involved with The Christensen
especially in the second half of the
Fund, the Board agreed to make the
decade. Soon we ran out of places to get it declared and had to turn to
concept fundamental to its mission and in so doing unleash new
the harder task of getting things implemented.
levels of support to the nascent field.
In my experience, the pioneers of the biocultural paradigm were
In the 2000s, a growing number of funders allied with the
glorious curmudgeons, many of them coming from the margins
passionate struggles of place-based peoples began taking on the
suspicious and even contemptuous of the mainstream’s insensitivities.
Homogecene and Anthropocene. The rise in funding for biocultural
They were an unlikely group to make the strategic shift from protest,
work was intimately connected to increasing recognition of
creative disruption, and quiet labors of love, toward strategies that could
Indigenous Peoples and the value of supporting them on their terms.
It was in 1999 that International Funders for Indigenous Peoples
facilitate a “storming of the citadel” as opportunities for recognition
(IFIP) was founded in a gathering of just a dozen people; by 2009, IFIP
and mainstreaming arose. Part of the way in which that evolution of
had fifty-one members, and hundreds would attend its conferences.
strategy happened was the engagement of social justice funders who

The rate of growth of journal articles citing biocultural diversity and other related concepts since 1960, as charted by Yang Tan
for The Christensen Fund (TCF). Source: TCF, 2009
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MaiJabu, leading member of the
Muonde Trust, at a community
workshop under a muonde (fig)
tree atop a granite outcrop at
the home of Trust Chairman
Takura Moyo in south-central
Zimbabwe. Across the planet,
community institutions like
Muonde have found much
benefit in deploying the
concept of the biocultural.

Director of the Muonde Trust,
Abraham Ndhlovu (right)
provides the son of Chief
Mapanzure (left) a digital copy
of a video of the installation
ceremony of his ancestor
taken by colonial administrator
J. D. White. As part of his nearly
forty-year association with the
communities of south-central
Zimbabwe, K. B. Wilson continues
to bring social and ecological
history back into the hands of
the community.

Women’s group in the Rasht Valley of Tajikistan cooking a traditional noodle dish. The connections between foodways, agro-biodiversity,
and traditional agricultural landscapes not only powerfully illuminated the concept of biocultural diversity, but also linked the concept
with the mushrooming food movements across the planet.
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Although reliable statistics are hard to come by, foundation-giving
to Indigenous causes domestically and internationally probably
increased tenfold over that decade, especially at the intersection of
environmental and Indigenous work. As funders, we did not cause
this global shift, rooted as it was in the unfolding of the 1960s,
but it would be hard to argue that we did not accelerate and
deepen change. It is also clear that we helped close gaps and build
relationships between the intellectuals and policymakers and the
grassroots activists and community stewards. Bioculturalism was a
powerful connecting concept.
Biocultural Diversity is, of course, not “at twenty-five”; it is
as old as the peopled hills, and is a concept fundamental to the
values of most if not all pre- (or non-) Cartesian cultures. But, at
the same time, viewed as a formal idea, a mantra, or a rallying cry,
it is clearly very much “at twenty-five.” It is still so young because
it needed three decades from the explosive freedom of the 1960s
to build the foundations that could carry it—intellectual, cultural,
political, and institutional. It also still feels “at twenty-five”: just
see how it flourishes so beautiful, lithe, hopeful and invincible.

Too insignificant as yet to have been fully tested by the powers
that be, but old enough to be the determined and beguiling
idea of the future. And the only optimistic framework within
which to prepare for the re-organization, restoration, and
revitalization that will follow the collapse and crises that
are bound to dominate the twenty-first century. As one of
the many individuals apparently fated to throw my life into
loving this golden child, and in the spirit of my retirement,
I commend him and her to you with all my love. Take the dance.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 5(2), Winter 2016,
pp. 10–15.
Dr. Ken Wilson grew up absorbed by both the cultural diversity and the biological
diversity of Central Africa, and committed to integrating them despite an excess of
English education. He enjoyed trying that at Oxford, the Ford Foundation, and
The Christensen Fund. Retiring to Borneo in 2015, he remains involved with the
African villages of his youth.

CORNERSTONE OF RESILIENCE
Reflections on the Diversity of Species and Cultures
WORDS Olga Mironenko
IMAGES David Rapport

“Preserving biodiversity and our cultural heritage”: the WIAD Conservation Area in Papua New Guinea. While the Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas
movement had diverse roots in the Indigenous, environmental justice, and community-based natural resource management areas, the concept of biocultural
diversity added potency to that enormously important development over the last ten to fifteen years.

20 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 10

Our planet is populated by an incredibly wide variety of
creatures. Coming in different sizes and with different sets of
adaptations to their respective environments, they inhabit the socalled planetary envelopes: hydrosphere, cryosphere, lower layers
of the atmosphere, and upper layers of the lithosphere, creating
a unique envelope, the biosphere, that interweaves with and
changes the others.

We are used to hearing about species—if not from our school
biology courses or from nature observations, then from the
media: there is much well-grounded talk about species extinction,
accelerated up to 10,000 times by what we humans do, and
resulting in a serious decline of biodiversity.
If you could take a look at our planet Earth from above,
wearing special glasses that would allow you to see large, complex

Above: Life’s traces #1
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So, with this in mind, why do we need diversity, both in nature
performing a particular function, this species will be replaced
and in terms of our human cultures?
by another species present in that ecosystem, whose functions
The fact is that, in nature, the more biodiverse the ecosystem,
are the closest to those of the species that could not respond
the more resilient it is. The more room there is for a variety
to the stress well enough. By much the same logic, the more
of responses to various stress
populations within a species, the
factors, which are always there
higher the odds of survival for the
Diversity also contributes greatly to the overall
in nature, the higher the chance
entire species because at least one
health
and
well-being
of
the
entire
ecosystem.
of a successful response and,
of the populations may be able to
Nature doesn’t know monoculture, unless
hence, of survival. It is crucial
adapt to whatever the stress on
perhaps in certain extreme conditions
to remember that every species
the entire species is. So, you can
where only one species can thrive.
occupies a certain ecological
imagine that the wider the choice
niche in an ecosystem, and all the
of options, the higher the chances
niches are interconnected. Nothing in nature exists in isolation.
of withstanding any kind of pressure or challenge.
The various correlations and interactions between niches also
Diversity also contributes greatly to the overall health and
serve the stability of an ecosystem. For instance, if stress factors
well-being of the entire ecosystem. For example, monoculture
drive out or bring about a substantial decline in one species
forests or agricultural fields are particularly vulnerable to pests

Life’s traces #2

communities of life forms, you would see umpteen species,
broken down into populations, distributed all over its surface.
Species may interact with one another in many ways, but they
usually do not interbreed in nature, and they occupy slightly or very
different niches. Interbreeding normally happens within a population
of a given species, to preserve and pass on the population’s genes.
This is conditioned by shared habitat and relative seclusion from
other populations. But in the great scheme of things, this is simply
how a species is trying to preserve its gene pool.
What does any of this have to do with our cultures, you
will ask?
We know that humans are just another species on the planet,
among many. And, as humans, we do recognize one another as
members of the same species. Yet, at the same time, we are often
inclined to fight with one another because of cultural or ethnic
differences, as if those differences made human groups into
different species.
We may well be doing this as a reflection of the biological
urge to preserve a population’s genes, but we humans take this
urge much farther than any of our planetmates do, ignoring
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the great value of this diversity. Ethnic differences, in fact, may
not even play as significant a role as cultural differences do.
Many ethnicities can live in a country, or a certain part of a
country, sharing one culture, traditions, and values. As a result of
cultural assimilation, there may be a homogeneous culture while
ethnic differences persist (although they may also even out over a
period of time). It is especially in terms of our cultural differences
that we mostly choose to draw boundaries among ourselves:
around religions, values, traditions, customs. Being a single species,
Homo sapiens, but divided into different cultural “populations,” we
often tend to think that the human bearers of a different set of
customs and beliefs are alien to us and that there can be little or
no common ground for mutual understanding. This is the very
root of our issues with racial and cultural intolerance.
When we draw these parallels—which often is a good exercise
in systems thinking—it is important to remember that humanity
is one species, and the cultures we divide up into correspond
to populations within that species, and that the ecological laws
valid for a given species remain valid for any population of
that species.

Life’s traces #3
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meadows. Nature doesn’t know monoculture, unless perhaps in
certain extreme conditions where only one species can thrive.
That is why biodiversity matters so much. We, as humans,
might not care for the survival of ecosystems, but that happens
only when we’re short-sighted and don’t see that we are a part of
the entire system, in which our survival depends entirely on the
survival of other species.
All these principles also hold for us and our cultures.
That means that the more cultures there are, with a diverse set
of approaches, worldviews, and strategies arising from them—and
therefore the more varied the responses we give to a multitude of
stress factors we are faced with—the more resilient we become as
a global society. In light of the environmentally depleted future
that is already becoming our today, our survival depends greatly
on this resilience.

The more cultures there are the more
resilient we become as a global society.

Life’s traces #4

Life’s traces #5

and, once attacked, stand few chances of survival. Monoculture
forests have actually been described as “green deserts” rather than
forests—and for a good reason. Or next time you go out for a
walk, take a look under your feet. If you are a city dweller and are
lucky enough to find any semblance of nature in the outskirts of
the city, what you will most likely see will be mixed herbaceous

24 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 10

Ongoing globalization has already wiped out many cultures.
Globalization per se—a result of our quest for unrestrained
economic growth coupled with our ever more advanced means
of transportation, which give us a virtually limitless ability to
move from one end of the Earth to the other—combines with
that baffling proclivity of ours for replacing biodiverse meadows
with monocultural mowed lawns. We tend to want things more
uniform, that is, more easily comprehensible and controllable.
That way our brain, which spends a lot of energy processing large
volumes of new data, can spare some precious effort and pull
notions and concepts out of ready-made boxes it sorts everything
into. That cognitive process has its upsides, such as the ability to
process more information faster. Yet its downsides are fraught
with peril. Granted, uniformity is convenient, but how many
survival stories can you remember that happened within the
comfort zone, in the convenience of the habitual? Nature’s recipe
for survival has been diversity.
We have to face our current reality. We live in a world where
a wonderfully colored patchwork blanket of cultures, with all that
they comprise, is being bleached into a white sheet, leaving behind
blurry borders between what used to be fascinatingly patterned
patches and a feeling of loss that cannot be undone. There is a
multitude of things we can ask ourselves: How deeply does each
of us look into our own culture and respect others? How does
our passion for globetrotting—which each of us can relate to for
the sheer beauty of this planet that everyone, understandably,
wants to capture with their own eyes—eventually work as that
bleaching agent? How do we eradicate cultural intolerance from
our minds, and instead explain to ourselves that the survival and
success of our own “population”—our culture—depends on others
being there, being different, and surviving and succeeding as well?
And how do we celebrate these differences as the cornerstone of
our common resilience?

Life’s traces #6

These questions are valid for all times, not just for
times of crisis such as the one we are heading into now.
They would matter as much in ideal times of plentiful
resources, a healthy environment, and zero concerns about
our immediate future. But we can’t go back to such long-

gone times, and the stakes are now higher than ever. So, we
have to constantly remind ourselves that diversity—both in
the species around us and within ourselves as yet another
species—is one of the critical factors that will enable us
to ensure our future on this intrinsically diverse planet.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 6(2), Winter 2017, pp. 8–11.
Olga Mironenko is an environmental scientist and practitioner based in Moscow, Russia. She holds an MSc in environmental science and an MA in languages, is a co-founder of an
environmental startup, and is passionate about the ocean and sustainable living and business practices.
David Rapport earned a PhD in 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.
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Mirroring the Land
Biocultural Diversity Embodied
WORDS AND IMAGES Sonja Swift
When it rains in California I rejoice. I see the land drinking. I see grass blades emerging, shining jade
green where there was only thatch, brittle and crisp, next to a stone-dry cow patty. I know the dusty taste
of summer here, and the dread of summer prolonged. I know the feeling of thirst, land thirst, pastures
turned to dirt. It’s an achy, dizzying feeling of disorientation when the Pacific gales don’t make their way
to shore. And even when “drought” doesn’t make headlines and the reservoirs are high and snowpack
sure, I still rejoice when the rains come because the balance is taut and I, like the land, need nourishing.
The Hawaiian word for land, I learned recently, is ‘aina—that which nourishes you.
I grew up on a California farm and ranch where we raised longhorn cattle and subtropical fruit.
Chumash Indian territory. Bordered by neighboring ranches in all directions, lands that were parceled
off centuries ago when the starving Spaniards killed off the grizzlies to feed their expanding missions.
Bears are gone now, though the elusive cougar still roams and coyotes still yip and hoot the nights away.
Live oaks with their gnarled elephant skin limbs grow plentiful in the valley, which is not usually the
case elsewhere in oak country where cattle overgraze, developments encroach, and industrial agriculture
dominates. The creek runs more silently, trout don’t return like they used to. An old-timer down the road,
since passed, told me once just how loud they used to be splashing their way upstream. I grew up in
close contact with this landscape; in many ways the land raised me. This original imprint formed me in
an essential way, and I’ve since had to piece together the stories of what and who went missing before I
was even born.
The sunburnt summer thatch I grew up with, that in times of drought makes California
rangelands look like sand dunes, is a direct result of the early Spaniards and Portuguese thinking
that California was Spain or Portugal and treating the land as they were used to treating their
homelands back in Europe. So commenced the overgrazing on hills that weren’t accustomed to
horse hooves and such condensed numbers of cattle, loss of perennial species replaced by annuals,
and the dismissal of fire as a tool for tending landscape. Disregarding the stewardship and
ecological know-how of the locals, in this case the Chumash and Salinian people, wreaked havoc on
the landscape.
Managed, tended, intimately known biodiversity is what Europeans interpreted as wilderness, or
as nature presumably unspoiled by human touch. Separating people from nature, they displaced
a worldview that many now seek to recover and that the term “biocultural diversity” attempts to
reflect—a term that is crucial for reframing, while in a way it is also artificial, as it bridges an imposed
and deeply misguided split. Treating the land as if it were something God-created that was there for
the taking was convenient, and also cruel. California has a very bloody history that still requires deep
investigation and honoring, in a far more thorough way than I can do justice to here. I will say that
I yearn daily to see California before it was California, when this landscape on the western edge of
North America was tended to knowingly by the Aboriginal Peoples of these lands.
My people don’t come from the place I was raised in. My mother is a Dane and my father grew
up in the city of Los Angeles. I am learning how to name my own sense of belonging and land-based
worldview. Lacking any place-based cultural guidance, in many ways I’ve started over. I don’t know the
Golden light on dusty hills, Los Osos, California.
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feeling of this as a shared experience, where generations upon generations
Embodiment studies philosopher, Ellie Epp, gave me a framework for
still occupy the very landscape where their ancestors are buried, where
naming the essentiality of this. She writes, “The destruction of beauty, of
their legends took place and creation stories originated. The old ways of
complexity, of physical coherence, all of these are forms of destruction of
my people are buried deep in black soil, beneath amber hunks and rye
mind, that is, of practices of intelligence that depend on the flourishing
stalks, in stones and blood, beyond the eastern edge of this continent in
of the natural world.” In other words, without intact landscapes in
the northern hemisphere on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. What I
which humans can participate, they will become only more dead to the
do know is what it feels like to grow up on a land base and to be the wideworld—or die of broken hearts. To destroy the physical coherence of
eyed child who forges a lifelong alliance with place. I know this original
intact ecosystems is to destroy our multi-faceted means and very potential
experience of love.
for high, coherent intelligence. It is a reframing of the argument for the
As people, we are molded, hewn, carved by the landscapes we inhabit;
preservation of nature that Epp offers. The importance isn’t isolated to
we are part of the land, and there is no
protecting the sequoia or wolf, or otherwise
changing that. These places inform, educate,
for one’s liking as a recreationist. No, it is
As
people,
we
are
molded,
hewn,
carved
and mirror who we are, whether in sickness
deeper than that. “It’s a worry about minds
by the landscapes we inhabit; we are part of
or in health. That is why, when people lived
that don’t have enough world in them.
the land, and there is no changing that.
in more land-based ways, the world had
Minds that don’t have enough world in
many more languages, more nuanced and
them are wrecking the world, but they are
diverse cultural traditions and land-specific
also wrecking themselves.”
ceremonies, and more hand-selected, propagated, and expertly tended
This is a political statement in and of itself and one that further
grasses, trees, seeds, and food crops than we’ve got today. Pave the
undergirds the irony of big-money conservation or corporate greenwash
land, demolish the land, desecrate and poison and plunder the land,
initiatives kicking Indigenous people off their homelands under the guise
and perception is plundered as well. We need open land in order to
of a wildlife corridor or “carbon-offset” project, functioning from the same
learn how to see, know, and experience beauty. This is no superficial
old colonial segregation of biological from cultural—the very split that
recreational need, but a need in the same way as we need home, food,
the term biocultural seeks to repair. One might otherwise consider that
clean water, and meaning. To say this more exactly: in the
the people molded by the landscapes that others seek to safeguard are the
deepest sense, we are only as intelligent as we are in contact with
ideal caretakers for that landscape because their knowledge and perception
living landscapes.
originate in direct response to that place.

Live oaks, Los Osos, California.
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Lone coyote, Death Valley, California.

Flowering through concrete, California.
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Isak Dinesen, aka Karen Blixen, writing about Africa in the early
His explanation proved successful, and after many long
1900s, expresses embodiment science by describing how land-stealing
community meetings cultural heritage was granted by UNESCO
is robbery of more than one’s land: “It is more than their land that you
for a worldview, and hence a region. While mining threats persist,
take away from the people, whose Native land you take. It is their past
this framework stands as a powerful example, and one that has
as well, their roots, and their identity. If you take away the things that
helped me articulate what it is I value about the patterns mirrored
they have been used to see, and will be expecting to see, you may, in a
between body and land. When culture reflects landscape and lives
way, as well take their eyes.” What people grow up seeing is what they
in sophisticated contact with landscape, life exists in balance.
Rivers run clean. Forests stand tall. Wild game and fish are plentiful.
are then physically structured to go on seeing. In the words of author
People are healthy. But when culture denies the way we mirror one
Hugh Brody, “The clearing of minds is inseparable from the securing
another, or forgets to care, or permits access only to the economic elite,
of lands. And the loss of words that hold history, knowledge, and
then things run astray. Tap water ignites. Food crops are poisoned
heritage devastatingly compounds all other forms of dispossession.”
Like the act of stealing land, destruction of landscapes is another way of
with war chemicals. Forests get razed. And as a people we all suffer.
In the farthest northern reaches, reindeer are eating lichen soaked
making people go blind with displaced fury and a lost sense of self.
in radioactive fallout. On windowsills in San Francisco, coal
Like the act of stealing land, destruction of landscapes is another way
dust accumulates, blown in on westerlies from China. We’re all in
of making people go blind with displaced fury and a lost sense of self.
this together.
There is a nuclear power plant appropriately named El Diablo that
To disregard diversity, favoring blueprint plans for the next
is situated some thirty miles as the crow flies from my home ranch.
suburb or oil field, is to regress, to be absurdly unimaginative. It is
California is known for earthquakes, and they’ve located a fault a few miles
to limit one’s very potential. A sterile,
off the coast from where radioactive waste
exhausted landscape, a bombed and
is being stored. A few years ago, when I was
When culture reflects landscape and
desiccated city, creates a parallel kind of
back living there, I stood up at a community
lives in sophisticated contact with
mind—a traumatized mind. Intelligence
meeting called to discuss prolonging the
landscape, life exists in balance.
and creativity rely on contact with
operations of this plant and said, “I live up
the exquisite complexity of the web of
Clark Canyon. I was born and raised there.
life that surrounds us, and there is nothing as complex, detailed,
It is my home. And, you know, we’ve got a siren that PG&E [the local
and minutely stunning as the evolutionarily adapted, coherent
power company] tacked up to one of those power lines that run through
complexity of this planet. The intoxicatingly red earth of a dry creek
our valley. It hangs there, blank white, a reminder. Should that siren ever
bed imprinted with cougar tracks, the myriad colors and textures of
start blaring it means one thing: that we’ve got to run like hell and never
prairie grasses that make an autumn walk feel like one has entered
come back.”
a trance, the nuanced and multi-colored variations of Andean
Territory, like body, is essential in its entirety, its wholly integrated
potatoes, the sound of a wolf ’s howl echoing.
health. Robertico taught me that. Roberto Marin Noreña, a Barasana
Land-based embodied knowledge is the very intelligence exiled
Elder and ~Kubu (one who cures the season/shaman) had to patiently
by rampant industrialization and the technological age. This fierce
explain to the Colombian Minister of Culture that He Yaia Keti Oka, his
knowing stands in the way of systems built on exploitation and
people’s worldview, is like a body, and protecting just the head or foot is
dependence. This is why drawing connections between body and
not good enough. The discussion at the time had been around the matter
land —or otherwise the biological and the cultural—has been and
of officially recognizing the cultural patrimony of the Barasana, Tatuyo,
continues to be an act of rebellion.
and Makuna tribes who live along the Pirá Paraná River in the northwest
Colombian Amazon, as the minister had only been thinking in terms of
a single traditional dance rather than the entirety of a complex worldview
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 4(2), Winter 2015,
rooted in territory. So Roberto traveled to Bogotá to help enlighten the
pp. 11–15.
minister and explain that He Yaia Keti Oka cannot be compartmentalized;
one must protect the body, hence the territory, as a whole. In this way,
Sonja Swift writes to investigate the contours of place as land, home, language, memory, and
official recognition of cultural patrimony for the people on the Pirá Paraná
identity. She calls home in both the Central Coast of California and the Black Hills, South
and the safeguards that come with it would extend to the land underfoot,
Dakota, USA.
at threat from gold mining interests.

Top: Egret over Pacific blue, Morro Bay, California.
Bottom: Fence posts and full moon waning, California.
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Yet, as the world’s population increases, biocultural diversity
not only survived in their place for millennia—they have thrived.
is significantly threatened and has demonstrably declined.
Sure, the arrival of development activities in their regions and onto
Instead of embracing the many benefits that this first-hand
their lands has taken a toll, as many corporate practices pollute,
exposure to other ways of life presents, we are insisting that all
drive the extinction of species, and more. The problem of corporate
citizens adopt a uniform existence and eliminate the traits and
infiltration in their regions or globally, however, will certainly not be
characteristics that set us apart.
mitigated by efforts that result in alienating people from their own
Personally, I believe this fact might appall our ancestors.
places and ways of life.
Thinking of my own grandfather and his love for worldly knowledge
Most devastatingly, and paramount to this discussion, we cannot
(as evidenced by his vast collection of National Geographic and World
overlook the hard fact that, over the last 500 years, we have witnessed
Book Encyclopedia), I truly believe
imperialistic domination of nonWhen we stop to assess the current human
he would be thrilled to cross paths
Eurocentric
human
societies,
in his local grocery store or favorite
which on the best of days demands
condition, as well as the state of this planet
diner with folks from various
cultural assimilation and on the
we call home, isn’t it obvious that our eagerness to
Asian, Russian, Latin American, or
worst complete subjugation or
arrive at tomorrow is costing us much of what has
African cultures. And he certainly
total annihilation. Again, examples
sustained us and made us who we are today?
would not insist that they give up
abound: the U.S. Federal Indian
their traditions, assimilate, and live in the same manner as our family.
Policies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; the ruthless rule
Yet, well-meaning but misguided representatives from
of the Belgians in the Congo (1908–1960); the Rubber Baron Era in
Eurocentric groups and organizations are descending on Indigenous
South America (1879–1912); the extermination of the Marsh Arabs
communities from Greenland to Australia and all points in between
in Southern Iraq by Saddam Hussein in 1991—you name it.
to offer “help.” They are bringing the concepts of Western education
Even today, the list of human domination and atrocities against
and opportunity to light for these people, whom they view as in
other humans goes on and on. Take the high-profile case of the 2016
need of “domestication.” But why? These Indigenous cultures have
occurrences at Standing Rock Indian Reservation, spanning across

Listening to Our Ancestors
Biocultural Diversity through the Indigenous Lens
WORDS Jon Waterhouse
IMAGES Mary Marshall
We are now living in the digital era, when practically
every component of our lives appears to be moving at an everincreasing, unstoppable pace. In many instances it is clear that
we humans are not capable of keeping up with the technology
we are creating, even as access to information and knowledge
is more abundant and easier than ever. So, as we barrel ahead
with our hair on fire, I’m compelled to stop and ask: What
are we sacrificing while focused so intensely on propelling
ourselves further into the future?

Sure, looking around the globe we can see the innumerable
benefits of technological advancements. But when we stop to
assess the current human condition, as well as the state of this
planet we call home, isn’t it obvious that our eagerness to arrive at
tomorrow is costing us much of what has sustained us and made
us who we are today?
All over the world, cultures are mingling like never before,
and countless opportunities to gain knowledge and wisdom from
people different from us are presented with regularity and ease.

Above: Traditional community on the Giraffe River (Bahr-el-Zaraf) in South Sudan.
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Traditional Kwakwaka’wakw carving from Alert Bay, British Columbia.
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Right: A Sakha Shaman at the “Flowers on
the Tundra” celebration in Yakutsk,
Sakha Republic, Russian Federation.
Below: Traditional ways still followed today:
an Evenk reindeer herder in Kostetem,
Sakha Republic, Russian Federation.

give you an idea, here are but a few of the items we use regularly
the border of North Dakota and South Dakota in the USA.
that were conceived, created, or first discovered and harnessed by
The Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, joined by thousands of protesters,
Indigenous cultures within Native America specifically: almanacs,
stood against the rerouting of the Dakota Access Pipeline away
aspirin, anesthetics, bullet-proof vests, calendars, canals, canoes,
from the predominantly white community of Bismarck, North
chaps (leather leggings), chewing gum. Oh. And chocolate. As you
Dakota, and through their tribal reservation lands and main
can see, I’ve shared only a few of the items from the very top of
water source. The Indigenous people using peaceful protests
the alphabetical list.
and civil disobedience were pitted against a fully militarized
So I often wonder: While we marvel at the great monuments
state and federal force that was supplemented by private security
of the past and at the complex design and execution required
contractors. The contrast in each side’s approach was stark:
to create them, how can so many of us completely disregard the
thousands of people protesting peacefully versus hundreds of
Indigenous science that brought them forth? We are awed by
heavily armed police reinforced by military armored vehicles,
the pyramids of Giza and Teotihuacan, the temples of Petra and
water cannons deployed in freezing temperatures, and attack
Machu Picchu, and countless others. The ancient fish ponds found
dogs. The draconian response by the authorities against Native
in Hawai’i are impressive. Yet we ask: How could an ancient,
Americans protecting their homelands and future is a dark repeat
primitive, non-European people have possibly been sophisticated
of earlier wrongs and shows that we are still not willing to learn
or intelligent enough to accomplish these technological
the lessons of the past.
“miracles”? A few of us would rather give credit for these feats
Some of our lack of understanding and confusion about
of technological superiority to alien beings or divine intervention.
biocultural diversity finds its roots in the long-standing
Why is it so difficult to accept the ingenuity of ancient
dismissal of Indigenous people as “primitive,” “savage,” and/or
Indigenous cultures? Mayan astronomy, Polynesian wayfaring,
“unintelligent.” We must find it within ourselves to move past
Inca stone-shaping, and other examples of ancient Indigenous
cultural bias to embrace their knowledge—knowledge that should
technology continue to baffle scholars and scientists. Yet, if we can
not be viewed as in conflict with contemporary science, but rather
marvel at these grand structures and skills of the past, developed by
as complementary to it. This ancient wisdom and perspective can
humankind through the ages, then
offer guidance for the modern world
why would we today ignore and
to understand and accept the many
As contemporary society we often tend
reject the Indigenous knowledge,
benefits of biocultural diversity,
to forget that much of our modern
science, and understanding that
propelling us to a level far beyond
technology originated within Indigenous
gave rise to them and that has
where we are today.
cultures
from
all
over
this
planet.
existed since time immemorial?
As an Indigenous person who
Especially since this vast knowledge
has spent decades working with
predates “modern science” by thousands of years and has passed
various small populations and cultures across the globe, I’d like
countless tests of time.
to share a bit about Native American knowledge and wisdom
Take the case of the concept of caring for future generations,
specifically—and possibly surprise you with a few tidbits that you
a principle so important to Native Americans as a guide for the
may not have known.
success of a society that it was codified in the Iroquois Great
For instance, did you know that science and technology
Law of Peace. In turn, as the U.S. Senate acknowledged in a 1987
are nothing new to Indigenous Peoples? We have been
resolution (U.S. S. Con. Res. 76, 2 Dec. 1987), that document
practicing science and its applications to technology since time
served as a model for the U.S. Constitution. Unfortunately, no
immemorial. The same can be said of the Indigenous approach
acknowledgment of the principle of responsibility to future
to conservation and sustainability. Indigenous (or Native)
generations was included.
cultures have always grasped the importance of understanding
The First Salmon Ceremony of the Pacific Northwest, which
and nurturing every component of what sustains them, so to
was witnessed and documented by Lewis and Clark in 1806, is the
that end they have operated as scientists and conservationists
ultimate representation of conservation practices. It offered a clear
by default. Whether in regard to developing the most effective
picture of ideal sustainability efforts practiced within a community.
methods for growing food, making tools, catching fish or game,
Farther afield, the Olonkho epic tale has been instilling cultural
building homes or canoes, or even managing the land, the
methods, beliefs, and philosophies among Siberia’s Yakut
concept of “research and development” has been an integral part
people for centuries. Less well-known but no less important
of being Indigenous, simply out of necessity to survive.
is the 500-page Traditional Medicine Encyclopedia created by
What we as contemporary society often tend to forget is that much
the Matsés people of the Amazon to record their ancestral
of our modern technology originated within Indigenous cultures
medicinal knowledge. The Matsés created this document in their
from all over this planet.
Many historical achievements of First Peoples around the
language and will not translate it, in an effort to protect its
globe have literally carried us to this very moment in time. Just to
content from exploitation.
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In each of these examples, like so many others,
the message is designed to enlighten and inspire
thinking beyond oneself. These invaluable accounts
of human existence and survival illuminate one’s place
in nature and within the diverse condition of the
planet—a condition that, as humans, is our obligation
to preserve.
A vast library of untapped knowledge regarding
our planetary system exists. It has been passed down
through generations of Indigenous Peoples via oral
traditions and ceremony, containing life lessons
applicable and perfectly suited to our current
state. In this regard, Indigenous knowledge and its
applications to the preservation of biodiversity and
biocultural diversity are essential. But again, if we
ignore these facts rather than embrace them, we will
enter a bleak future that will surely bear witness to
an unspeakable loss of diversity of cultures, species,
and knowledge systems.
This is a call to action. I ask that we all relax our
current way of thinking and open our minds to the
world of Indigenous knowledge. I can promise you
that no harm will come from this effort, and the future
will look much brighter when viewed through an open
mind and heart.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 6(2),
Winter 2017, pp. 12–15.
Jon Waterhouse is an environmental steward, Indigenous
advocate, and storyteller. Driven by his belief that
blending Indigenous knowledge with contemporary
science is key to understanding our planet, he partners
with members of often remote, voiceless populations,
providing them with technology to collect and share their
place-based science.
Mary Marshall, an author and photographer, is
passionate about empowering Indigenous populations
around the globe. While she and her partner Jon
Waterhouse work alongside Indigenous groups to monitor
their water quality, she also provides them with the
technology and training to tell their story, in their own
words, to the audiences of their choosing.

Top: Communicating with youth using their favorite medium:
Instagram. Yakutsk, Sakha Republic, Russian Federation.
Bottom: Evenk Elder Evdokia shares a moment with Jon in
Zhigansk, Sakha Republic, Russian Federation.
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Tunun Kayutukun
WORDS HAVE POWER
WORDS Ilarion (Larry) Merculieff and Libby Roderick
IMAGES Paul Melovidov and Barbara Lestenkof
Contrary to most people in modern societies who see words
In Indigenous societies, speaking loving words in loving ways
simply as vehicles for conveying information or expressing thoughts
promotes harmonious relationships and is considered profoundly
and feelings, people in traditional Indigenous societies view words as
important to the health of individuals and communities; speaking
entities that carry great power; therefore, they must be chosen and used
negative, violent words causes disharmony and is considered dangerous
with utmost care. Most non-Indigenous
to all of life. The emotional, physical, and
people don’t view words this way; indeed,
spir-itual intent and energy behind spoken
People in traditional Indigenous
they frequently, casually, and sometimes
words have a very real force, one that affects
societies
view
words
as
violently chastise children, criticize those
a wide circle around those being spoken to.
entities that carry great power.
This view is consistent with a general Indigenous
with whom they disagree, and express
recognition of the power of subtle energetic
ingratitude without worrying about potential
fields, a phenomenon that Western physicists and medical practitioners
consequences to themselves, others, or life itself. Even brief exposure
are just beginning to acknowledge. For example, Indigenous Elders warn
to any TV “talk” show makes it clear that violent communication has
that all the energies surrounding a baby in the womb—including
become the norm in modern society.
Above: Waves at St. Paul Island in the Bering Sea, Alaska. Waves are a visible manifestation of physical energy, but there is also a general Indigenous recognition
of subtle energetic fields, which extend to language itself. Photo: Paul Melovidov
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All life forms have things to teach human beings, and their inherent natures need to be honored and viewed as gifts. Photo: Paul Melovidov

any words spoken by and to the mother—will impact the growth
and development of the child. Food must be prepared with love
(including all communication between the people preparing it)
because the energies involved in the preparation will become part of
the nutritional and spiritual value of the food when it is eaten.
From an Indigenous perspective, language derives from the
vibrations emanating from the lands and waters where it originally
develops and evolves and is infused with the spirit of those places.
Thus, words not only carry power, human intention, and specific
meaning (often multiple meanings simultaneously), but also the literal
energies of the places occupied by the peoples who speak them.
The industrial and scientific revolutions were driven and
accompanied by a shift in how European thinkers viewed the
Earth. This shift determined how we think about everything,
including the energetic impacts of language. It involved moving
from an “Earth-as-living organism” worldview to an “Earth-asmachine” paradigm. Beginning roughly in the 1500s in Europe,
the Earth began to be viewed as a giant machine that ran
efficiently, rather than a living entity. No longer self-regulating
and sacred, the Earth became a source and a “re-source” for
economic exploitation and scientific inquiry. Language, too, had
lost its spiritual connection to the living Earth.
Indigenous cultures did not participate in this changed way of
relating to the Earth, except when forced to do so by colonization.
Instead, they continued and continue to view and relate to the Earth
as a living organism infused with spirit. All forms of life are seen
and experienced as complex, fluidly interconnected, interdependent,
self-organizing, and self-regulating entities that contain and express
individual as well as collective souls and spirit. All life forms have
things to contribute to and teach human beings, and their inherent
natures need to be honored and viewed as gifts. Language, deriving
from Earth, is seen as a living force as well.
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As a result of these two very different ways of relating to
words, we must be very careful when we translate Indigenous
languages into English. Translation is a very tricky and inexact
art, and it is dangerous to assume that we can truly understand
what someone from another culture means simply by substituting
a similar word or phrase in our own language. Lacking the deeper,
wider, richer, and infinitely more complex context in which that
word or phrase lives daily, we inevitably shrink and distort it to fit
inside of our own.
Given that English is the world’s dominant language, the
worldviews, concepts, and paradigms of Indigenous Peoples suffer
enormously from the deficit caused by translation of their words
and phrases (not to mention entire stories and histories) into the
language of their colonizers. Their expressions are often viewed
through the lens of a mind that has unconsciously absorbed
the fundamental assumptions and principles that underlie the
dominant culture (e.g., mechanistic Earth, individualism, profit,
nature as a “resource” for human exploitation, etc.). The English
language embodies the assumptions and principles of its founders;
from an Indigenous perspective, it is frequently an expression of
the disconnection from and commodification of life underlying
European institutions, such as industrialization, private property,
and Western science and law.
Let’s look at some of the ways in which a few English language
words and terms express this disconnection and commodification.
Let’s also look at some words from Alaska’s Native cultures that
have been mistranslated and what more accurate translations
might look like.
Natural resources. From an Indigenous standpoint,
the lands, waters, wildlife, plants, and elemental forces that
surround and support human beings are part of a highly complex,
interconnected, ever-changing, living network of “relatives.”

There is no “human” separate from “nature.” All life forms—
living without the profound disruption that comes with losing
even those that appear inanimate to Western minds—possess a
connection with lands, waters, communities, languages, Elders,
spirit and have much to teach and contribute to human beings.
and the cultures involved.
Humans are not superior to
Alaska Native(s). The
other forms of life, and they have
term “Alaska Native(s)” is used
Humans are not superior to other forms of life,
no right to exploit the Earth
by Westerners to encompass
and they have no right to exploit the Earth
solely to gratify their own needs
peoples represented by two
solely to gratify their own needs and wants.
and wants. Rather, they need to
hundred or more tribes within
coexist in a relationship based on
Alaska. This collective term
reciprocity, respect, reverence, and partnership with other life forms.
for peoples from Alaska’s seven major Indigenous nations only
To refer to these “relatives” as “natural resources” implies that they
came into use when their leaders recognized that they needed
have no independent spirits, no rights and needs of their own, and
to unite to protect their ways of life in the face of pressures
that they exist largely or solely to
be used by humans.
Subsistence lifestyle. The
term “subsistence” is a nonIndigenous word used by
Westerners to refer to the
harvesting of fish, wildlife, and
plants that make up a significant
portion of the diet of most
Indigenous Peoples. However,
the harvesting of wild foods
cannot be separated from all
other aspects of Native life.
In Indigenous communities, the
gathering of fish, of animals,
plants, and other food sources is
at the center of culture, daily life,
community,
intergenerational
relationships, education, philosophy, spirituality, dancing,
storytelling, humor, and more.
The term “subsistence lifestyle”
is offensive to many Native
peoples because it not only fails
to recognize the integral role of
food harvesting in Indigenous
cultures but also reduces an
entire way of life to a simple
preference. The term “lifestyle”
implies that Indigenous Peoples
can “choose” a different way of
Top: From an Indigenous viewpoint, land,
water, and all life forms are part of an
interconnected, living network of relatives.
Photo: Barbara Lestenkof
Bottom: A duck hunt at sundown. For
Indigenous Peoples, the harvesting
of fish, wildlife, and plants is at the
center of culture and daily life.
Photo: Barbara Lestenkof
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from white settlers and governments who intended to seize their
climate in each season, vegetation along the river banks, actions of
traditional lands. It is often used as a proper noun; a more accurate use
animals nearby, the kinds, directions, and intensities of storms that
is as an adjective, that is “Alaska’s Native peoples.” Ideally, one refers to
occur, and so on. Hence, they know with great accuracy what the
peoples by their proper names (e.g., Inupiaq).
salmon runs will be the following year.
Sustainability. The word “sustainability” has become a buzzword
Western scientists often take discrete data points (e.g., numbers
intended to describe actions or goals more in harmony with the
of salmon moving up a river for a few weeks) and extrapolate from
Earth than others (which are “unsustainable”). We often hear about
that alone. Indigenous people know that any conclusion they arrive
“sustainable businesses,” “sustainable development,” and so on.
at regarding fish, wildlife, or habitat must be based on intimate
Wikipedia says, “In ecology, sustainability (from sustain and ability)
observation of all key elements impacting those things.
is the property of biological systems to remain diverse and productive
Maximum sustainable yield. The Oxford Dictionary defines
indefinitely. The organizing
“maximum
sustainable
principle for sustainability
yield” as “the maximum
is sustainable development,
level at which a natural
which includes the four
resource can be routinely
interconnected domains: ecoexploited without longlogy, economics, politics and
term depletion.” Used in
culture.”
“resource management”
Indigenous Peoples do not
to describe how much
have a separate word for
humans can take from a
“sustainability”; rather, living
system without destroying
sustainably is a way of
it, the term assumes that
life that encompasses all
typical Western scientific
aspects of living in harmony
data are an appropriate
with Mother Earth. Practicing
baseline from which
“sustainability” without transto make these kinds of
forming our way of life
decisions.
Indigenous
is seen by Indigenous
Peoples know that these
Peoples as only a partial
decontextualized
data
(sometimes
misguided)
are extremely limiting in
response to the core
that they account for only
dysfunction of modern
part of a whole system
societies: separation from
(e.g., a fishery) and that
Mother Earth, separation
the whole is greater than
from others, separation
the sum of its parts—
from self.
its totality is a mystery.
Traditional ecological
Hence, what is required
knowledge
and
local
is a flexible, reciprocal,
knowledge. The terms that
humble relationship with
Western science gives to
a system and a respect for
Indigenous ways of knowing
its holistic nature, not a
Unangan storytellers begin by acknowledging that their stories come from the people,
are “traditional ecological
maximum level of taking.
ancestors, the land, and the Creator. Photo: Barbara Lestenkof
knowledge” or “local knowIt is worth learning
ledge.” Indigenous Elders always say knowledge without wisdom
some words from traditional Indigenous languages because they
is useless and may be dangerous.
communicate worldviews critical to healing Western individualism
Scientists, researchers, and policymakers often speak of
and moving towards a more holistic, life-sustaining worldview.
Here are some Unangam Tunuu (Unangan/Aleut) words. The layered
“incorporating traditional ecological knowledge” into their work.
meanings go beyond literal translations into English, which is true for
They usually seek discrete information to fit the missions of their
all Indigenous words.
institutions, agencies, or legal mandates, such as population trends
Tanum Aawaa means “the work of the land,” yet it is layered
or the health status of wildlife. In doing so, they fail to understand
with meanings. Storytellers open with the words Tanum Awaa,
the basis of Indigenous ways of knowing, which recognizes that
acknowledging that their stories come from the people, ancestors,
information taken out of context results in distorted interpretations.
land, and Creator.
When Yup’ik people study salmon, they observe the daily weather,
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Unangan hunters understand that when a mortally wounded sea lion swims in a circle, it is demonstrating an awareness that death is coming and that
its spirit will soon be going to the next life. Photo: Paul Melovidov

Aang Waan means “hello my other self.” Unangan greet each
other every day with these words, acknowledging their interconnectedness.
In the worldviews of Indigenous Peoples, words that separate human
beings from “All That Is” cause all human suffering and the degradation of
fish, wildlife, and habitat.
Cowax raandeethuk. When Unangan hunters mortally wound a
Steller sea lion, the sea lion swims in a circle. This is interpreted by the
hunters as preparation for death. The circling shows that the animal has
completed its life journey and is preparing its spirit to go on to the next
life. The phrase demonstrates that Unangan hunters understand that the
animal has a spirit and understands the ritual of dying.
Kelax exuumnax, kelax kusuuthax. Unangan greet each other daily
by saying “good morning, the morning tastes good.” This phrase points
to the fact that speakers are using all their senses and all the gifts of the

“real human being”—including touch, taste, smell, hearing, gut feeling,
heart sense, thought, and intuition—to experience the present moment in
integrated ways.
Indigenous languages contain ways of looking at the world that
English cannot replace. They contain words steeped in meaning and
connected at multiple levels, whereas English is generally precise and
separated. The world needs Indigenous languages for many reasons,
including that they reflect an intimate connection with the lands, waters,
and creatures, and ways to understand what hurts or benefits them.
These languages are fast disappearing; we must save them because
words have power.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 7(1), Summer 2018,
pp. 6–9.

Ilarion (Larry) Merculieff has over fifty years of experience serving his people, the Unangan (Aleuts) of the Pribil of Islands and other Indigenous
Peoples locally, nationally, and internationally in a number of leadership capacities. He speaks in various venues nationally and internationally about the
wisdom of Indigenous Elders with whom he works.
Libby Roderick is Director of Difficult Dialogues at the University of Alaska; editor/co-author of Start Talking: A Handbook for Engaging Difficult
Dialogues in Higher Education, Stop Talking: Indigenous Ways of Teaching and Learning and Difficult Dialogues in Higher Education,
Alaska Native Cultures and Issues, and other publications; and an acclaimed singer/songwriter.
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The Obvious Mirror
How Biocultural Diversity Is Reflected in the Natural World
WORDS AND IMAGES Nejma Belarbi

“All things in creation are sacred and have a diversity much beyond our
understanding.”
—My grandmother, Fakhita Jazouli

Reflection of the natural world. A glass ball in a child’s hand. Photo: Uschi, 2016. Available on Pixabay; reproduced with artist’s permission.

Teachings from my Elders came back to me,
regarding our connection to all living things
through the light that animates us.
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“Get on your hands and knees on the side of the dirt road and look
down to find medicinal plants. A square foot will do.” I immediately felt
that would be all but impossible. When my herbology mentor Carol
McGrath asked us, her apprentices, to do this, I thought: “How could
medicinal plants grow in this environment? And in a square foot no
less!” But we did what we were told, and on we knelt.
Initially I only saw dirt and some blades of grass—some greenery
I couldn’t identify. Then there was a moment when, unknowingly, the
run-on commentary in my mind stopped, most likely to just catch
its breath, and I saw a violet. Impulsively, in my surprise, I thought:
“Hello!” I had been kneeling for a good ten minutes before Violet made
herself known. And then following her came Plantain, Couch Grass,
and tiny Dandelion. All of these plant people I hadn’t noticed! This was
very puzzling to me. I had been taught their shapes and their properties,
had handled them, had seen them growing in the meadow—and yet
I had failed to recognize them, even though I had been staring at them
for ten minutes.
Perhaps the reason I didn’t see them is that they were very small
and dusty. It was hard to identify the shapes of their leaves. Some of
them had been run over by cars and trampled by my shoes and those
of others at some point or another. But later I thought that perhaps
I couldn’t see them because my eyes were figuratively closed, as I had
a preconceived idea as to how medicinal plants grew and where: in a
meadow, of course, or in the forest—anywhere but on this driveway on
which I walked weekly! What lived in my mind was entirely segregated
from an experience of connection or relatability. Teachings from my
Elders came back to me, however, anchoring all the sayings I had
heard throughout my childhood regarding our connection to all living
things through the light that animates us. An echo of experiencing this
connection resounded back to me from childhood.
In a way, the taught paradigm separated me from nature. I had
lived in cities my whole life, followed conventional educational models
that were entrenched in Western history, and was taught to think of

nature as a resource that dwelled somewhere else. Although I longed
from a very young age to be immersed in the natural world and flee
the industrialized human world, there seemed to be no possibility to
do so aside from learning about it in the way I was taught. Nature and
even medicinal plants were something I read about, saw pictures of,
and related to as something “other.” Even in my handling of them,
I perceived them in my mind rather than within my experience.
I realized at that moment just how “illiterate,” like many others,
I was—the missing element being earth’s language, which in my
mind is present in all of the world’s tongues. I speak three languages
and have heard earth’s language whisper through all of them.
That language is part of the foundational concepts and experience
corresponding to nature and our interconnection with it.
The short window when my faculties retreated to the
background allowed a pull of my intuition to deeply recognize these
plants as people, as intelligent beings. It was as though a mirror was
held up, whereby “seeing” these plant people triggered a reflection of
the web of interconnections between all existing beings and myself
and an understanding of just how much wealth that connection
holds. The urban industrial paradigm, which I had so resisted and
yet is so prominent in the world, came apart, and I felt the rebirth of
communication through intuition rather than cognition.
“The hearing that is only in the ears is one thing. The hearing of the
understanding is another. But the hearing of the spirit is not limited to
any one faculty, to the ear or to the mind. Hence, it demands the emptiness
of all the faculties. And when the faculties are empty, then the whole
being listens. There is then a grasp of what is right there before you that
can never be heard with the ear or understood with the mind.”
—Zhuang Zhou
Often, when I looked outside, there was a disconnection.
I saw a sea of green, the word TREE written on all the standing
giants, SHRUB on all the shorter plants, but mostly the color
green and some texture. Even though I memorized the botanical
names and common names of species, their medicinal properties
and habits, for me the concepts were purely intellectualized and
sterile. Regardless of the language, it was the learning process that
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Right: The medicinal
community: Purple
Dead-Nettle,
Cleavers, Ivy, and
other plant people
on a side street,
Vancouver Island.
Below: Hawthorn:
heart medicine
showing its
brightness.
Vancouver Island.
Opposite: The
city of termites.
Walbran Valley,
Vancouver Island.
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was integrally embedded in concepts of separation rather than
the symbiotic relationship that allows us to live in balance.
As each language and culture holds knowledge of the place in which
experiential relation.
it dwells, it is a reflection of a given ecological niche permeated
Diversity is present in everything we see, and there are
with specific instinctive knowledge that allows its denizens to
innumerable species that share this planet with us, each of them
survive symbiotically.
supporting the continuity of life just by their mere existence.
Krill and whales have a relationship that decreases atmospheric
If we are born on this earth, we are part of it—that much is
carbon. Earthworms are imperative
undeniable. And it is clear that flipping
to the growth of plants. Plants have
our perspective from “separated from”
If the world is so diverse in its makeup, where
medicine in them that balances
no single species stands alone without symbiotic to “part of ” offers a wealth that is
soils, animals, and people; they are a
relationships with other species, perhaps our own incomparable to the value of what we
fundamental part of the food web that
as a species understand “wealth” to be
cultural and linguistic diversity can be seen as a
supports everything. This symbiotic
in our current economic worldview.
reflection of that very same process.
If there is a general malaise as rampant
relationship is readily apparent—yet,
profit-based perspectives throw their
although the current leading paradigm
weight around, it is because there is not enough “wealth” to saturate
may recognize it intellectually, the experiential and most important
the void created by our separation. We could go on desecrating
facet of it is often disregarded.
the earth and consuming products made with little integrity, and
Still, this diversity is intrinsic to our existence and is often
yet it would never be enough to fill the emptiness caused by the
a mirror to our very selves. A mirror because, if the world is
severance of the connection to our environment. Information on our
so diverse in its makeup, where no single species stands alone
interconnection with land and other species is often found in the tools
without symbiotic relationships with other species, perhaps our
that traditional knowledge gives us—tools that we have accumulated
own cultural and linguistic diversity can be seen as a reflection of
for centuries to denote this connection and foster it. The sad thing is
that very same process. Through culturally diverse perspectives
that the present dominant system of values has us filling this void with
that foster our interconnection with all other species, we mimic
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across the U.S. border, to protect them from the residential school
space for voices to be heard and for language like “biocultural
system that was used to strip people of their family, language,
diversity” to be created and disseminated. Sovereignty claimed
knowledge, and connection to land and place. In that quest for
by Indigenous Peoples and policies affirming the Rights
safety, our cultures have survived and
of Mother Nature and cultural and
continue to do so. Traditional knowledge
spiritual relations with sacred natural
The obvious mirror held up by creation
is still disseminated to future generations
sites are leading us all away from a
and nature quietly persists, gently opening
no matter how hard the separatist
separatist perspective that has now run
the eyes of our intuition little by little.
paradigm tries to eradicate it.
its course. In each generation there is
The obvious mirror held up by
a growing tendency to claim heritage
creation and nature quietly persists, gently opening the eyes of
and connection. The creative force that unleashes our need for
our intuition little by little. Although it may seem unthinkable
diversity and its ability to connect us and heal us from this
for some of us that a paradigm and worldview shift is possible,
painful separation can be seen through the rising possibilities
there are many examples that point to the contrary. There is
that prompt us to open our eyes to nature’s obvious mirror.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 6(2), Winter 2017, pp. 26–30.
Nejma Belarbi, MSc, MH, is a North African–Canadian ethnobotanist and herbalist committed to researching and promoting humanity’s connections to the environment in all of its
diversity. She works to support initiatives that address traditional ecological knowledge protection and promote underrepresented voices and perspectives. She is the founder of
Terra Ethics, an enterprise that supports collaborative design towards ethical sustainability.

The Chellah, a medieval fortified necropolis in Rabat, Morocco. Phoenician, Carthaginian, Roman, and Muslim conquerors have come and gone.
Nature endures, slowly chipping away at our attempts to separate and control our environment.

constant distractions and systems that create and perpetuate cultural
over at any time? Well, the answer was loud and clear: because life is
and biological degradation and engender a cognitive dissonance
inherently resilient. Biological diversity is proven to sustain the health
that tears us away from the potential to be fully human.
of ecosystems, as each species has a role in keeping the balance of the
It was the very experience of finally “seeing” the plant people—the
whole. The diversity of languages and cultures follows a similar pattern,
living, breathing, intelligent individuals I had up until then unknowingly
as each of them is responsible for a piece of the global mosaic that
disregarded as such—that helped me realize just how the current
teaches us how we truly are part of a greater whole.
deep-seated paradigm had influenced this separation. The feeling
The separatist paradigm and the homogenizing tendency that
of connection and recognition was
have taken over the globe through
familiar, however; perhaps an essence of
colonialism, industry, and warfare have
Our diversity as a species
it remained from my childhood. Once I
led us to believe that this is the only
continues to find ways to survive
felt my kinship with plants, I felt it with
valid perspective. Other perspectives
and seeps into our collective consciousness.
all the other beings that surrounded
and voices—Indigenous, spiritual,
me, a web much greater than myself.
traditional—are still being silenced and
The diversity that existed in that small square of dirt grew into not
invalidated. Our diversity as a species, however, continues to find ways
just the medicinal plants, but the ants that used the path, the microbes
to survive and seeps into our collective consciousness.
in the soil, and the insects in and above the soil—all symbiotically
Historically, there are many cases in which knowledge keepers
related to one another, affecting one another, and together supporting
fled to mountains and other remote places to avoid both persecution
the continuity of life. If life can have such interspecies diversity that
and assimilation by colonizers or conquering cultures. In my ancestral
mutually supports the general survival of all, surely we could entertain
story, the Chluh people in North Africa barricaded in the mountains
the idea that we have intraspecies diversity for the same reason!
for centuries. In the Cowichan Valley on Vancouver Island, British
The resilience of these trampled diverse little beings was amazing to
Columbia, I heard stories from Elder Deb Modeste about how many
me: Why even try to survive when you would be stepped on or driven
Indigenous parents fled with their children to the mountains, and even

46 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 10

Fusion: I am the landscape; the landscape is me. High Atlas, Morocco.
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(like Johannesburg, Vancouver, and Sydney), or after places from
the colonial culture (like New York, New Orleans, and New
South Wales). Indigenous place names, by comparison, are usually
uniquely tied to a specific location — describing the landscape,
or a species that proliferates in that area, or a cultural event that
occurred at that location.
Early colonizers were likely well aware of what they were doing.
As they made their way across the yet-unexplored-by-Europeans
land, they kept fairly detailed records of where different tribes lived
and the Indigenous names for local landmarks. Take the example
of Henry Schoolcraft, an early nineteenth-century U.S. Indian
Agent. He learned Anishinaabemowin (the Ojibwe language) and
meticulously documented Anishinaabe place names. As a geographer,
he had the privilege of deciding what future generations of European
settlers would call the places he went through. Rather than passing
on the knowledge of Indigenous place names, Schoolcraft was
notorious for creating faux Indian place names. For example, Lake
Itasca, the source of the Mississippi River, was named by Schoolcraft.
It has no meaning in any language. Many people wrongly assume it
is Anishinaabe in origin, but the Anishinaabe name for the lake is
actually Omashkoozo-zaaga’igan, which translates to “Elk Lake.”
Schoolcraft and others like him probably thought that Indigenous
place names were too long, and assumed that European settlers would

not be able or willing to pronounce them correctly. In the instances
when colonial settlers did adapt Indigenous place names, the names
were dramatically altered: Šikaakonki to Chicago, Huāxyacac to
Oaxaca, Misi-ziibi to the Mississippi River. While these differences
may seem trivial to some, they represent a deliberate erasure of
Indigenous cultures from the world map.
Because so much of the way in which modern people understand
the world is formed by geography, the importance of alternative
cartographies cannot be understated. Mapmaking developed
independently in many cultures across the globe. Although in decline,
there is a large diversity of ways in which the physical world has been
and is represented. In Majõl (the Marshall Islands), ancient mariners
developed charts made from coconut fiber and shells to indicate
the location of islands, waves, and currents in the Pacific Ocean.
In Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland), European explorers in the
nineteenth century found pieces of driftwood carved by the Inuit to
represent the shoreline of the island.
It was only during the Age of (European) Exploration that
cartography began to become standardized around the world.
Today, one is likely to find identical world maps in classrooms on
opposite sides of the planet, in spite of very different Indigenous cultural
understandings of geography. That cultural knowledge is rapidly being
lost. Even though Europeans were the first people to map the world,

Decolonial Mapmaking
Reclaiming Indigenous Places and Knowledge
Jordan Engel
“More indigenous territory has been claimed by maps than by guns. This
assertion has its corollary: more indigenous territory can be defended and
reclaimed by maps than by guns.”
—Bernard Nietschmann, geographer
Throughout time and across cultures, the thing that is often
most important to a people is land. While global industrial
society’s connection to the land is waning, it remains ever-present
in Indigenous cultures, despite (or perhaps in defiance of ) nearconstant pressure from colonial powers to separate Indigenous
Peoples from their lands. This connection is at the heart of what
we call biocultural diversity.

Land theft has historically happened through various and often
violent tactics, but as Bernard Nietschmann points out, colonization
often begins with mapping the land. Colonial powers, without the
consent of Indigenous Peoples, draw up political borders that, more
often than not, do not reflect any real natural or cultural boundaries.
They are imaginary lines that are superimposed on the land by people
who have little knowledge of the land.
These people then proceed to populate their maps with names for
rivers, mountains, and towns — names that are invented specifically
for this purpose. Once again, these names often fail to represent
anything meaningful about the local ecosystem or Indigenous culture
of a precise location. They are, instead, chosen after important people

Above: Marshall Islands Stick Chart. A rebbilib (stick chart) from Majõl (the Marshall Islands), circa 1920. The placement of the coconut fibers and shells
indicates the location of islands, waves, and currents. The stick charts are the earliest known system of mapping ocean swells in the world.
Retrieved from Library of Congress Geography and Map Division, http://lccn.loc.gov/2010586181
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A portion of a map titled “Gakaabikaang Ashkibagi-ziibiing (At the Waterfalls — At the Greenleaf River)” — An east-oriented map of the Minneapolis-St. Paul area,
USA, labeled in Anishinaabemowin (Ojibwe). Map: Charles Lippert and Jordan Engel, 2015
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A map of Éire (Ireland) in Gaeilge (Irish). Map: Jordan Engel, 2015

non-European peoples do not have to forfeit their right to map their
lands in their own way. Mapmaking is an art, not a science, and the
rigid international standardization that has been applied to it stifles
individual and cultural expression.
That is why, in 2014, I started a project called the “Decolonial
Atlas.” The Atlas is a grassroots mapping project, the purpose of which
is to bring together maps that, in some way, challenge our relationships
with the environment and the dominant culture. Over the course of
the project, Indigenous language speakers from around the world have
contributed their knowledge to produce maps from their particular

50 | LANGSCAPE MAGAZINE VOLUME 10

cultural perspectives. The maps are usually borderless, with the
exception of some that depict bioregional borders such as basin divides.
There are maps oriented in every cardinal direction, depending on
the traditions of that culture. To date, we have produced new maps in
Anishinaabemowin (Ojibwe), Gaeilge (Irish), Hinono’eitiit (Arapaho),
Kanien’kéha (Mohawk), Lakȟótiyapi (Lakota), Māori (Maori),
Meshkwahkihaki (Fox), Myaamia (Miami-Illinois), Nāhuatlahtōlli
(Nahuatl), ‘Ōlelo Hawai’i (Hawaiian), Runa Simi (Quechua), Tamaziɣt
(Berber), Tsoyaha (Yuchi), and more. They range in scale from
metropolitan regions to global.These maps almost always look vastly

A portion of a map titled “Heeneisih’iinou’u biito’owuu (How the Lands Are Named)” — The Central Rocky Mountains, USA, labeled
in the Hinono’eitiit (Arapaho) language. Research from the Arapaho Project. Map: Jordan Engel, 2015

different from standard colonial representations of the same geographic
area. It is amazing how a slight change of perspective can make the
land we thought we knew unrecognizable. If we take away the political
borders, turn the map so that North is no longer on top, and relabel
every place in its original Indigenous language, we come to realize that
not only has the land been colonized, but also so have the people living
on it as well.
For settlers, what we call a place determines in part our
understandings of the land, as well as our attitudes toward its original
owners. For Indigenous Peoples, place names are a source of pride,

further contributing to the revitalization of their languages and cultures.
The Decolonial Atlas is supportive of both settlers and Indigenous
Peoples using our maps to help decolonize. Stylistically, the maps are
colorful and artistic, with the hope that people will enjoy them enough
to download, print, and hang them on their walls. They are made
in an intentionally modern aesthetic, however. Antique map
styles, while beautiful, convey that the subject matter is old,
whereas the Decolonial Atlas asserts that Indigenous Peoples
are not a footnote in history books, but are living and present
in the twenty-first century.
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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

A portion of a south-oriented Map of the World’s Watersheds, labeled in their predominant Indigenous language. Map: Jordan Engel, 2015

The Decolonial Atlas is by no means the first project to
explore Indigenous cartography. There have been and currently
are many community-based Indigenous mapping projects,
which are regularly highlighted on the Decolonial Atlas website.
In this sense, the Decolonial Atlas is the first “Atlas” of these
projects— bringing together many local and regional maps
to eventually make an Indigenous mosaic of the entire world.
Progress is being made. In 2015, the U.S. government
officially changed the name of North America’s highest mountain

from Mount McKinley to Denali. In Australia, the continent’s
largest lake was renamed Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre, combining
the Aboriginal Arabana and colonial English names.
If enough of us insist on using these names, we can quite literally
change the world. In the process, we can begin to reclaim our
own cultural identities and renew our connection to the land.
In this way, mapmaking is one answer to the question of how
we— as individuals, as cultures, and as a species — decolonize.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 4(2), Winter 2015, pp. 62–65.
Visit the Decolonial Atlas project at https://decolonialatlas.wordpress.com/
Jordan Engel is a cartographer and researcher at the Decolonial Atlas project, a virtual collaboration with Indigenous Peoples from around the world,
which aims to bring together maps that challenge our relationships with the environment and the dominant culture.
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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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We see digital language mapping as a methodology that can be used
Maps have long been used for a variety of purposes, including
in support of biocultural diversity. In particular, language mapping
to characterize land use and land cover patterns or to delineate the
can yield a more accurate account of the distribution of linguistic
extent of territorial jurisdictions such as national or regional borders.
diversity and can better represent the way in which language
In this way, cartography has long been a tool of the nation-state.
communities understand their own linguistic and spatial borders and
Much like censuses and surveys, imperial governments have
their changing sociolinguistic identities.
used maps to organize, classify, and carve up the world in order
The beginnings of linguistic cartography—the creation of maps
to occupy it and control its resources. More nefariously, maps
displaying features and locations
have also been used to facilitate
of languages—coincided with the
Indigenous land dispossession.
Cartography
can
be
subversive.
There
are
good
emergence of the concept of the
On the other hand, Indigenous
Peoples around the world have examples throughout the history of language maps nation-state in the nineteenth
that defy dominant colonial narratives and weave
century. The fundamental underlying
produced their own maps for
new
stories
of
resistance
and
revitalization.
notion was that a “nation”—as a unit
thousands of years for navigation,
of analysis and as a political reality—
cataloging,
demarcating
their
ought to correspond to a single language. Associated with that
traditional territories, and charting land use, to mention but the
notion was the belief that monolingualism was a desired norm and
most obvious uses. And maps are also effective communication
that multilingualism remained a historic problem to be overcome.
tools that allow for marginalized voices to be heard and for different
understandings of place and space to be represented, challenging
To this day, nation-states continue to use territorial maps to define
hierarchies and freeing people’s own stories from the bonds of
the geographical reaches of the physical, social, and linguistic worlds
dominant colonial narratives.
they imagine for themselves and to obscure other worldviews that do
In our own work, we explore how cartography might play a role
not align with such normative ideologies.
in creating a more just, inclusive, and equitable world. We believe
Yet cartography can also be subversive. There are good examples
that cartography offers powerful tools to highlight the risks of
throughout the history of language maps that defy dominant colonial
biocultural extinction and the importance of all forms of diversity.
narratives and weave new stories of resistance and revitalization.

First Peoples’ 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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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)

The maps that accompanied the Linguistic Survey of India conducted
Conventional cartographic symbols are inadequate for representing
in the early twentieth century, for example, diluted the political
lived experience, and mapping efforts have been limited by cartographic
authority of the British Empire by revealing the elasticity of language
constraints that do not actually reflect linguistic realities. This is
boundaries. In Canada, the interactive Native Land Map creatively
especially true for the spatial representation of complex language
illustrates the fuzziness of overlapping language spaces and refutes the
practices. We know that multilingual speakers, for example, choose
misconceived but enduring idea that an Indigenous territory is home to
to speak specific languages in different contexts. They may speak one
but a single language community.
language at home, another in public, and yet another in religious
These and other groundbreaking and more community-led
practice. Or there may be instances of multilingual code-switching
language mapping efforts, such as the First Peoples’ Map of British
within one family household, where parents may speak one language to
Columbia, highlight the possibility for
one another, one parent speaks to the
digital cartography to visualize how
children in a different language, and
language communities understand Conventional cartographic symbols are inadequate the children speak among themselves
for representing lived experience, and mapping
their own linguistic borders. Digital
in yet another language entirely.
efforts
have
been
limited
by
cartographic
constraints
How then can cartography be effectively
language maps can help represent the
that do not actually reflect linguistic realities.
used to reflect multilingualism and the
fluidity of multilingualism and explore
context of language choices?
the intersection of language use,
Drawing from other efforts to
linguistic identities, and power.
use cartography to redress inequity and dominant representations
Yet, technical challenges remain in representing language
of difference, we are engaged in a project to demonstrate the
communities, language mobility, and plurilingual realities in
distinctiveness of the language landscape of New York City, one of the
cartographic form. Most digital language maps, such as the important
most linguistically diverse urban areas in the world. Through a
UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger (http://www.
partnership (https://languagemapping.org/) that brings together the
unesco.org/languages-atlas/), represent languages as specific points
University of British Columbia, Dartmouth College, and the New Yorkin geographic space. Visually, this tells us nothing of the extent of
based Endangered Language Alliance (ELA, https://elalliance.org/),
language communities, whether these communities speak other
we are developing a digital, interactive map of the distribution of
languages, or what relationships might exist between the language
linguistic diversity across the city, based on data collected by ELA
and the land. Furthermore, a traditional static map focusing on
across these language communities. In collaboration with language
language endangerment sorts and displays languages solely according
consultants, ELA has collected linguistic, geospatial, and community
to standardized measures of vitality, an approach that some language
information for over one thousand neighborhood-level language
activists consider reductionist and even potentially harmful.
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neighborhoods with the highest linguistic diversity. We may
established and pre-existing infrastructure for doing so. In times
speculate about why this may be the case.
of crisis, community networks become vitally important for timely
During a pandemic, in which public health mandates and
and effective communication. Knowing the approximate locations
protocols can change on a daily basis,
of different language communities
the ability of politicians and public
is essential context for city officials
health officials to communicate
Cartography has a key role to play in highlighting to craft appropriate and timeeffectively with all members of the
sensitive messaging.
the vital component of language in the
population is critical for containing
Furthermore, people hospitalized
biocultural diversity of our fragile planet.
and mitigating the spread of infection.
because of this highly infectious
It can be hard to translate complex
virus can find themselves isolated
and rapidly changing messaging and new terminology such as “social
and without the comfort of visits from family members—individuals
distancing” consistently into many different languages without an
who, under other circumstances, might have served as trusted and

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/)

groups that represent approximately 650 unique languages in and
engagement and needs-based delivery of public services, particularly
around New York City. This collection is enriched with audio and video
among historically marginalized immigrant communities.
recordings of approximately a hundred languages.
We could have not predicted how relevant and increasingly
Our interactive map builds on an existing and publicly acclaimed
urgent this objective would become when we embarked
static map that illustrates the locations of different languages spoken
on this partnership in 2019. Early in 2020, New York City
across the city, represented in the communities’ own orthographies.
became the epicenter of the global pandemic brought on by a
The very notion of mapping
novel coronavirus named SARSlanguages in a diaspora context
CoV-2, which emerged in China
We know that multilingual speakers choose to
challenges traditional linguistic
in November of 2019 and has since
speak specific languages in different contexts.
cartography which focuses either on
spread around the world, causing
They may speak one language at home, another
the expansion of “global languages”
the severe respiratory disease known
in public, and yet another in religious practice.
or on the traditional territories of
as COVID-19. Combining ELA
Indigenous languages, giving only
language data and COVID-19 testing
scant attention to the contemporary distribution and movement of the
data released by the city’s Department of Health and Mental
latter. Our interactive map aims to showcase the richness of linguistic
Hygiene, we plotted positive tests per capita and the distribution
diversity in New York City in visually and representationally accurate
of linguistic diversity across the city on a map, showing the
ways. Through a web-based interface, we also seek to promote civic
interplay between the highest number of COVID-19 cases and
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In this map, we illustrate the interplay between the distribution of languages in New York City and a Social Vulnerability Index from the U.S.-based Centers for Disease
Control. This index is calculated based on a number of risk factors. Map: Languagemapping.org, 2020
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accurate, if unofficial, medical translators. This new reality has
messaging in languages predominantly spoken in those
profound implications for both patients and health care workers
neighborhoods about how the uninsured can best access health
facing language barriers during the pandemic.
services. The challenges in actually making this happen are many,
Our digital map detailing the linguistic geographies of
from triangulating the data to making and disseminating the
New York City’s urban spaces can help identify the public
messages, but the need is clear. The fast-moving COVID-19
service needs of urban language communities. An advantage of
pandemic illustrates the importance of community-based
an interactive map, particularly during an emergency such as
language mapping and highlights the ever more urgent need
a pandemic, is its capacity to combine geospatial data provided
for cartographers to attend to the diversity of language
by agencies such as the New York City Department of Public
landscapes, including those in urban areas, and commit to
Health, the Census Bureau, and the Centers for Disease Control
mapping languages in ways that are more representative,
(CDC) with language distribution
collaborative, and participatory.
data to spatially visualize patterns
Cartography has a key role
Underlying our partnership is a shared goal:
of vulnerability. CDC data that
to play in highlighting the vital
identifying the role of maps for making sense of
can be cross-referenced with
component of language in the
marginalization so that resources can be better
language data include, among many
biocultural diversity of our fragile
mobilized to address and mitigate these inequities. planet. Language maps, whether in
other variables, the percentage
of uninsured households, the
print or online, need to represent
percentage of crowded households or those estimated to have
more than just points or polygons. There is great potential for
more people than rooms, or the percentage of households with
utilizing cartography and visualization tools for illustrating
people sixty-five years of age and older.
the complexity of language practices, language mobility, and
Incorporating such information into an interactive language
linguistic identities. Our collaborative approach to language
map offers clues for understanding why it may be that linguistically
mapping offers ways to explore how linguistic geographies may
rich areas of New York City have been hit particularly hard with
intersect with health disparities and other social vulnerabilities.
COVID-19 and can help the city target public service delivery
Underlying our partnership is a shared goal: identifying the role
to the most seriously affected neighborhoods through focused
of maps for making sense of marginalization so that resources
translation into specific languages.
can be better mobilized to address and mitigate these inequities.
If it is clear, for instance, that there are many uninsured
We see in cartography an opportunity for untapped social good,
households within a five-block radius, then such information
harnessing the formidable power of maps to explain, represent,
would help municipal and community organizations develop
and heal.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 9, 2020, pp. 8–13.
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QUARANTINE
as CEREMONY
COVID-19 as an Opportunity to Quietly Rebel
against the Dominant Langscape
WORDS AND IMAGES Severn Cullis-Suzuki
The Haida people know the cost of disease. They have lived on
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: land and rights removed, 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.

Above: 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
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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.

But the Haida never ceased to be an empowered people or to
In 2010, the Haida officially returned the colonial name given to the
fight for their rights. Even at their nadir, they spoke eloquently for
archipelago in 1778, “the Queen Charlotte Islands,” to Canada and
Her Majesty the Queen. Today, the proper name of the archipelago,
their rights and title at the McKenna–McBride Commission (a Royal
Haida Gwaii (meaning “Islands of the People”) is on the maps.
Commission that was established in 1912 to “resolve the Indian reserve
Despite the litany of assaults, the Haida language has survived:
question” in British Columbia and that operated until 1916). In 1926,
first-language speakers of Haida still
Haidas traveled to Ottawa with
Despite the litany of assaults, the Haida language
live today, in 2020. Now the eldest
the Allied Indian Tribes of British
has survived. Today the younger generations are
in the community, Haida language
Columbia to remind the Canadian
taking up the call to keep the language aloud.
speakers have navigated history and
Parliament, “We have not been
maintained the linguistic heritage of
conquered.” One hundred years
their people. And today, younger generations are taking up the call to
later, the Haida Nation has built its own National Government, the
keep the language aloud.
Council of the Haida Nation; defended its land from clearcut logging
I am honored to be an immigrant to Haida Gwaii. My blood comes
in the struggle for South Moresby (now internationally known as Gwaii
from England and Japan. My family came to visit Haida Gwaii when
Haanas National Park Reserve); and is tackling linguistic imperialism.
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I was a child, and we made lifelong friends there who became family.
singular focus, for a whole year. Part of the methodology of my family
I was ceremonially adopted into the Wolf Raven Clan of Tanu as a
research was to spend four hours a day speaking X̱aayda kil with my
youth and eventually married G̱udt’aawt’is Judson Brown of the Ts’aahl
children and G̱udt’aawt’is. I started in June of 2019, and we made great
Eagle Clan. My Haida name is Kihlgula G̱aay.ya.
progress through the summer. It was interesting to see how our minds
When I moved permanently to the village of Skidegate on Haida
relaxed into the language by the end of hour two each day.
Gwaii fourteen years ago, I joined my husband in his quest to learn
When September came, however, the children went back to school.
his heritage language of X̱aayda kil, the Skidegate dialect of the Haida
I was busy working on various projects, and suddenly it was almost
language. His mother, Dr. GwaaG̱anad Diane Brown, at seventyimpossible to achieve four hours speaking Haida. It seemed as if we
two, is the youngest speaker of X̱aayda kil, but like other Haida
didn’t have enough time to do the work: if it wasn’t school, we were
his age, G̱udt’aawt’is was not brought up speaking the language.
busy with community events or traveling to Vancouver to visit my parents.
He started learning X̱aayda kil as an adult, attending the Skidegate
We were busy. English was necessary to get through work, homework,
Haida Immersion Program (SHIP) from its inception in 1998. SHIP
and social interactions. After Christmas, halfway through the project,
I was disappointed with our lack of time in the language. I was worried:
is a program of fluent speakers, now Elders, who have been coming
if we didn’t have time to focus on the language with the kids when they
together since then, each day, from 9:00 to 3:00 pm, to record X̱aayda
were eight and ten years old, would we ever?
kil for future generations. They have produced an incredible body of
Shortly thereafter, everything changed. In February 2020, the
work for future generations studying X̱aayda kil. Along with several
world awoke to a novel disease, COVID-19. Outbreaks became an
others, G̱udt’aawt’is and I have been working to become New Speakers
epidemic, and that turned into a pandemic. With a history 14,000
of X̱aayda kil so that our children might be able to grow up with the
years long, the Haida memory of epidemics that swept through the
language. It has become a life cause, and for the past decade I have been
archipelago in the 1800s, wiping out over ninety-eight percent of
using all my abilities towards this aim.
the people, is never far away. The will to protect precious Elders was
One of my interests in learning X̱aayda kil, is that of an
strong. Haida Leadership announced a State of Emergency, and all
environmentalist. Today humanity stands at a defining moment, as
flights to the islands were canceled. Haida authorities met the ferries
we find ourselves in the midst of a mass extinction event, due to our
arriving with freight and asked any visitors aboard to turn around.
mismanagement of the natural world. The longer I live here on Haida
When this State of Emergency was declared in March, it was spring
Gwaii, the more I realize that fighting for the language is fighting for
break in school, and my children
a worldview that respects Earth in a
The
teachings
of
respect,
reciprocity,
and I were visiting my parents
profound way.
and relationship with the land
in southern British Columbia.
Representing a radically different
are embedded in the language.
We caught the last flight back to
mental landscape, Indigenous
Haida Gwaii. My husband picked
languages reveal entirely distinct ways
us up at the airport with masks for us to wear. He did not give us
of being, ones that are not at odds with Life around us. In her article,
hugs, and he did not stay in our home with us. Suddenly, we were
“Speaking of Language” (Orion Magazine, 2017), Dr. Robin Kimmerer
home, and grounded. So began our two-week quarantine.
writes about the grammar of animacy, describing the use of pronouns for
At first, I was binging on news through devices—news sites, TV,
life forms in her Potawatami language, which conveys proper respect
social media. I consistently found myself reading online at two in the
for life by the language user. She notes, “I think the most profound act
morning. But I soon reached media overload. I turned off the radio and
of linguistic imperialism was the replacement of a language of animacy
the TV. There was no visiting anyone or going to community events.
with one of objectification of nature, which renders the beloved land as
There was no school. There was nowhere to turn but inward, and we
lifeless object, the forest as board feet of timber.” Indigenous languages
turned to the language. Suddenly, there was no reason or excuse why we
are a portal to an entirely different relationship with Earth.
couldn’t use X̱aayda kil all the time. We pulled out all our board games
With the leadership of several others, especially my jiiG̱uu naadaay
for easy access. We turned on the audio player and listened to Haida
(mother-in-law) Dr. GwaaG̱anad, I am proud of our work establishing
songs and sang along. We turned the living room into an art zone with
a Language Nest and a Mentor Apprentice Program here on Haida
a hot glue gun, cedar bark, buttons, and crayons. We did everything
Gwaii, as well as of my own language learning. It is important not only
together, and we did it all in Haida.
for the people of Haida Gwaii but also for all humanity, as the teachings
After two weeks in quarantine, we were calm. We had new routines.
of respect, reciprocity, and relationship with the land are embedded in
We had slowed down. We cooked together, and spoke X̱aayda kil.
the language and in the wisdom that GwaaG̱anad and other Elders
We ate together, and spoke X̱aayda kil. We cleaned up together,
share with us.
and spoke X̱aayda kil. We played board games in X̱aayda kil, and we
Needing more skills, I decided to pursue a doctorate for this cause
gardened in X̱aayda kil. We did art projects in X̱aayda kil We called
and am currently finishing my year of PhD research in Linguistic
Nanaay (Grandmother) and put her on speakerphone and spoke X̱aayda
Anthropology at the University of British Columbia. The core of my
kil with her. Suddenly, I found that we were spending at least four hours
current research focuses on language revitalization within our family.
in X̱aayda kil every day.
I was so excited to tackle the language work within my family as my
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I was in contact with other language activists in our community
After two weeks, G̱udt’aawt’is returned to our household and
and saw that others also turned inward, deepening their language
joined our isolation pod. But the TV stayed off. We remained isolated
work in their homes. Because we could not go out to do our
from others. And we kept speaking X̱aayda kil At the same time, Earth
language work, we turned our homes into language houses, with
began to come alive: spring began to break, and we greeted the year’s
walls covered in sticky notes and papers in our language. We had
first daytime low tides with proper focus and reverence. By limiting
kitchen offices to keep the language close to daily life, with books,
our English and media diet, our mental landscapes were different.
audio recordings, and endless scraps of paper. One of the fluent
We were more alert to Earth and to one another. My sons each hunted
Elders in the community, Dr. Jiixa Gladys Vandal, said that she keeps
their first naw (octopus) on their own. We gathered other seafood—
her CD player, iPad, and SHIP books on a kitchen desk all ready to
scallops and geoducks and chitons. Nanaay and Chinaay (Grandfather)
go at any time. She talks to herself in Haida daily because she misses
gave us socially distanced lessons on how to make medicine. The
it so much. New Speaker Daall Jaad Melody Gravelle has made her
children learned to say grace in X̱aayda kil.
home a X̱aayda kil home, with language everywhere and photos of
The COVID-19 pandemic brought so much fear and uncertainty.
those who inspire her to speak X̱aayda kil. Dr. GwaaG̱anad has her
There was incessant worry and always the threat of panic. We could
books and iPhone set up on her dining
not make plans: the future was entirely
table so that she can hold daily lessons
undefinable. My mind often turned to
There was nowhere to turn but inward,
with her language learners.
contemplating what the mothers went
and we turned to the language.
Since that time, our little family
through during the great smallpox
has turned the radio (and TV!) back
epidemic of 1862 here on Haida Gwaii,
on for contact and connection. But our time in quarantine and
but I could not dwell long on those thoughts, as this experience was
isolation was instructive. That time was sacred. We will return to
nothing like the horror then. We got over the fear when we found our
that time for direction because now we know what is possible.
routine rooted in X̱aayda kil.
And when we did this, it felt like sacred time. All our obligations
And we have been changed by that time. My children now
had been removed, and we just focused on our own health, the land, and
sometimes speak X̱aayda kil together while they are playing,
the language. It was as if we were in ceremony. First it was for fourteen
and they have a collection of Haida-centric toys and games that
days, but then it became a month, and then two months, as we isolated
we created; their playtime is infused with culture and language.
from the rest of the world, deepening our interactions with one another,
They sing Haida songs all the time, and whenever they see a bird,
the land, and the language. It was something like what I’d envisioned
frog, or fish, they speak aloud directly to them in X̱aayda kil. My
when I created my PhD proposal but hadn’t been able to achieve due to
husband and I have lunch together and speak only X̱aayda kil.
my commitment to my normal busy life in an English langscape.
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.
It has been very difficult to be isolated from
one another in the face of the great challenge of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Many are sacrificing today: it
has been truly 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.
Postscript (Spring 2021): After a year of the
pandemic, X̱aayda kil and X̱aad kil (the southern and
northern dialects on Haida Gwaii) persist: individual
families and bubbles continue to speak the Haida
language, and the community’s language programs
have adapted to working through iPads and Zoom
and using social media to share language lessons and
videos. Community-wide vaccination has begun, and
we are hopeful and looking forward to using X̱aayda kil
together face to face in the near future.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 9, 2020,
pp. 16–20.
Severn Cullis-Suzuki is the Executive Director of the David Suzuki
Foundation. She holds a BSc in biology and an MSc in ethnoecology and
is 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.

Top: Chinaay (Grandfather) G̱angxwaat Dull Brown
shows his grandson Ganhlaans how to skin an octopus.
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.
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Bottom: Dr. Jiixa Gladys Vandal in her kitchen office
during COVID-19 times, working on X̱aayda kil every day.
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visually pleasing. Its origin can be traced back to Buddhist texts
letter. Mantras in the temples can be found written in Kutakshar,
of ancient times, inscriptions of mantra (an utterance of religious
as can the names of occasions during festivals.
significance), and hymns.
During Newah festivals, the whole valley is decorated with
Callijatra (jatra meaning festival) started as a workshop
mandalas and writings in Ranjana script. During Nhu Daya
movement on social media that gained a lot of positive feedback.
Bhintuna (the Newah New Year) people participate in rallies
The online-promoted events were open to the public and attracted
wearing traditional costumes and shirts with symbols and phrases
over four thousand participants with a total of twenty-two
reflecting ethnic pride.
workshops conducted. We participated in a one-day workshop
The classes we participated in took place in the Thecho
where we were introduced to the teaching materials and what we
community, where the government collaborated with a local school
would learn. We learned the basics
(Thecho Newa English School)
While the language is prevalent among the
of the language in the following
to conduct the month-long class.
older folks, most of the youth are unable to read
month. We were taught to relate
The one-day workshops were
or
write
it,
though
those
of
us
in
the
younger
the Ranjana script to human body
organized by the Institute of Nepal
generation want to learn the language.
parts (head, neck, body, mouth,
Epigraphy in collaboration with local
hand) and how to reproduce the
Newah communities. For their part,
alphabet. The instructors had ingenious ways of making the
the local communities sponsored the materials by which people
brushes used in Ranjana calligraphy, where even such things as
could learn to write the script, and the institute provided teachers
bamboo sticks cut at an angle or cut metal-tip pens were used to
who conducted the workshop. People from various walks of life
make do-it-yourself pens. The course included teaching us how to
came together in a month-long class. They were there to know more
write a Kutakshar (monogram). This is a special form of Ranjana
about their ancestral language, gain additional skills, and understand
script used to hide secret information in ancient times. The letters
how to pass what they learned to the next generation. There were
are joined vertically, one after another, which makes it difficult to
assignments to do every day and the course was engaging as well as
read. At the same time, it is a challenge to decipher the word itself
rewarding. In the end, we did an assessment to see how well we had
as there are various overlapping interpretations of each individual
retained the skills we were taught.

LEARNING TO WRITE
OUR NATIVE LANGUAGE
The Nepalbhasa Ranjana Script of Nepal
WORDS Manju Maharjan and Yuvash Vaidya
IMAGES Sheetal Vaidya and Shashank Shrestha
We are Newahs, the Indigenous people of the Kathmandu
Valley in Nepal. We are worshippers in the Hindu and Buddhist
traditions and belong to several different ethnic groups, but
historically we all spoke a common language, Nepalbhasa.
While the language is prevalent among the older folks, most of
the youth are unable to read or write it, though those of us in the
younger generation want to learn the language. One of the ways

we are tackling the problem is by organizing a series of Callijatra,
a combination workshop–festival where participants learn about
and celebrate the beauty of Ranjana, one of the major scripts used
to write Nepalbhasa.
The three major scripts of Nepalbhasa—Nepal, Bhujimol,
and Ranjana—are believed to be derived from Brahmi lipi (or
“script”). The Ranjana script is ornate as well as artistic and is

Above: Pavitra Kasaa, a member of the Institute of Nepal Epigraphy, and the author, Manju Maharjan, discussing a Kutakshar (monogram). Photo: Sheetal Vaidya
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Youth participating in the Ranjana and Nepal Lipi Art Festival. Photo: Sheetal Vaidya
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Recitation of Prajnaparmita sutras (prajna meaning “transcendent wisdom,” parmita meaning “perfection,” and sutra meaning “document”)
at Golden Temple, Patan. Photo: Sheetal Vaidya

We spoke about Callijatra to Shashank Shrestha, a man
available on the Internet. When we spoke to Maharjan at the
who has documented these workshops. He pointed out that
Ranjana and Nepal Lipi Art Festival, he displayed ten such
Nepal became unified in the 1960s with a “one nation, one
scripts. He said that his team of twenty-five members have
language” policy that was the beginning of the decline for
been working together to make a difference on such a big
Nepalbhasa as well as other regional dialects. He believes the
scale. Now there is a UNICODE font of Nepal lipi, which is
Ranjana script should be taught to all cultures because it is
the prevalent form of Nepalbhasa, available on Android 9.
appealing from a design perspective. This whole stream of
It was uplifting to see participants come together to
information and skill sharing was initiated by a man named
share their work in the Ranjana and Nepal Lipi Art Festival.
There was a range of creative works on display made by
Ananda Maharjan. He is a graphic designer by profession.
participants of the workshop,
He realized that Newah youth
friends, and family. We could feel
have an information gap when
Nepal became unified in the 1960s
a sense of harmony and communal
it comes to their own language.
with a “one nation, one language” policy
well-being among the people
Maharjan envisioned a space open
that was the beginning of decline for
gathered there. Granted, there is
to the general public as a means
Nepalbhasa as well as other regional dialects.
pushback from some Newahs who
for understanding his own heritage
believe that learning the skills to write Ranjana script should
as well as reaching as many people as possible.
The classes would happen outdoors, with the idea that locals
be limited only to Newah families and not taught to the
passing by would become curious about such a horde of people
general public. But that is how languages die.
Today, there is a range of resources to study the Ranjana
doing calligraphy.
script. For example, after the conclusion of our classes, we
Maharjan is a font developer himself and has collaborated
visited Asa Safoo Kuthi (the Asa Archives), where books,
with Google to make the Ranjana script accessible to anyone
articles, and manuscripts in Nepalbhasa are found. There is a
who wants to reproduce it digitally. There are many technical
collection of around nine thousand manuscripts in Nepalbhasa,
challenges in making accurate scripts of Indigenous languages
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Top: A student being awarded a book in Nepal lipi for her exceptional performance in the workshop. Bottom: Ananda K. Maharjan, Sunita Dangol,
and the participants in the Callijatra workshop display their work. Photos: Shashank Shrestha
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and we were astonished to see how well it has been preserved.
The archives are open to those curious to learn about Nepalbhasa
and the various scripts.
It is a matter of pride to see one’s own name written in one’s
native language. We believe parents should take the initiative to
educate themselves and the next generation on how to write the
script. Newah heritage is one of rich arts, crafts, and architecture,
as attested by visitors to the cities in the Kathmandu Valley.
Yet in Nepal, people of other cultures ridicule us for our Newah
accent. English is prioritized over all other languages in the
majority of schools in Kathmandu, and children in schools are
penalized for speaking their native language.

It is a matter of pride to see
one’s own name written
in one’s native language.

Sunita Dangol (our workshop teacher) and a friend display the alphabet of the
Ranjana script. Photo: Shashank Shrestha

Youth-driven movements such as Callijatra are necessary to
give people a way to connect with their heritage. Working with
others in the community with our hands and ink was a great way
to understand our past. The future of Nepalbhasa is now in the
hands of people who adapt old cultural values to new stories, art,
music, and films. In this age of technology, we should use it to
its fullest potential to teach coming generations to preserve our
heritage and identity. Language is ultimately a vehicle to drive
social change, and the revival of such identity connects us with
the deep traditions of our forbearers.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 8, 2019, pp. 12–16.
Acknowledgments: We appreciate the steps taken by the Institute of Nepal Epigraphy to spread awareness about the importance of the Ranjana script.
We are grateful to the local government for organizing free classes, as well as for providing the materials required. Also, Ananda K. Maharjan and Sunita
Dangol were integral in collecting information about the various scripts of Nepalbhasa. We are indebted to Shashank Shrestha and Dr. Sheetal Vaidya for
photo documentation.
Manju Maharjan is an Indigenous Newah with a bachelor’s degree in botany. She is an avid researcher of the Newah language, culture, and traditional
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A Chicken for Every Occasion
Exploring the Significance of India’s Native Poultry Breeds
WORDS Kanna K. Siripurapu and Sabyasachi Das
IMAGES Chandrasekhar Nemani and Kanna K. Siripurapu
A few months ago, I received a document written by my
rituals and festivals, hence highly valued locally. The price of desi
colleague Uday Kalyanapu about the success of a backyard poultry
chicken (i.e., breeds native to India) spikes and fetches double the
project in the tribal-dominated areas of the Indian state of Andhra
price at local markets during local festivals. Locals use different
Pradesh. The project was started
native chicken breeds as per the
by WASSAN (Watershed Support
situation and context of local rituals/
Chickens occupy a very special place
Services and Activities Network), the
festivals.” Intrigued by this piece of
in ancient cultures of the world.
organization with which I’m currently
information and upon confirmation
associated. Something caught my
with Dr. Sabyasachi Das, the project
attention when I was editing the document. It reads, “Native
leader, that the sociocultural dimension of native chickens has
chicken breeds have significant cultural value which the improved
not been a focus of the project, I made arrangements to visit the
breeds lack. Native chicken breeds are exclusively used in local
project area, located in the Paderu and Araku (hilly) regions of
Above: In Andhra Pradesh, black chicken hens such as this one are called nalla kodi petta. Nalla kodi are an integral part of many rituals. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani
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During discussions with the Indigenous communities,
I realized that desi chickens enjoy a special place in their
traditions and culture. Indigenous communities of this
region not only consume chicken and eggs but also use them
extensively in rituals performed to appease gods, the spirits
of ancestors, and nature; ward off demons and evil spirits;
and get rid of bad luck. Chickens are sacrificed to mark the
start of agriculture activities or a new business; at weddings;
as part of birth and death ceremonies, festivals, games, and
sporting events; and in traditional medicine, witchcraft, and
black magic. Here, Indigenous communities prefer specific

breeds for specific purposes. (See details in the table found at
http://bit.ly/2QBDalG)
For example, the Vittanala Panduga (seed festival) heralds the
onset of the agriculture season. The festival is celebrated annually
during the months of March or April. During the festival, seeds from
the entire village are pooled together and offered to the local deity.
Animals (usually a pig, but occasionally a native chicken or goat)
are sacrificed, and the blood is collected and mixed with the seeds.
Blood-tainted seeds are divided into equal parts and distributed
among households throughout the village. Local communities
believe that sowing such seeds will yield a very good harvest.

To learn more about why people in India value desi (native) chicken breeds for use in rituals, festivals, and traditional healing, I went to the picturesque Paderu
and Araku regions in Andhra Pradesh. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani

the Visakhapatnam and Srikakulam districts of Andhra Pradesh,
on his flag symbolizes the dawn of wisdom and conquest breaking
to learn more.
over the forces of ignorance. A rooster also adorns the war flag of
Being born and raised in urban India, I knew chicken only
Shikhandi, an androgynous character from the Mahabharata, one
as a food and chickens as pets (I kept a few when I was a kid).
of the holy books of Hindus. In the Ramayana (another Hindu
In urban India, chicken has been relegated to common dishes
holy book), Lord Rama offers the rooster a golden crown for
such as chicken biryani, chicken tikka, chicken tandoori, chicken
leading him to the castle of Ravana, the demon king, who took his
curry, and so on. Before departing I was excited to find out a
wife Sita hostage. Feared by the greedy humans who already have
bit more about the sociocultural aspects of native chicken breeds.
been killing his kind for meat, the rooster requests Lord Rama to
It was fascinating to learn that chickens occupy a very special
give him a skin crown instead, and that was how roosters got their
place in ancient cultures of the world, including Jewish, Greek,
majestic crowns.
Chinese, and Indian—among others.
My fieldwork within the
The rooster often represents virulent
communities
that I visited in
Indigenous communities of Andhra Pradesh
male energy and aggression and
Andhra Pradesh followed a standard
use chickens extensively in rituals
symbolizes both the breaking dawn
pattern. After arriving at a village
performed to appease gods, ward off
(knowledge/good) and the waning
and exchanging pleasantries, I would
demons, and get rid of bad luck.
darkness (ignorance/evil).
strike up a conversation with local
In Hindu mythology, the rooster is depicted as the vahana
people and ask them, “What comes to your mind immediately,
(vehicle) of the goddess Aditi/Bahuchara Mata, the mother of
when you hear the word ‘chicken’?” In rural villages, I was
all gods and the creator and guardian of all life. The universe
surprised by their responses, which ranged from “morning alarm,”
was said to be inside her womb; she holds a thrishool (trident) in
“reminder of daily chores,” “planning their daily schedule,”
one hand and a sword in the other and traverses the boundless
“rituals,” “customs,” “culture,” “guests,” “feast,” “festivals,” to “sense
sky perched on a fiery red rooster. Another Hindu god, Lord
of pride,” but nobody said “meat” or “eggs” as the first thing that
Murugan/Subrahmanya/Kartikeya, the god of war and the son
came to mind. By contrast, when I asked people in communities
of Lord Shiva and the goddess Parvati, mostly worshipped in
close to markets, towns, and cities, some of them did associate
southern India, holds a flag with a picture of a rooster. The rooster
“chicken” with “meat” or “eggs.”
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Although not as desirable as nalla kodi, erra kodi (red chickens; here a rooster, or punju) are also widely used in rituals and in healing treatments. Photo: Kanna Siripurapu
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The least preferred for rituals, tella kodi (white chickens) are often prescribed as part of traditional treatments for sick or injured children. Photo: Kanna Siripurapu

The seed festival is followed by the Itukula Panduga (festival
from families of the entire village, which again are pooled together.
The village priest mixes chilies and turmeric with the grains. The priest
of hunting weapons), usually celebrated anytime from the second
then sacrifices a chicken (preferably a fertile red hen) while chanting
half of April to the first half of May. This is one of the major
mantra (sacred utterances). The priest adds the blood and meat of
festivals of Indigenous communities of this region, usually lasting
the sacrificed chicken to the mix and divides it into equal portions.
over a week. Native chicken eggs are offered to weapons on the
Each family receives its share (based on the number of farm plots it
third day, following which all the men of the village leave for
owns), and the mix is wrapped in a piece of cloth and tied to a stake.
hunting in the forest. Upon returning after a week of hunting,
The stake is then planted in their
erra or pandra kodi (red chickens) will
The village priest decides the type of
respective farm plots, where locals
be sacrificed if the hunt was successful.
chicken to be sacrificed based on
believe that it will prevent crop diseases.
The entire village feasts, and the
the
time
of
year
and
the
stars.
If a bumper harvest results, an erra kodi
celebration includes traditional music,
(red chicken) is sacrificed.
dances, the drinking of rice/millet/
Chickens are also sacrificed as part of the Nandi Panduga (hill
jackfruit beer, and the serving of dishes cooked of native chicken
broom festival), celebrated in February, which is always held before
and various meats, both domestic (usually goat, pig, and cattle)
harvesting hill brooms (a non-timber forest product). Native-breed
and wild.
chickens also are sacrificed at the time of weddings. The village priest
Itukula Panduga is followed by the Korrakotta festival,
decides the type to be sacrificed based on the time of year and the
usually celebrated during August, when the crops are about
stars. Locals believe that sacrificing a chicken at a wedding will
to get into flowering stage. A ritual called jolda is performed
remove any bad luck for the couple.
during Korrakotta. Jolda involves the collection of food grains
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Multi-colored chickens (puuvula kodi) also are substituted if nalla kodi are unavailable. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani

When an Indigenous woman conceives, the family vows to
sacrifice a black chicken if she has a safe labor and gives birth
to a healthy baby. A black chicken also will be sacrificed when
the woman enters seven months into pregnancy and about three
to four days before she enters labor, to ensure a safe delivery.
When a healthy baby is born a black chicken is duly sacrificed, as
is a red chicken on the day when the umbilical cord stump falls
off the newborn.
Certain chicken taboos apply as the child grows up.
Meat and eggs of white chickens are never served to kids
below ten years of age. It is believed that if such kids eat white
chicken, then they are likely to be hit by lightning or possessed
by evil spirits or fall victim to black magic. Instead, megavanne
or puvvula kodi (speckled/multi-colored chickens) are served
to children of this age group as part of traditional remedies to
cure ailments. The meat and blood of various breeds are used
to treat sleeping sickness, seizures, paralysis, nervous disorders,
injuries from accidents (especially bone fractures), and even
for those who have undergone tubectomies or vasectomies.

All types of native chickens are sacrificed three days after the
demise of a family member.
Local communities don’t appear to follow any specific
techniques to maintain the populations of native chicken
breeds; most raise them in their backyards. In case of scarcity
or outright unavailability of a specific native chicken breed,
local communities either buy at market or bring birds in
from surrounding villages to maintain the breed stock. Also, there
is a gender dimension attached to native chicken. Women usually
tend to chickens raised in their backyards, and hence have access
to whatever little income is generated from their sale.
My fieldwork in Andhra Pradesh gives just a sampling of
the rich sociocultural significance of India’s native chicken
breeds. Similar research in other parts of the country would
undoubtedly reveal many other variations and much more
interesting detail.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 7(2), Winter 2018,
pp. 58–61.
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YOU NEED TO CARRY
THE TORCH OF LIGHT
D’ulus Mukhin, interviewed by Galya Morrell
IMAGES Galya Morrell

A village priest describing the features of native chicken used for different local rituals. Photo: Chandrasekhar Nemani

“As a child,” says D’ulus, “I was beaten at school on a daily basis.
My classmates thought I was ugly. They did not like the shape of
my eyes, and my ears were too big for them. I don’t hate my bullies;
I hug them and shake their hands because no matter how bad
circumstances may be, you need to carry the torch of light. This is
what makes you an artist and a human being.”

Those eyes . . . No PhD in ophthalmology could explain with
confidence what there is in them. There is something so deep,
so beautiful, and so powerful that hard science simply couldn’t
capture it.
I remember the day when I first met D’ulus more than five
years ago, on the shore of the Aldan River in the heart of Siberia.

Above: Drum-dancing is the heart of life in Siberia. D’ulus Mukhin, the youngest of the Siberian shamans, is trying to awaken his sleeping settlement from amnesia.
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There stood a boy, a little Shaman—with his drum painted
with little Reindeer-spirits—frozen in the middle of the white
world. Like a sculpture, he was an integral part of an Arctic
landscape—that is, until he started to drum-dance.
His voice, dance, and movement flickered against the –50 ˚C
cold, making me feel as if I were on fire. In a second he turned
into a flint, a flint of the Arctic, creating sparks whose light
can empower us to see not only outward but inward as well.
For the next three days, I couldn’t concentrate on anything
but D’ulus. I made a series of portraits of him as we traveled
together with his Even grandfather Egor Egorovich Egorov
along the bank of the Aldan River. From his grandfather, a great
Even hunter, I learned the incredible life story of D’ulus—a
story of love, compassion, and acceptance. There is a vast mix
of Arctic bloods running in his veins, making him a living
embodiment of Siberia.
Meeting D’ulus and becoming his friend was a gift. But a
greater gift has been watching D’ulus rise from his childhood
to critical acclaim as one of the most talented young actors in

Yakutia, who uses his unique voice to open up stories we’re not
used to hearing and to turn the spotlight on the communities
he comes from.
In this film (http://bit.ly/33YxkgE), D’ulus plays the lead
role of a stuttering boy, living during World War II in the
heart of Gulag land.
Recently, D’ulus has been the face of an Arctic Without
Borders exhibition in Hawai’i. “I have a feeling that he can
see through us, can see through mountains and rocks, can see
hidden figures,” said Aunti Puna, one of the most respected
Elders on Kauai. People of Kauai invited D’ulus to come and
visit, be their guest, gather with Elders and children, and be
one of them.
“I want to be many things,” says D’ulus, “not just an actor
or a drum-dancer. As an artist, I know that my mission is to
break stereotypes that we are born into. I learned a lot from
Nature and from my grandparents, with whom I grew up.
We didn’t have comforts at our home, but I had plenty of love
despite the fact I had been adopted as a child.”

No matter how bad circumstances may be, you
need to carry the torch of light. This is what
makes you an artist and a human being.

Top: At –48 ˚C, the young Yakutian dancers and singers in the small
village of Krest-Khaldjay in the heart of Siberia are getting ready for a
performance downtown.
Bottom Left: D’ulus Mukhin got his first role in a Yakutian film after
his portrait was exhibited at The Explorers Club in New York City.
“I was born in a little village which has been forgotten by God and
Government. We had to survive.”
Bottom Middle: It is –30 ˚C, but in a week it will be –55 ˚C.
That’s winter in Siberia.
Bottom Right: An acclaimed actor in Yakutian cinema, D’ulus Mukhin is
bringing together traditions and modernity: “People in the villages eat
raw meat, stores are empty. China will arrive here soon.”
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This story first appeared in Langscape
Magazine 8, 2019, pp. 105–108.
D’ulus Mukhin is an Even actor and drumdancer from Yakutia, Siberia. Acclaimed in
Yakutian cinema, he uses his unique voice
to open up stories that people are not used to
hearing. He says his mission is to break the
stereotypes people are born into.
Galya Morrell is a visual artist who
has lived and traveled in the Arctic for
over thirty years. Under the stage name
ColdArtist, Galya works in a rare genre of
visual synthetic performance on the drifting
sea ice. Together with Greenlandic explorer,
Ole Jorgen Hammeken, Galya has founded
many cultural initiatives focused on the
circumpolar regions.

Left: Krest-Khaldjay, a little settlement in
Yakutia, Siberia, is a place where old traditions
have been thriving since the collapse of
the Soviet Union. D’ulus Mukhin is drumdancing downtown, hoping to bring all
generations together.
Right: D’ulus Mukhin, the adopted son of
an Indigenous family in Siberia, has become
the engine of a dying village and the hope
for its revival.
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Rarámuri women watch Indigenous films during a community screening in
Sojahuachi, Rarámuri territory.

José Luis Bajeca, Samuel Cupis, and Eusebia Flores get a laugh while reviewing
their footage during their training to become facilitators.

by the community. Video acted as a “third party” in the relationship
between filmmakers and community. It opened the door to a new form
of communication within villages. Through interviews with neglected
and forgotten cultural groups and persons such as Elders, youngsters,
and women, PV allowed for their voices to be heard. People regained
confidence and exerted their prerogative to speak their minds and share
ideas on issues they felt needed to be visualized and, above all, changed.
Speaking on camera allowed everyone to find a way to express themselves
and overcome discrimination, fear, or shyness. Soon, PV filmmakers
noticed that everyone was interested in this new form of communication
(and in their films). Communities took pride in their participation in

endogenously produced movies. They no longer needed to depend on
foreign media to speak for them. PV provided the key to true and real,
culturally relevant, freedom of expression.
Both Seri and Yaqui, in particular, became aware of video’s potential
for community building, problem solving, biocultural documentation,
and engagement of marginalized groups. Then in 2015 they decided
that making PV films for these purposes was not enough. While they
were enjoying it and were getting results within their communities,
the seasoned Yaqui and Seri filmmakers were ready to go further.
This gift had to be shared with other communities within and outside
their ethnic groups. Commitment, solidarity, and recognition of shared

Pintando la Raya
Indigenous Resistance and Biocultural
Conservation through Participatory Video
WORDS AND IMAGES Thor Morales
At the onset of this decade, members of three ethnic
groups gathered in the state of Sonora, northwestern Mexico.
Seri (Comcaac), Rarámuri, and Yaqui participants went to the
Yaqui village of Vicam to get their first exposure to participatory
video (PV ), with training provided by the U.K.-based organization
InsightShare. Three facilitators, sixteen participants, five different
languages, and twelve days of intensive intercultural exchange
around cameras, culture, and Indigenous voices on climate change.
It was a success. Everyone loved the participatory approach and
enjoyed using cameras, had fun filming, and learned what it feels

like to be filmed. Communities got involved in the process through
night-time screenings and word-of-mouth communication.
The power of video was unveiled and participants’ creativity
unleashed. This is how Pintando La Raya was born, although at
that stage I didn’t even imagine the outcomes and surprises this
PV journey would yield. My expectations have been far exceeded.
After this first gathering, the newly formed PV teams started
to produce their own documentary films, mostly based on biocultural
knowledge, with an emphasis on foodways and nature conservation.
Every film required several screenings in order to be finished and approved

Above: José Ramón Torres interviews a local dweller about climate change, fisheries, and hunting.
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Eusebia Flores (left) and Romelia Barnett (right) practice filming during the early stages of the Participatory Video (PV) adventure.
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Romelia Barnett (right) and Anabela Carlon (center) with Soledad Muñiz (InsightShare
senior facilitator) during a training workshop in Loma de Bácum, Yaqui Territory.

Participants working on a storyboard as part of the
PV facilitator training.

Based on this idea of territory, Pintando La Raya was born.
issues affecting Indigenous Peoples sparked a new ideal: becoming
This is a Mexican–Spanish expression meaning “drawing the line.”
PV facilitators, with an aim to disseminate PV to all Indigenous
It is a metaphorical warning to outsiders
communities in northwestern Mexico (just
Video
has
the
power
to
confront
seeking to illegally and aggressively take
as a starting point!). The use of cameras,
issues affecting what matters most
over Indigenous lands and resources and
they felt, should have a social impact.
to Indigenous Peoples: territory.
exploit culture and nature without giving
Video, they realized, has the power to
any benefits back to Indigenous Peoples.
confront issues affecting what matters
The intent of Pintando La Raya is not to separate the Indigenous
most to Indigenous Peoples: territory—a simple word that embraces
from the non-Indigenous. It is a community-based initiative that seeks
culture, nature, history, dignity, land, food, dreams, landscapes, mindsets.
to empower rural communities and bridge the gap between Indigenous
It’s home, often sacred and venerated.

Valentina Barnett (right) has fun while teaching her older sisters (Susana and Mina) the art of PV.
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Top: Valentina Barnett and Imelda Morales record the sunset during a PV training in the community of El Desemboque, Seri Territory.
Bottom: Seri participants film sound effects at Punta Chueca, Seri Territory, for their film on language loss.
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Top: Seri and Yaqui participants during an editing session. Many heads, many hands, many points of view mingling to create one film.
Bottom: Community screening of the first video produced through a training conducted by Indigenous facilitators.
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Top: The author with Indigenous facilitators and trainees at the outskirts of the Sierra Madre, Guarijío Territory.
Bottom: Valentina García is trained in tripod and camera use during her first approach to PV.
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Peoples and urban centers, regionally, nationally, and worldwide.
Local problems need solidarity from outsiders. Indigenous Peoples
need to form networks of support and resistance to face challenges
that threaten their territories. Indigenous communities need to be
able to speak for themselves, portray and share their stories in a way
that is genuine and reflects local points of view. The overall goal is to
train an “army” of PV filmmakers, using the tool of video according
to the community’s concerns and desires. The advantage of video is
that it emulates the traditional oral way of passing on knowledge as
well as the experiential learning process common in most Indigenous
communities. It is a modern tool that can be implemented to revitalize
ancient cultural ways. The participatory approach ensures video is
equally accessible and all voices have their say.
First steps have been taken. As of this writing, PV filmmakers
from the Guarijío and Yoreme Indigenous communities have received
training from mixed teams of Yaqui and Seri delivered the trainings.
At least four communities in Sonora can now use video to support
their struggles and share their ideas, messages, and issues with other
Indigenous Peoples and a wider audience, in addition to documenting
their own traditions, strengthening their language, and creating media
in a culturally appropriate manner.

Many people have been involved in this process, but current members
of Pintando La Raya include: Anabela Carlon, Eusebia Flores, Valentina
García, and Samuel Cupis from the Yaqui tribe, and Romelia Barnett,
Valentina Barnett, Samuel Romero, and José Ramón Torres from the
Seri tribe. They believe Indigenous-to-Indigenous PV training allows
for immediate trust and solidarity between fellow Indigenous Peoples.
Their initiative builds on their four-year experience as PV practitioners and
the training delivered by InsightShare, through which they have become
PV facilitators. Their story is one full of commitment, responsibility,
compassion, hard work, fun, delight, and laughter. The three main pillars of
this project are community cinema and screenings, to share powerful and
inspiring Indigenous Peoples’ stories from all over the world; PV trainings,
to create a marabunta (a word that refers to nomadic ants that gather in
high numbers, often in the millions) of PV filmmakers; and documentary
filmmaking, to express their own ideas and address issues that affect
biocultural continuity and territorial sovereignty.
Pintando La Raya is an initiative created by Indigenous Mexicans for
Indigenous Mexicans. Yet, it will surely lead the way for other marginalized
groups to use PV as a powerful tool to protect nature, culture, dignity, and
human rights in general. The Yaqui and Seri are pioneering a trail that will
take them to unimagined places, literally and metaphorically.

Coastal landscape of the Seri territory.

Indigenous-to-Indigenous participatory
video training allows for immediate trust and
solidarity between fellow Indigenous Peoples.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 5(1), Summer 2016, pp. 63–66.
To learn how Pintando La Raya (since renamed La Marabunta Filmadora) has indeed led the way and gone to unimagined places, visit:
“Army Ants” by Eusebia Flores, Langscape Magazine, Vol. 8
“La Marabunta in Brazil: Indigenous Women as Biocultural Diversity Defenders” by Thor Morales, Langscape Magazine, Vol. 9
La Marabunta Filmadora at https://www.youtube.com/user/LaMarabuntaFilmadora
To learn more about La Marabunta’s experience and other participatory video projects, visit https://insightshare.org/projects/

Romelia Barnett sharing footage with Guarijío children during a PV training.
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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 around the world. Today he works as the
Connected Stories Manager at +Peace Coalition.
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The Sweeping Dance
Cultural Revival, Environmental Conservation,
and the Art of Broom Making in St. Lucia
WORDS Laurent Jean Pierre
IMAGES Nadge Augustin and Laurent Jean Pierre
“What is it that one has in one’s dwelling place, that until you dance with it, it does not work for you?”
“The broom.”
—Traditional St. Lucian Tim Tim riddle
Latanyé brooms (brooms made from the indigenous palm Coccothrinax barbadensis,
locally known as Latanyé) have been around in St. Lucia for a long time. Their origin
is shrouded in legend, which situates their invention in ancient times. The ancestors
would use their hands, or at best sticks and branches, to clean their dwellings and
surrounding areas—until women started bunching twigs together and discovered that it
worked better, and finally one of them dreamed of using the Latanyé palm, which would
be far more durable and efficient.
Through continued experimentation, people began to add vertical sticks to the
Latanyé brooms so that one could sweep standing. They developed a special sweeping
motion that evolved into a unique “sweeping dance,” which was practiced as a form of
“entertainment exercise” during housework and was transmitted across generations.
The sweeping dance occurs out of necessity to get the job done. Your willing partner
(the broom) may inspire you to move in a brisk rhythmic or energetic motion, and
your alignment with it will determine the pace and the harmony of your movements.
Your dance can be swift and enjoyable if your partner is light and can shuffle well
around the corners, or it can be slow and painstaking if it’s heavy and ungainly and
your steps are hard to negotiate. Your dance may involve multilateral movements while
negotiating the corners or resemble a fusion of motions similar to those deployed in the
game of curling. On the other hand, it also includes swirling, spiraling, and dwindling
while stroking into several directions at diverse angles sweeping out dirt and dust above
and beneath.
Broom making itself evolved into a specialized craft and industry in St. Lucia,
providing brooms for domestic use and beyond. The art of weaving the Latanyé palm,
with or without a broomstick, is as practical as it is artsy and personal. There are two
main ways of weaving the palm leaves: one is to fasten them to a stick or handle, and
the other is to create handles for hand-held brooms without sticks. Broom handles
give one a firmer grip and better control during the sweeping exercise and/or dance.
With the stick attached, on the other hand, the user does not have to stoop during
sweeping and has a longer reach to make sweeping easier. The weaving can be simple,
but with time it evolved into a special artistic display. Each broom maker can trace
their own work by the weaving design, in a way similar to a personal signature.
The weaving art is unique in that it gives the broom maker a chance to display their specific
Latanyé palm. Photo: Laurent Jean Pierre
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Small dusting brooms and short-handle brooms made from the Latanyé palm (Coccothrinax barbadensis), for sale at a local roadside shop. Photo: Nadge Augustin

or peculiar creative designs. Some have of late incorporated
immature palm fronds taken from a shrinking wild supply of those
colorful ropes to enhance the brooms’ appearance and appeal.
palms, and therefore, they disintegrated easily. This unsustainable
The Latanyé palm is found in the wild, only in specific
phase of the sweeping dance continued until people began to develop
areas (dry coastal cliffs) of difficult access. Initially, sustainable
environmental consciousness and became concerned that the Latanyé
harvesting methods were practiced. With a booming growth
species might disappear altogether. They felt that the loss would be
of the industry, however, spurred by a rising demand for
not only ecological, but also economic, as an important local craft
the brooms and the prospect of significant profits to be
and industry would disappear. It stands to reason that, whenever the
made, harvesting of the palm in the wild, without replanting,
raw material is lost, the art is most likely to disappear too.
became unsustainable.
People realized that their traditional Latanyé sweeping dance,
In 1990, the Latanyé palm was declared a “vulnerable species,”
although superior, was waning and began to look into their heritage
according to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
for ways to revitalize it. The old saying “New brooms sweep clean,
(IUCN) Red List criteria. Indiscriminate harvesting continued,
but old brooms know the corners” began to take on new meaning:
nevertheless, and led to increasing
not only that the traditional Latanyé
scarcity of the resource and serious
brooms get suppler as they age and
The sweeping dance occurs out of necessity
endangerment of the palm species
thus better at “finding the corners,”
to get the job done. Your willing partner
and to a “boom and bust” cycle in
but also that the traditional brooms
(the broom) may inspire you to move in
the industry. Imported brooms,
are better than the new imported
a brisk rhythmic or energetic motion.
including synthetic ones, began to
ones—ecologically, economically, and
be introduced, but they were inferior
in every other way.
in quality and “didn’t find the corners,” while they also damaged
The St. Lucia National Trust, a local environmental organization,
the furniture because of the coarse material they were made of.
called attention to the plight of the Latanyé palm by recommending
Furthermore, the remains of these nonbiodegradable brooms began
that it be included in a local “endangered trees” series of stamps
to litter the environment, supplanting the compostable leaf litter from
meant to raise environmental awareness among the population.
An assessment of the status of the Latanyé palm species in the wild
discarded Latanyé brooms.
conducted by the Forestry Department confirmed my research and
Meanwhile, those brooms that were still made locally from
revealed the extent of the problem.
Latanyé palm leaves also became inferior, as they were made from
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Artistic lacing of the Latanyé palm to the broom handle. Photo: Nadge Augustin
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Overharvesting and unsustainable harvesting regimes were pushing
the wild stocks farther and farther away from human habitation,
making it quite a time-consuming undertaking to go harvest the
raw material. Therefore, harvesting was no longer done by artisans
themselves but by other gatherers, who did not necessarily practice
proper conservation techniques as established by the traditional folk.
In recent times, indiscriminate Latanyé palm harvesting had even
become a way for a new breed of drug users to make the quick cash
they needed to sustain their habit. As a result of these harvesting
pressures, the Latanyé was in serious trouble. The conclusion was that
the imported brooms had overstayed their welcome and that, according
to tradition, people should upend the traditional brooms in a corner of
the house to suggest to the overstaying “guests” that it was time to leave!
To promote the need to go local again—to both grow local and
buy local—researchers and activists disseminated information about
the cultural values and economic and ecological advantages of the
local brooms.
To promote the need to go local again—to both grow local
and buy local—researchers and activists disseminated information
about the cultural values and economic and ecological advantages
of the local brooms and expressed the urgent need for conservation,
including replanting the palms and enhancing the overall
sustainability of the industry.

Top Left: Donald Slinger harvesting leaves from the Latanyé palm from the wild. Photo: Laurent Jean Pierre, reproduced digitally by Nadge Augustin
Top Right: Carrying Latanyé palm after harvesting from the wild. Photo: Laurent Jean Pierre, reproduced digitally by Nadge Augustin
Middle Right: Imported synthetic brooms contribute to nonbiodegradable litter. Photo: Nadge Augustin
Bottom Row: Anthony Johnny doing the “sweeping dance.” Photos: Laurent Jean Pierre
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Top: A young woman, Linda Pierre, learning the art of lacing the broom palm to the handle. Photo: Laurent Jean Pierre, reproduced digitally by Nadge Augustin
Bottom: Depleted stands of Latanyé palm. Photo: Nadge Augustin
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Left: A St. Lucia stamp series featuring local endangered trees. The Latanyé palm appears in the stamp at the top of the set of three on the right side.
Right: Ethnobotanical art: Laurent Jean Pierre’s Latanyé broom research project captured in collage artwork by Heather Butcher of
Kent, Canterbury, United Kingdom, 2001. Photos: Nadge Augustin

Then, in 2001, St. Lucia experienced the worst drought in
twenty-seven years, which led to the loss of several wild stocks of Latanyé
palm that had already been weakened by overharvesting and unsustainable
harvesting practices. The Forestry Division and the local community
responded to the emergency by establishing trial plots of Latanyé in several
areas on the island. That involved collecting and propagating seedlings
from wild stock to reforest the depleted wild stock and introducing the
plant to new sites, including private and crown lands to make harvesting
easier. They successfully embarked on a replanting drive, combined with
promotion of proper harvesting techniques that dovetailed traditional
sustainable methods with contemporary scientific methods.
Farther afield, that same year the plight of the Latanyé was highlighted
at the International Congress of Ethnobiology, held at the University
of Kent in Canterbury. That included the display of a Latanyé-themed
collage artwork by Heather Butcher. Also, I was inspired to embark on an
ambitious research project to ascertain the status of local broom-making

industries worldwide. In the process, I collected a number of brooms from
several countries, which are now housed at the University of Michigan’s
Museum of Anthropological Archaeology in the United States, in a
collection named the Laurent Jean Pierre Broom Collection.
As a result of these efforts, although imported brooms are still in
circulation and sold at our markets, the Latanyé broom has regained its
rightful place as the dominant product. Latanyé palm is now cultivated
by many, especially the broom makers themselves. Traditional harvesting
regimes have been revived, resulting in better quality brooms and a
revitalized industry.
The palm is now seen growing along roadsides as well as in
house gardens, with a dual purpose as both an ornamental and an
economic plant. Local observers have indicated that the birds are
now active participants in the reforestation process. Thus, the growth
of the local broom industry is currently strong. Long live
the dream!

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 7(1), Summer 2018, pp. 52–57.
Laurent Jean Pierre has worked with local communities on the island of St. Lucia and in the wider Caribbean for over two decades. He helps
them address such issues as food security, plant identif ication and taxonomy, and traditional knowledge documentation. An ethnobotanist by
training, he is also a farmer in the St. Lucian community of Bexon.
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Anthony Johnny, a street vendor of brooms. Photo: Nadge Augustin
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Tidal phenomena also mark the everyday life of the people of Bahía Solano. Fishing, travel by sea to other districts or municipalities of the Pacific region,
and even household chores are influenced by tidal changes in seawater level. This photo shows several horses resting on the beach at
Ciudad Mutis (the municipal seat), where at low tide the water retreats for hundreds of meters.

MANGROVES, EDUCATION, AND
RECOVERY OF THE TERRITORY
Biocultural Diversity in Bahía Solano, Colombia
WORDS Felipe Rodríguez Moreno and Norma Constanza Castaño Cuéllar
IMAGES Felipe Rodríguez Moreno
Bahía Solano is a municipality located in the Chocó District
on the Pacific coast of Colombia, which over the past decades has
undergone profound social and cultural transformations. A decree by
the Colombian government created Bahía Solano as an agricultural
colony in 1935. Under these circumstances, dozens of peasant
families from around the country were brought in to settle and farm
there. In addition, between the 1980s and the 1990s, the area began
to witness a new wave of migration of people from different parts of

the country, who arrived in the municipality to establish a variety of
commercial activities.
These changes now define the relationships with and modes
of appropriation of the land by its current inhabitants. That makes
Bahía Solano a cultural diversity space where the Mestizo, Black, and
Indigenous communities develop their distinct lifeways and establish
different links and relations with local ecosystems, such as mangrove
forests, the Pacific Ocean, and large tracts of rainforest.

Above: Rain defines a great deal of the social relations that take place in the municipality of Bahía Solano. The area’s geographical position produces meteorological
variations owing to the change in air currents. This results in constant rainfall in the region, reaching an annual average of almost 5,000 mm.
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Bahía Solano is a municipality with a strong fishing tradition. For more than two decades, the local fishermen have been developing an interesting
organizational process to ensure the conservation of marine ecosystems and food sovereignty of the people of the Colombian Pacific, by means
of the exclusive practice of artisanal fisheries throughout the municipality. In this photo, several boats are seen on the banks of the Jella River,
an area that marks the departure and return of local fishermen to and from the vast waters of the Pacific Ocean.
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Fishing is not an exclusive activity of adults in the region. A number of children in Bahía Solano build knowledge about fishing on a daily basis,
from experience of and a direct link to the territory—a circumstance apparent in this picture, in which a child from a local Indigenous
community is fishing in the vicinity of a mangrove strip in the Viejo Onetti neighborhood.

Another threat to the mangrove ecosystem is the high rate of deforestation of some mangrove species for various uses, particularly
the use of major species such as the nato mangrove (Mora megitosperma) for timber, among others.

As a result of population migration to the municipality through the past several decades, many people have established their homes in
mangrove areas, causing severe environmental impacts. The problem is illustrated in this picture, taken in the area of Ciudad Mutis,
which stands out as one of the sites with the highest rates of anthropogenic intervention.

Solid waste pollution is perhaps one of the most visible signs of anthropogenic intervention in mangrove forests. In this photo, a local student is seen fishing near the
Chitré neighborhood’s mangroves, which appear quite contaminated by solid waste. However, it is important to realize that the cause of the physical impacts
on mangroves lies largely in the low level of sense of place among a large sector of the population—a phenomenon related to migration.
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The Luis López de Mesa Educational Institution has undertaken major educational efforts to ensure that both students and the community at large develop a sense of ownership of and belonging to the territory, as a main avenue to conservation of biocultural diversity in the region. The picture shows Luis López de Mesa school after a rainy day.

The National Pedagogical University of Colombia has been working with the community and the Educational Institution since 2013, contributing to the development
of alternative curricula that promote community empowerment and a sense of ownership of the territory among students and the community. For this purpose,
the two main building blocks are the teaching of biology in context and the affirmation of the society-school nexus. The photo portrays Hilary Villarreal and
Albis Pinedo, students from the local research team, and Alexandra Arévalo, researcher and student at the National Pedagogical University.

Among the key agents of the social transformation processes arising from the efforts of the Luis López de Mesa Educational Institution are the teacher Edgar Molina Maturana
and several of his students, who are grouped in a research team that has chosen the name Propágulos (Propagules), from the seeds of the piñuelo mangrove (Pelliciera
rhizophorae). In the photo, the teacher and one of his students are on a field trip surveying environmental conditions in other districts of the municipality of Bahía Solano.

The progressive transformation of the curriculum is a notable result of the process of collaborative research between the Educational Institution and the
National Pedagogical University, based on the local communities’ and children’s concepts, beliefs, practices, and relationships with nature. In the photo,
one student from the research team is interviewing a local resident about their concepts of and practices around mangrove ecosystems.
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Opposite Top: Educational initiatives in Bahía Solano have focused mainly on secondary students. However, it has become apparent that, in order to
democratize knowledge, it is important to involve primary school students in researching and surveying the territory. Three children are
seen in the picture observing the municipal seat of Bahía Solano from one of the highest points found in this region.
Opposite Bottom: The educational approach emphasizes that to develop a sense of ownership of the territory and transform the individual and collective realities of
students and community, it is necessary for students to begin to familiarize themselves with the territory they inhabit through teaching in context, field trips, and
intercultural dialogues with different stakeholders in the municipality. In the photo, some of the Propágulos (research team participants) interview local people.
Above: Ultimately, the community plays a central role in promoting educational processes and the sense of ownership of the territory among Bahía
Solano children. Efforts are underway to establish links between the school and the local families and social organizations, as a means toward
the progressive reconstruction of the social fabric of this territory. In the picture, two children and an adult are seen on the way back
from a canoe trip, carrying a bunch of bananas and catching some blue crabs locally known as jaibas.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 4(2), Winter 2015, pp. 71–77.
Acknowledgments: We wish to thank the people of Bahía Solano and the Luis López de Mesa Educational Institution for allowing us to work with them
for social transformation and conservation of biocultural diversity in the municipality.
Felipe Rodríguez Moreno is a graduate in biology education from the National Pedagogical University of Colombia, a master’s degree candidate in
anthropology, and a co-researcher in the “Biology Teaching and Cultural Diversity” research group. He is interested in visual anthropology and the
relationship between nature, culture, and biocultural diversity conservation in rural and urban communities.
Norma Constanza Castaño Cuéllar is a research professor, a biologist with a master’s degree in educational and social development and a PhD in
education, and the Director of “Biology Teaching and Cultural Diversity” research group at the National Pedagogical University of Colombia.
Norma’s field of research is the teaching of biology from an intercultural perspective.
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Knowledge holders from other
communities joined with Bridget to
create this musical rainbow. They are
Ethel Munn (Gunggari), Leonora
Adidi (Kalaw Kawaw Ya), Joyce
Bonner (Butchulla), Faith Baisden
( Yugambeh), and Melinda Holden
(Warrgamay). They have come
together to produce eleven songs in
five different languages to share the
many voices of Australian country.

Yamani means “rainbow” in
the Warrgamay language.

Yamani
Voices of an Ancient Land
Faith Baisden, Thomas Dick, Carolyn Barker, and Kristina Kelman
For tens of thousands of years, the rich and beautiful sounds of
hundreds of different languages washed across Australia. Over all
of the continent it is believed there were more than five hundred
languages at one time.
Around two hundred years ago, a new language began to replace
them, sweeping across the land with such force that some parts of it could
no longer hear the voices that told its stories and held its secrets. A deep
silence seemed to be looming.
Then, finally, a change began. As the volume of the old words faded
to a whisper in some places, the people who are their custodians began
to take action, calling for respect, for the rights to speak and be heard in
their traditional tongues, while stirring everyone to appreciate the treasury
of knowledge held in the first languages of Australia. The project Yamani:
Voices of an Ancient Land is part of that call.
Yamani: Voices of an Ancient Land is an innovative collaboration
between the Queensland Indigenous Languages Advisory Committee

(QILAC) — an Indigenous language advocacy organization — and the
Wantok Musik Foundation record label. More than just a recording,
the results of this project include a fully mastered CD with ten songs
in five different languages, a short film highlighting the impact that
this project has had on the participants, and a range of performances.
The film, also titled Yamani: Voices of an Ancient Land, illustrates
the power of language, the strength of identity, and the way in which
pride in Indigenous cultures can be shared through contemporary song.
It can be viewed at the link below. The list of resources below includes
links to six short videos in which each Yamani project participant
talks about her life experience and relationship to her language.
Together, these videos provide further background to the Yamani project.
Warrgamay Elder Bridget Priman explains: “Yamani means
‘rainbow’ in the Warrgamay language, and as the name for this group
it reflects the coming together of different people and languages
in a rainbow of song.”

Above: Leonora Adidi, Faith Baisden, and Joy Bonner on Yugambeh Country in 2014, after the song gathering at which the project was conceived. Photo: Liz Warning
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As this process empowers each
language community through the
opportunity to share Australia’s ancient
knowledge, so too does it empower
these “Voices of the Earth”: the people
who continue to speak and share
Australia’s first languages. Forming
QILAC a decade ago, the six women
have been collaborating with the vision
of making Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander languages stronger for many
years to come.
While some of the women were
nervous at the start of the project,
believing that they couldn’t sing or read
music—let alone write music—that
didn’t stop them.
Committed to strengthening the
many Indigenous languages of
Queensland, they found that music
was an excellent tool for learning one
another’s language.
The film portrays the women’s
journey and shows how the different
stages of the language learning,
Bridget Priman and Ethel Munn at the first recording session. Photo: Faith Baisden

The Yamani project artists. From left to right: Leonora Adidi (Kalaw Kawaw Ya), Ethel Munn (Gunggari), Melinda Holden (Warrgamay), Faith Baisden (Yugambeh),
Bridget Priman (Warrgamay), Joy Bonner (Butchulla). Photos: Faith Baisden
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storytelling, and music-making process were
significant to the women in different ways. Joyce
found that just writing down a song on paper was
special, whereas Ethel was finally able to witness
an old and sentimental songbook come to life at
eighty-four years of age. The power of collaboration
is portrayed especially through Leonora’s workshop
with the other women, in which she turns a poem
about her grandmother into a song. Bridget wrote a
song about the Warrgamay Creator and shared her
cultural knowledge of her region.
“We each shared songs in our languages with
the others. We sing together in five languages, so
we had to teach our language and learn the other
four languages,” explained QILAC Chairperson
Joyce Bonner. “It has been a wonderful, challenging,
and joyful experience which truly shows the power of
music for sharing language.”
All of the women participated in music and
technology training for twelve months, proving
that it is never too late to learn new skills.
With the assistance of a singing coach, Kristina
Kelman, the women learned how to use muscles
and deep breathing to develop harmonies and
find notes that they never knew they could
reach. They then learned how to use new
technology throughout the recording process,
working
with
award-winning
composer
David Bridie and Wantok Musik Foundation
to produce a CD. In David’s words, “Language
is cultural identity encapsulated by song,” and
Yamani illustrates that it is never too late to share
this cultural identity by learning new languages and
new songs.

Top Left: Joy Bonner writing up “Mumma Warrunno,” at
the first song session. Photo: Faith Baisden
Middle Left: Ethel Munn recording with Solua Middleton.
Photo: Faith Baisden
Bottom Left: Bridget Priman, Ethel Munn, and Joy Bonner
at the first recording session. Photo: Faith Baisden
Opposite Top: The Yamani artists at the second rehearsal.
Photo: Tom Dick
Opposite Bottom: Faith Baisden, Joy Bonner, and
Ethel Munn at the second recording session.
Photo: Carolyn Barker
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Queensland Music Festival launch performance, 2015. Photo: Leah Donovan

“Yamani” CDs at the official launch performance during the Queensland Music Festival, 2015. Photo: Leah Donovan
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Yamani film screening at the State Library of Queensland, on the occasion of the official launch performance during the Queensland Music Festival 2015.
Photo: Leah Donovan

The Yamani Vocal Group running a song-sharing session for 80 other language workers at the Puliima: National Indigenous Languages and Technology Forum.
Left to right: Melinda Holden, Bridget Priman, Ethel Munn, Leonora Adidi, Joy Bonner, and David Bridie. Photo: Katherine Soutar
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Pictured with the banner on display are QILAC members Leonora Adidi, Bridget Priman, Faith Baisden, Joy Bonner, and Melinda Holden. Photo: Queensland Indigenous
Languages Advisory Committee (QILAC)

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 5(2), Winter 2016, pp. 74–78.
View the Yamani: Voices of an Ancient Land video at https://vimeo.com/140554259
Find more images of the Yamani project artists and read their testimonials about their ancestral languages at https://bit.ly/3lwFSFD
Learn more at the Queensland Indigenous Languages Advisory Committee website.
Purchase the “Yamani: Voices of an Ancient Land” CD at https://bit.ly/3hEinsY
Faith Baisden is from the Yugambeh community south of Brisbane, Australia. She is an artist, photographer, curator, and composer. Faith is Director of
Binabar Projects, an Indigenous consultancy involved in business planning, Indigenous language, cultural, and artistic project management, and book
production. For over twenty years, she has been involved in Indigenous language projects, both at the community level and as a consultant on state and
national policy in support of languages.
Carolyn Barker is a producer, contemporary jeweler, and facilitator of community cultural development projects. When she isn’t head down at her bench
or playing in the wild with family, Carolyn works with creative Indigenous language workers through First Languages Australia and the Queensland
Indigenous Languages Advisory Committee on an array of national projects, including Yamani: Voices of an Ancient Land; Warra: Building Teams,
Building Resources; and Gambay: Australian Languages Map.
Thomas Dick is the founder of Further Arts, an NGO based in Port Vila, Vanuatu that works with local communities on arts and cultural projects.
Further Arts seeks to empower people to develop long-term social and commercial enterprises in the creative arts, agriculture, and communications that are
culturally, socially, environmentally, and financially sustainable.
Kristina Kelman is a highly accomplished choral director, having directed some of Queensland’s best performing choral groups. Kristina’s choirs have won
several local, state, national, and international competitions. She holds a PhD in Music Education and a Master of Music in Jazz Voice and Choral Studies.
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In the Abode of the Clouds
Biocultural Diversity of Meghalaya, India
WORDS Raynold Lyngdoh
IMAGES Raynold and Anne Lyngdoh
Nestled in the more secluded northeastern region of India are
several unique tribal groups, each diverse and distinct in their own right.
Every group faces immense challenges in maintaining their linguistic
and cultural diversity, as globalization and external influences perpetually

challenge and erode the age-old traditional practices and knowledge of the
people in this region. Additionally, the unique biodiversity of the region is
also at stake, as profit-minded entities continually attempt to dislodge the
fragile environment in pursuit of “development” projects.

Above: Kynrem falls. Certain locations in Meghalaya can receive an average annual rainfall of about 12 m, making it the wettest place on earth. The landscape during
the monsoon season (June–August) is streaked with waterfalls and swollen rivers. Most of the water flows over the plateau state’s boundaries to neighboring Bangladesh
or the low-lying state of Asom (formerly Assam). Unfortunately, water management projects have been slow to develop, and significant droughts during the winter
months can occur. The government and locals are beginning to make strenuous efforts toward water harvesting. Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
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Top: Ammutong village. Contrary to some reports, women are active participants in the subsistence farming that is the main form of agriculture in the state.
Therefore, they are not merely land title holders but work the land in tandem with their male counterparts to meet the family’s needs. Here, women from
several households of a village in the Jaiñtia Hills district help the lady in the center to harvest the rice seedlings for transplanting in her fields.
They will take turns to assist one another to complete the task in their respective ancestral lands. Photo: Anne Lyngdoh
Bottom Left: Pongkung village. A male farmer proudly shows the fruits of his family’s labor that will help feed the family for an entire year, while also allowing
them to sell some of the rice in the local market. Rice is a staple food for the people of Meghalaya. The husband farms on his wife’s land as he moved
to her village after their marriage. Indigenous seed is passed down from mother to daughter in most traditional families, and this practice has
promoted the maintenance of a biodiverse seed stock across the state. Photo: Anne Lyngdoh
Bottom Right: Jarain and Thangsning villages. The Nepenthes khasiana or carnivorous pitcher plant is a great example of the unique biodiversity of
Meghalaya, as it is the only pitcher plant native to India. Apart from thriving in nutrient-poor soil, the plant is also used by traditional
herbal practitioners for a variety of illnesses, including ear and eye infections. Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
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Top: Jarain and Thangsning villages. Another aspect that ties people to their environment is the manner by which many locals still seek to find their own traditional
herbal practitioners to treat ailments. A traditional healer, John Kharduit (center), shows dried local medicinal plants that he uses in his practice to a visiting
ethnobotany student from the United Kingdom. Khasi herbalists are renowned and sought after by people from all around the world.
Several organizations are starting efforts to preserve this traditional knowledge. Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
Bottom Left: Smit village. The food preference in the region varies significantly from the rest of India, as most people are nonvegetarians. Male members of the
society are mostly responsible for animal husbandry and the butchering process thereafter. In a typical village, one day of the week is set aside as “market day.”
Locals will commute from surrounding areas and bring a variety of produce and meat to sell and purchase. Additionally, various cottage industry wares,
including blacksmithing, bamboo works, and pottery are sold at such markets. Photo: Stephanie Lyngdoh
Bottom Right: Ïewduh (“Main Market”), Shillong. A small scene from the oldest and main market in the capital Shillong shows the matrilineal system at play in a
significant manner. Unlike the village market setting, in the main market the majority of businesses are run and operated solely by women. Given the external
influences that have affected society in the region, and despite the protests of a few men, in my view Meghalaya now has a very egalitarian structure,
considering the prestige and respect that has been accorded to women traditionally. Furthermore, while women traditionally wield significant power in
family and financial matters, council, tribal, and village affairs and committees are almost exclusively male domains. Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
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In an overtly entrenched patriarchal country, surprisingly, there
exists in Northeast India a state that comprises three tribal groups who
ardently continue to practice the matrilineal system. Meghalaya is a
hill-station state where the Khasi, Jaiñtia, and Garo tribal groups reside.
Since time immemorial, these groups have passed down family name,
wealth, and land title from mother to daughter. The Khasi and Jaiñtia
people are more similar to each other in characteristics and customs, so
more often than not, they are considered of the same group, particularly
by outsiders.
Being home to one of the only thriving matrilineal groups in the
world, the majority of members in the state are fiercely protective of
this tradition. They have repeatedly shunned any efforts promoted
by, comically enough, local male rights groups—akin to a feminist
movement—to change the system. Small in number and popularly
considered a shame to the society, members of such groups allege
that their intention is a manifestation of the ever-increasing need to
justify a man’s role in the tribes due to evolving changes. Given the
overt modern and external influences seeping into the society, there
have been latent and manifest challenges to the matrilineal society,
mindset, and customs.
Although the majority of the population in the area has converted
to Christianity following the proselytization activities of Welsh and
other missionaries from the early nineteenth century, there are a
number of people who still practice the traditional Indigenous belief,
a form of animism. While various local customs and practices were
banned by the Church to its members or adapted to be in line with
the Church’s preaching or Western thought, traditional knowledge and
ways have inadvertently survived the test of time—matrilineal practice
being one of them. Furthermore, as local educated Christians realize the
importance of preserving their distinctive customs and culture, they are
now more willing to attend and participate in traditional ceremonies
and festivals, which in previous times might have been in opposition to
the Church’s directives.
Meghalaya, meaning “the abode of the clouds,” is a plateau state,
aptly named as it lies directly in the path of the southwest monsoon
traveling north from the Bay of Bengal to the Himalayas. When the
moisture-laden clouds hit the plateau, it results in tremendous amounts
of rainfall, such that two locations in the state, Sohra and Mawsynram,
repeatedly vie for the title of “world’s wettest place.” An abundance

of rain has also translated into a significant variety of flora and fauna
thriving in the region, to the extent that Meghalaya is considered one
of the world’s hotspots of biodiversity. Through years of interaction with
their environment, the tribes have come to develop unique methods and
practices to make use of the conditions and resources present in their
surroundings. Meghalaya was chosen to host the International Terra
Madre festival in 2015, an event that seeks to showcase and popularize
the traditions, foods, and lifeways of Indigenous communities from
around the world.
The following photo essay is my small effort to give the spotlight to
the little-known matrilineal system and its home in Meghalaya, India.
With a rich culture and diverse environment, the people of Meghalaya
continue to face challenges to preserve their unique culture and

Opposite Top: Dawki road. Locals involved in daily wage employment usually supplement their income by collecting flora and fungi from forest areas to sell in the
state capital, Shillong. This man, a taxi driver, took the opportunity of a landslide that occurred during the monsoon season to collect a certain species of orchid on
the fallen tree, which is prized in the city. He claimed that had the tree not fallen, he would have not collected the orchid. Conservation efforts to educate locals on
preserving the diversity of their environment are beginning to take shape. Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
Opposite Bottom: Mawphlang village. Monoliths and sacred forests are an integral part of the heritage and an ever-present backdrop. The monoliths were used to
mark a significant event or person. A standing monolith represents an occasion or a man, while a flat laying one represents a woman. The famous Mawphlang Sacred
Grove can be seen in the background. Sacred forests are sites that locals will respect, regardless of beliefs, when entering their premises: no cutting of trees, eating the
fruits of the forest only within its confines, and so forth. Covering a vast area and intentionally untouched, the sacred groves offer unique insight into the indigenous
botanical diversity in Meghalaya. Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
Above: Mawlynnong village. An age-old work of purpose and art—and of unintended infamous consequences—the living bridges stand as a testament to the unique
interaction between people and nature in Meghalaya. Over hundreds of years, locals have engaged in the practice of taking the young roots of two Ficus elastica
(rubber fig) trees and intertwining them over a river (using the aid of bamboo) to form a natural bridge. This particular bridge is found in the village of Mawlynnong,
which also once held the esteemed title of “Asia’s Cleanest Village.” Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
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Above: Shillong. In the winter months, compounds across the state are dotted with ripe mandarins.
Meghalaya is believed to be one of the places of origin of all cultivated modern citrus fruit. The Indian wild
orange, Citrus indica, is considered to be the most “primitive” citrus, the progenitor of all other varieties of
citrus in the world, and can only be found in the Garo Hills district of Meghalaya. Such is its esteemed status
that the first Citrus Gene Sanctuary in the world has been created in the Nokrek Biosphere Forest Reserve,
in the Garo Hills. Photo: Anne Lyngdoh
Right: Shillong. I incorporated this photo of a book by E. Weston Dkhar, written in the Khasi language, for
two reasons: Firstly, to celebrate the fact that Khasi is no longer included in UNESCO’s Atlas of World’s
Languages in Danger. I applaud all past and present efforts to preserve and continue our linguistic, cultural,
and biological diversity. Secondly, I couldn’t find a more fitting poem than the one on the cover of this book
to serve as a reminder of the importance of preserving and being proud of one’s own heritage. The poem
translates to “If we should forget our own origins, / To hug and cuddle the attire of others’ ways; /
How can we strive to ascend– / As we drown our own humanity!” Photo: Dondor Lyngdoh

habitat. It is my hope that projects such as this one may empower
us to be proud of our heritage and offer motivation to seek avenues
that aim to support our biocultural diversity. The popular adage
that a photo speaks louder than a thousand words might be true,
but nothing can compare to the exhilarating experience of coming
to visit and supporting a unique location such as Meghalaya!
Top and Bottom Left: Smit village. Young people can be seen taking part in an annual traditional ceremony of the Khasi tribe called Shad Nongkrem (Dance of
Nongkrem), hosted by the ceremonial King of the Khasi, the Syiem of Hima Khyriem. The dance is reflective of both the matrilineal and patrilineal roles played in the
tribe and signifies thanksgiving for a bountiful harvest. Males, particularly the maternal uncle, play a crucial role in the decision-making process of the immediate family
and traditionally act as the clan protectors. In this dance, young men wield swords and dance around young women to signify the protection given to them. Also on
display during the festival are the varying traditional musical instruments distinct to the tribe. Music is an integral part of the tribes in Meghalaya. Photo: Anne Lyngdoh
Bottom Right: Road to Dawki. Local women are busy sorting out an areca nut (betel nut) harvest to be sold in a local market. Although harmful to health, the habit
of chewing the nut with betel leaf and lime (kwai) is such a common practice in the state and in such high demand that the nut is a highly priced commodity. It is
not uncommon that kwai would be the first thing offered as a hospitality gesture. The locals even have a unique folk story behind the practice of offering kwai to
someone, the premise being that God wanted even the poor to be able to offer something to a guest. Photo: Raynold Lyngdoh
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This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 4(1), Summer 2015, pp. 44–47.
Watch Ngim Khuslai – No Need to Worry, a video by Insightshare about the Khasi community, at https://youtu.be/1nNfUxN3Cfs
Raynold Lyngdoh is a Khasi tribal from Meghalaya, India. As an EthnoRisk practitioner, sociologist, and someone socialized in multicultural
environments, his faith lies in the concept of “unity in diversity.” He and his wife Anne, an ethnobotanist from North Dakota, USA, saunter between
India and the United States. Together, they champion Indigenous seed-saving practices.
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“Nature is painting for us, day after day, pictures of inf inite beauty if only we have the
eyes to see them.”
— John Ruskin
I want to tell you the story of a Japanese craft that impressed me for its deep
connection with the culture and customs of the people. As a regional planning researcher,
my attention was first drawn to this craft because of its ability to forge local identity
and contribute to the resilience of local communities. Then I started practicing the craft
myself — and, as I gradually learned the symbolic meaning of its elements, I began to
feel that the practice might help regain a lost connection with nature by revitalizing
traditional environmental knowledge. The craft seems to have a “biocultural code”
inscribed in it, which people can learn or relearn to read.
The roots of Japanese people’s relationship with nature are found in Japan’s two main
religions: Shintoism, which is close to shamanism, and Buddhism, with its reverence for
all living creatures. Japan’s frequent exposure to terrible natural disasters also contributed
to the development of a peculiar mix of spiritual reverence for nature and superstitious
fear of it.

The practice of the tsurushibina craft might help
regain a lost connection with nature by revitalizing
traditional environmental knowledge.

Tsurushibina
A Traditional Japanese Craft Helps Maintain and Restore
Biocultural Knowledge and People’s Connection with Nature
WORDS AND IMAGES Mariia Ermilova
Above: Sketch of a Japanese Shinto shrine.
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During the Heian period (794–1185), however, urbanization and the consequent
alienation from rural nature gave rise to a “romanticized” and “poetic” view of and affinity
for nature among the aristocracy, which later spread to commoners. One of the ways
in which the commoners’ view of nature found expression is the tsurushibina craft.
Tsurushibina translates as “hanging doll decoration.”
The craft arose around the celebration of the important spring festival known as
Hinamatsuri (Girls’ Day), which is held to pray for the health and happiness of girls.
During the festival, the nobility would exhibit expensive dolls that portrayed sitting
figures of the Emperor, Empress, courtiers, and musicians. As a more affordable way for
commoners to celebrate, mothers and grandmothers started using scraps of kimono silk to
make small hanging figures of plants, animals, and household items that had a symbolic
protective value for girls. In so doing, women also transmitted traditional knowledge
from one generation to the next.
From the Edo period (1603–1868) on, the tsurushibina craft became a widespread
tradition in popular culture, but it went into decline with the advent of the
industrialization era, just like everything else considered to be “old-style.” It took a long
period of economic crisis in Japan, starting in the early 1990s, along with a growing
concern for environmental issues, to revive the craft. People started remembering the old
Japanese concept of avoiding a wasteful use of resources, which was expressed in the word
mottainai (translating more or less as “don’t waste”). Making tsurushibina figures from
silk scraps was in line with those environmental concerns, and the craft began to flourish
as a popular activity once again.
Today, a high level of economic development in Japan encourages people to save less
and spend more, but the tsurushibina tradition continues. As kimono silk, like all vintage
materials, has gone up in price, handicraft shops offer synthetic analogs of silk and
instruction manuals for making tsurushibina ornaments. Paradoxically, the traditional
tsurushibina craft has now become an expensive hobby for those who can afford the
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The Hinamatsuri Festival in Higashiizu, which attracts 900,000 visitors every year. Hanging doll decorations are displayed on the stairs of
the Shinto shrine along with the sitting dolls.

A local shop at Izu-Inatori in Higashiizu sells ready-made tsurushibina ornaments and do-it-yourself materials for the craft, and provides tourists
with a list of the symbolic protective meanings of the most popular ornaments.
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time and money to learn the craft from a master. Yet, the craft
Color
continues to transmit Japanese folk knowledge and wisdom about
Tsurushibina decorations are dominated by the color red,
human-nature interactions to future generations.
which is believed to repel evil spirits. Some of the ornamental
My research brought me to Higashiizu town — one of
elements are associated with proverbs about the color of fall fruits,
the three places in Japan where the
which are supposed to bring health.
The tsurushibina craft continues to
One such proverb goes: “When
hanging doll ornament craft originated
persimmons turn red, doctors turn
and developed in a unique way. There
transmit Japanese folk knowledge and
I observed the Girls’ Day Festival wisdom about human-nature interactions blue.” The season in which these fruits
are eaten results in fewer patients, so
and interviewed local craftspeople
to future generations.
that doctors worry about losing their
about the meaning of the craft. My
jobs and get pale faces. This Japanese proverb has similarities
observations led me to conclude that most of the fruits and
with the English one: “An apple a day keeps the doctor away.”
vegetables featured as motifs in the hanging decorations are
commonly used in daily life and that plenty
of them have medicinal properties.
The main plant associated with the
Girls’ Day celebration is the peach tree.
Flowers, seeds, fruits, and leaves of the
peach tree are widely used in Chinese
medicine (many elements of which
were adopted into the Japanese herbal
medicine system known as Kampo) for
the purification of the female body
and the treatment of various diseases.
The most valued healing property of the
peach seed is its effect of promoting good
blood circulation. In particular, it can be
applied to treat scarce menstrual flow or
even absence of menstruation in women.
Another good example is the red
pepper. It keeps insects off, so it is
supposed to drive undesirable lovers away
from young women. Among plants with a
medicinal use, typical ornament motifs are
also camellia, plum, and chrysanthemum.
The list of motifs also features edible
plants such as bamboo shoot, turnip,
radish, carrot, lotus root, pumpkin,
mandarin orange, peach, plum, strawberry,
and persimmon. Many different animals
are also represented in tsurushibina motifs:
clam, shrimp, red sea bream, flounder,
kinmedai (or splendid alfonsino) fish, boar,
horse, mouse, rabbit, monkey, dog, pigeon,
chicken, nightingale, crane, swallow,
white-eye, sparrow, owl, cicada, butterfly,
frog, turtle, and others.
This huge variety of motifs is associated
with distinctive symbolic meanings, which
may be conveyed by physical characteristics
such as color or shape, or even by intangible
connotations such as wordplay. Let me give
Top: Silk fabric scraps in a handicraft shop.
you some examples.
Bottom: Learning the craft by myself by using a manual and materials from a handicraft shop.
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Shape
A bifurcated radish (futamata daikon) has a shape reminiscent of
the legs in a human body. Usually farmers do not eat such radishes
when they find them in their fields, but instead bring them to a
roadside shrine, praying for healthy legs. In addition, the resemblance
of a bifurcated radish to a woman’s body makes it a symbol of fertility.
This kind of radish is called a “bride of Daikoku,” Daikoku being
one of the seven lucky gods. Radish has a detoxifying property and
is widely known for its beneficial effect on the human body. An old
proverb says: “Eating pungent radish and drinking hot tea will leave
starved doctors begging on their knees.”
Clamshells are symbols of fidelity, as two valves make a unique
match. Some of the animals — for example, owl and sparrow — have
a round shape, a concept expressed by the word fuku, which sounds
the same as the word for “good fortune” (also pronounced fuku).

Japan is a country in which contemporary culture and technology
coexist with ancient rituals and superstitious religiosity. The practice
of the tsurushibina craft expresses the creative power of nature and
helps revive people’s connection with nature and with the places they
live in. By both drawing inspiration from nature and drawing attention
to nature, it has served and can continue to serve the purposes of
environmental education, if only people are willing to read the
“biocultural code” in it once again.

Wordplay
Okada san, a local craftswoman of Higashiizu, told me that
plenty of symbolic meanings come from Japanese tales, proverbs, and
forms of wordplay such as homophones, as in the case of fuku above.

The tsurushibina craft has served
and can continue to serve the purposes
of environmental education.
Commonly known as nandina, heavenly bamboo, or sacred
bamboo, in Japan as well as in China the nanten plant symbolizes a
sacred celebration. The sound of the plant’s name is homophonic with
nan wo tenzuru, or “hardship reversal.” Additionally, the dried berries
are used as a remedy for cough in traditional Chinese medicine,
whereas tonics derived from the roots are used for eye conditions, flu,
muscle pain, rheumatism, fever, and gastrointestinal illness.
From my interviews with practitioners of the tsurushibina
craft, I drew the impression that they do not consciously attach
special importance to how knowledge about nature can be learned
from this craft. They do reach into it unconsciously, however,
learning the protective symbolism of the figures while creating
beautiful natural patterns.

Tsurushibina craft ornaments in Higashiizu town, showcasing medicinal and edible plants as well as the local marine biodiversity.
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The red fish is a kinmedai, or splendid alfonsino, considered an auspicious sign
and used in celebrations. Also visible is a red persimmon.

Drawings of a peach flower, a peach fruit ornament, and a red pepper ornament.
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Craftswoman Saito-san from Higashiizu shows a Girls’ Day Festival altar in her house. The red color dominates.
Learning the craft in a local studio in Higashiizu town.

Drawings of the red berries of a nanten plant, a common tsurushibina ornament, and of an ornament representing the berries.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 6(2), Winter 2017, pp. 31–35.
View the “Tsurushibina” photo gallery with more text, photos, and artwork by Mariia Ermilova at https://bit.ly/3AnFLCl\

Bifurcated daikon radish.
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Mariia Ermilova, PhD, is a postdoctoral researcher at the Graduate School of Horticulture, Chiba University, Japan. Her research interests include
biocultural diversity in folk art and the transmission and use of traditional knowledge for community revitalization. As an environmental educator,
she co-creates participatory design projects while living and working as a manager in community building in Chiba.
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“Do not come back after I lock the door,” my mother says,
warning me not to be late returning tonight. While she milks
the cows, I quickly build the fire and ensure that it is ready for
making ugali, an everyday meal of corn flour and water eaten in
most Maasai communities in Tanzania. Once the ugali is ready,
without even washing my hands, I thankfully say, “See you,
Mama.” I slowly step out into the scary, unknown darkness.
Before making any further movement, I quietly listen
and attentively look around to see if there are any dangerous
animals, like elephants or cheetahs, coming for our corn
and goats. But because it is as dark as the paint that isikolio
(recently circumcised Maasai warriors) use on their faces,
I cannot see anything. Anxiously, I say to mom, “See you,
Mama” one more time. As I sprint to the other side of the
boma where my aunt’s house is located, I loudly count “one,
two, three!” to scare away anything that might have been
waiting for me. As I approach my aunt’s house, out of breath,
I hastily say, “Hodi.” Before anyone responds, I push through
the door and close it quickly behind me. Inside, I find
my cousins sitting around a sparkling fire with their eyes
wide open and ears ready for interesting and scary stories.
Their readiness is a sign of their devotion to folktales.
Tonight’s story is about Morani—the warriors of our society.

Inside, I find my cousins sitting around a
sparkling fire with their eyes wide open and
ears ready for interesting and scary stories.

Lessons of the
Maasai Warriors (Morani)
Edna Kilusu

Above: Me at home in my traditional dress. Behind me are the goats that I fear could be taken by cheetahs at night while I am at my aunt’s for folktales. Photo: Sioni Ayubu
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My aunt begins, “Once upon a time, the warriors went to
orpul, a place where Morani go temporarily to gain strength
by eating meat and drinking local medicine so that they can
protect the society. On their way to orpul, they met engukuu,
an orangutan who tends to be nice and friendly to people in
the afternoon but comes back at night and secretly counts the
warriors to determine the size of his feast.”
As my aunt continues telling the story, some of us start to
fall asleep. I never do because I am too busy asking questions.
What happened to the warriors? Were they able to escape or did
engukuu eat them all? My aunt tells me to be patient and then
continues, “Each night engukuu ate one warrior, and when
there was only one warrior left, engukuu went to the forest and
gathered his friends for a feast knowing that this was going
to be his last warrior.” Worried that we all might have fallen
asleep, my aunt pauses to ask in a voice full of concern, “Are
you all still listening? Do you want to hear what happened
next?” “Yes, we do!” some of us shout, and those asleep suddenly
Top: My aunt surrounded by some of my cousins—the audience
for her nightly stories. Photo: Orkeeswa School
Bottom: Maasai Morani with sticks and spears that they use
for protection. Photo: Kesuma Mkare
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Me (in orange) and my cousins playing at home. Behind us is my aunt’s house where we go for stories every night. Photo: Brit Hyde

wake up. “When engukuu came back with his friends, the last
aunt is not possible—Mama expects me back no matter what.
Despite her warning, I must go back and wake her to get in, or
warrior had left. He returned to the village and told the warriors
else I will be in even bigger trouble, and Mama won’t let me go
who had stayed behind about the engukuu. A crowd of angry
to my aunt’s for more stories. It is even darker than when I left
Maasai warriors with spears and shields gathered, ready to go
my house, but I have no other option. I sprint back, but this time,
kill the engukuu.” By now the fire has gone down and is nearly
having heard the story about engukuu attacking warriors who are
extinguished. My aunt tells us to gather more firewood before she
bigger and stronger than me, I am even more scared. It is quite
continues, but no one wants to go out in the dark alone—for fear
funny, really: after a scary, sleepless night, I still return to my
of the engukuu—so we all go together.
aunt’s for more folktales every night.
Once the fire is crackling again, my aunt resumes. “When
Growing up in Lendikinya village, Tanzania, I listened to
engukuu was beaten nearly to death by the warriors, he insisted,
traditional Maasai stories like this one every night after dinner.
‘Because I know I am just going to die, cut my thumb and all the
Folktales were told as a means to
warriors I have eaten will revive!’” In
My
aunt
tells
us
to
gather
more
firewood
give answers to difficult questions for
amazement, we all shout “Wow!” My
aunt continues, “Once the warriors cut before she continues, but no one wants to go the younger generation. We learned
out in the dark alone, so we all go together. that warriors endured in order to
engukuu’s thumb, all the warriors that
take care of their communities.
were eaten escaped from the thumb’s
In the Maasai culture, warriors were—and still are—viewed as the
enclosure, one by one. Each one came out saying, ‘Huh! It is so
strongest members of the tribe. They are in charge of protection,
hot in this house,’” my aunt concludes with a laugh.
but sadly, no one is protecting stories these days. We no longer
It is time for us to go back to our houses. I know for sure
tell and listen to these folktales. They are discouraged because our
that my mother is already asleep and has locked the door, but
teachers insist that we study for school. Clearly, it is important for
I could not leave before the story ended. Staying over with my
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Here, I’m carrying the firewood that we use for cooking and for the open fire that we sit around when listening to the folktales. Photo: Brit Hyde

us to get an education, but I worry that ten years from now, many
Maasai traditions will be forgotten. Important stories will be lost.
How do we move forward without forgetting our past?
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 8, 2019, pp. 47–49.
Edna Kilusu is an international student from the Maasai ethnic group
in Tanzania. She is currently a junior studying psychology, anthropology,
and writing at Gettysburg College, Pennsylvania, USA.

The open fire we sit around while listening to the stories. When we first arrive
at my aunt’s, there is usually a pot cooking over it. By the time the stories
begin, the pot will be gone, so we can gaze right into the flames as we listen.
Photo: Lemomo Lukumai
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MY MISSING TONGUE
WORDS Abraham Ofori-Henaku
IMAGES Abotchiethephotographer

It’s been quite a long journey growing up in a society that very
parents never really brought me up with their native language.
Sure, they did throw in a few Twi phrases in passing, but most
much holds on to its rich way of life—something that I always
of the time, we spoke English. Even at times when they spoke
took for granted. And now, it’s all coming back to me in regret.
Twi to any of us kids, we’d respond in English—provided we
Oh! Pardon me! Where are my manners? Hi there!
I’m Abraham Ofori-Henaku, a recent graduate from the Ghana
understood what they were saying. I had gotten used to it so
Institute of Journalism in Ghana, West Africa. I was born and
much, that I almost always engaged with the people I met
raised in a small township called Akuse, in a very peaceful and
in the Western dialect of Ghanaian English. Not that there
neighborly hood in the Eastern Region of Ghana. I am an Akan, a
was anything wrong with it; no. But now that I’m away from
large cluster of related ethnic groups. My parents are both Akans,
my family (in the university) and I happen to meet different
hailing from a town in the mountains. Having lived long enough
people each day, I realize that I can’t use the English language
with their own parents, who were also natives of their hometown,
everywhere and speak it to everyone.
the Akan traditions and norms—particularly those of their group,
What is even sadder is that I had opportunities at my basic
the Akuapem—were the two things they could never do away
level in school to polish up my broken Twi and get much more
with. My dad once told me that even if they were rich and had
inclined to my culture, but as the cliché goes, “ignorance was
moved to the States while he was young, knowing his mum so
bliss.” People, even my own mates, did and still do laugh at
well, there was no way she was going to
me every time I attempt to speak Twi.
raise him and his siblings according to
Luckily, I do not land in the same pot
I have been speaking the English
any Western standards.
when I engage with outsiders like
language for as long as I can remember,
For someone like me living in the
market women or street vendors or, to
and all the while, I never realized how
twenty-first century, I would call that
some extent, the elderly. At least, they
lost I was until recently.
tough love, but my folks would say it’s
don’t talk so much and I can confidently
proper training. The funny turn to this
spew a few Twi words or greetings at
whole story is that things actually did change when I was born.
them. Although, I’ve been told once that my Twi sounds like a
My mum and dad had built a comfortable life: okay jobs, traveling
white man speaking Twi.
to other countries, affording their own accommodation and
Honestly speaking, I now do realize how bad this is.
If only I had a good grip of my Akan language like I do with
needs, moving to a hood that was safe, peaceful, and neighborly—
my English, it would be such a plus to me. I could find myself
all part of the benefits they had reaped from education, discipline,
almost anywhere here in Ghana and feel very comfortable
and morals. Of course, these three things were passed on to my
engaging with people because out of the numerous languages
siblings and I (we’re still working on them), but the one thing
spoken here, Twi is the popular and basic one. Also, I would not
that escaped me is my native language, Twi.
have to lose my sense of belonging. By caring less about learning
Yes, I have been speaking the English language for as
my language, I embraced the Western culture more. I didn’t care
long as I can remember, and all the while, I never realized
to learn about my history, visiting my hometown, attending
how lost I was until recently. What I can remember was, my
Opposite: That’s me. A bright-looking lad with marvelous abilities to dance, sing, write, and speak eloquently, but my regret stems from my inability to speak my local
dialect and relate to my Akan culture.
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or witnessing festivals and, even more so, getting to know the
family I have in my hometown.
I really don’t need to blame my parents for this. They did
well for trying to teach us our native language and even better
for teaching us English. I only wish I was enthused and curious
to learn my language and all that there is about my Akan
culture; maybe that interest would have pushed our parents to
train us more in those things.
As at twenty-three, I must say that it’s rather a bit late to
catch up on learning the Akuapem Twi as easily as I could if I
was younger. Now, it’s a bit tough, considering that I don’t get
any classes in Twi. I listen and try to learn on my own. I am
not giving up though. Hopefully one day—though sometimes
I am doubtful—my Twi will be at the same pace as my
English language.

Hopefully one day—though sometimes I am
doubtful—my Twi will be at the same pace
as my English language.
A little lesson I’d like to share with you begins with the
words of the American businessman Bert Lance, who is
credited with the quote, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” To a large
extent, he’s right. There was no-thing wrong with my culture.
There was no need to ignore it and ink myself with “whiteness.”
Again, culturally speaking, I am broken and I do need fixing.
My regret right now plainly gives me a good reason to reconnect
with traditional knowledge, practices, values, and ways of life of
my Akuapem home.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 8, 2019,
pp. 9–11.
Abraham Ofori-Henaku is a young writer from Akuse in the
Eastern Region of Ghana, West Africa. He holds a bachelor’s
degree in communication from the Ghana Institute of Journalism.
He loves to showcase creativity through writing, dancing, and
casually being dramatic just to unravel the crazy yet congenial
aspects of his personality.

That moment of struggling to pronounce a Twi word right. I’m not giving up on learning the language, though.
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festivals are carried out in Krasny Yar. Other Indigenous villages located
in academic institutions and nongovernmental organizations—such
in the same district are Olon, Yasenevo, and Sobolinoe.
as WWF Russia and the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples
Udege and Nanai peoples have been pursuing their traditional
of the Far East and North of Russia (RAIPON)—were involved in
ways of life in the region for many centuries. They have maintained a
this struggle.
close relationship with the Bikin River. To this day, they are hunters
In May 2001, the government adopted the special law
On Territories of Traditional Nature Use of the Indigenous Smallwho also go fishing and gathering. Udege people consider that a
Numbered Peoples of the Russian Federation, regulating the rights
tiger and a bear are their ancestors. There are many legends about the
of Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous organizations played a very active
history of the Udege people, the tiger, and the bear. One of the bestrole in lobbying legislature to adopt the special law, as well as the laws
known stories has it that all Udege originated from the bear and that
Guarantees of the Rights of Indigenous Small-Numbered Peoples of
the tiger is their distant relative. There were two orphans, a girl and
the Russian Federation and On Basic Principles of the Organization of
a boy. The girl was adopted by the bear, while the boy was adopted
Community of Indigenous Small-Numbered
by the tiger. The girl married the wolf, and
Forests not only have cultural value for Peoples of the Russian Federation, which
their children became the ancestors of
local people, but also have become an
since then have been pillars of Russia’s
Udege people. The boy married the sheobject of industrial interest.
legislative framework on Indigenous rights.
tiger, but they did not have any children.
At the time of its adoption, the special law
In this part of Russia, there are no oil
was seen as a landmark success. According to this law, Indigenous
and gas resources. However, forests not only have cultural value for
Peoples were allowed to create their own protected areas. However, in
local people, but also have become an object of industrial interest as a
practice they were not able to do so, not only in the Far East but also in
source of wood for both industrial companies and government. Logging
other parts of Russia.
in this territory has a long history. Industrial logging first took place
Local inhabitants drafted an appeal to the Russian government
in the river basin during the 1960s. A road to Krasny Yar was built,
to protect nature from commercial logging. Indigenous Peoples,
and a separate village for workers in the timber industry was erected.
The traditional way of life of the Indigenous inhabitants became a
government organizations, and ecological movements decided to
source of conflict with people who wanted to cut and sell wood from
prepare the documents for the creation of a protected territory.
This territory was intended to become a model region, but the federal
the taiga forest. Not only members of the Indigenous communities, but
government did not approve of the proposal. The main obstacle to the
also people from neighboring settlements, as well as scientists working

When Home Becomes
a Protected Area
The Udege People and the Bikin River Valley in the Russian Far East
WORDS Aleksandra Bocharnikova
IMAGES Aleksandra Bocharnikova, Tatjana Bocharnikova, and Alexei Kudryavtcev
The Sikhote-Alin is a mountain range in Russia’s Pacific Far East.
This territory contains one of the largest unmodified temperate forests
in the Northern hemisphere. The United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) states that its protected areas
are “considered to contain the greatest plant and animal diversity on the
northwestern coastline of the Pacific.”

One of the largest rivers that flow through the Russian Far East is the
Bikin. The territory of the Bikin River basin is sometimes referred to as
the “Russian Amazon.” This region is well-known, not only for its unique
nature but also for its Indigenous Peoples, including the Udege and Nanai,
who live in the Central Sikhote-Alin range. The cultural center of the
Udege and Nanai is the Indigenous village of Krasny Yar. Many traditional

Above: The valley of the basin of the river Bikin, located not far from Krasny Yar. Photo: Aleksandra Bocharnikova
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An owl in the Bikin River valley. Photo: Alexei Kudryavtcev
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The Udege and the river: People from the village of Krasny Yar and their guests. Photo: Tatyana Bocharnikova

formal adoption of the proposal was the failure of the governor of
The revised charter contained another provision that infringed on the
Primorsky Kray (Primorsky province) to endorse it.
interests of Indigenous Peoples. The use of mechanical transport devices
Timber harvesting is an important source of revenue for
in the territory of the reserve was prohibited. However, there are no
the regional government, while the establishment of a protected
roads in the reserve, and the only way for people to go to and from their
area would impose strong limitations on industrial exploitation.
hunting areas is by motorboat in the summer and by snowmobile in the
According to the proposed management plan attached to the
winter. This prohibition thus made it impossible for Indigenous Peoples
nomination documents, the Territory of Traditional Nature Use would
to maintain their traditional ways of life on the land. The territory of the
be divided into several zones. The regional administration prohibited
reserve is very large and located 200 kilometers away from the village.
commercial logging on the land of the proposed reserve. The timber
Furthermore, the Indigenous inhabitants of the Udege and Nanai village
companies appealed this decision, demanding a reduction of the
of Okhotnichiy, situated in the territory of the reserve, were now barred
protected area and the transfer of part
from moving back and forth to and from their
Indigenous
Peoples
were
prohibited
from
of it to their concession area. Indigenous
own village. Since the village has no functioning
Peoples and environmentalists opposed hunting and fishing in the territory where public services, this move effectively cut the
they have traditionally done so.
the move, and the administration
villagers off from access to health care, food,
eventually rejected the appeal.
and any public services. When the Indigenous
In 2007, however, the local administration gave logging companies
Peoples appealed the regulation in court, the judges demonstrated their
permits to carry out what it referred to as “sanitary logging,” which
utter lack of familiarity with the Udege way of life. “The court was absurd,”
in practice would amount to full-scale forest harvesting. The most
said Aleksei Kudryavtcev, a local resident.
problematic change was that Indigenous Peoples were now prohibited
The judges stated that Udege should travel by horse and reindeer,
from hunting and fishing in the territory where they have traditionally
as their ancestors did, not by motorboat. The judges were obviously
done so, without first obtaining a special permit from the authorities
unaware that Udege have never engaged in reindeer husbandry.
in the faraway city. The court eventually ruled in their favor and
This case became a violation of the rights of Indigenous Peoples to
repealed this regulation.
adequate food, culture, and subsistence.
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The Indigenous village of Krasny Yar. Photo: Aleksandra Bocharnikova

In May 2011, one timber company signed a contract, leasing two
in Russian legislation, especially in the sphere of protected areas.
lots within the territory that included a valued pine nut harvesting
The existing protected area system in Russia is mostly meant for the
zone. This company exported wood to foreign countries. Local people
preservation of nature, not for the protection of Indigenous Peoples.
held a meeting to organize a struggle against this development.
For example, the Udege Legend National Park in the neighboring
In June, several hundred people joined a rally against the company
Krasnoarmeysky Rayon (a district in Primorsky Kray) was established
in the neighboring village. The participants demanded that Russia’s
for the purpose of saving the Amur tiger and other species, and
forestry legislation be amended to prevent commercial logging in
nature use is prohibited in the park’s territory. Although the park
the forest reserve and to protect valuable pine nut harvesting zones.
was named “Udege Legend,” the rights of Indigenous Peoples were
All in all, these developments were regarded as a major success, and
violated because they didn’t have access to their hunting grounds, and
a headline in the local newspaper read:
they had to establish their right to the
“The Bikin forests have been successfully
satisfaction of the courts of justice.
The goal of establishing national parks is
defended and their future safeguarded.”
Action by NGOs, local people,
protection, not only of nature, but also of
Dramatic developments in this
and scientists resulted in changes to
Indigenous communities living in the territory.
situation occurred shortly thereafter.
the law On Protected Areas of the
In 2014, circumstances in the village of
Russian Federation. In the new version
Krasny Yar became complex because local people separated into two
of the law, the goal of establishing national parks is protection, not
camps: one insisted on the establishment of a Territory of Traditional
only of nature, but also of Indigenous communities living in the
Nature Use (TTNU), a special type of protected area meant to
territory. In April 2015, President Vladimir Putin signed off on a
support Indigenous Peoples and their traditional activities, while
List of Orders to complete the establishment of Bikin National
the other camp agreed with the establishment of the National Park.
Park. The Bikin Working Group prepared the documents, with
The federal government explained that it is impossible to create a
feasibility assessment materials provided by WWF Russia; the
federal TTNU because of problems with the Land Code. The only
Pacific Institute of Geography; the Institute of History, Archaeology
way to reconcile these diverging points of view was to make changes
and Ethnography of the Peoples of the Far East; and representatives
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of Indigenous Peoples. The President ordered
that the Russian government should amend
legislation in order to allow Indigenous Peoples
to carry out their traditional way of life in the
park. A decree establishing the national park was
adopted by the Russian government on August 1,
2015, and the Federal Ministry of Natural
Resources and Environment adopted regulations
and a charter that envisions mechanisms for the
Indigenous Peoples in the region to participate
in the park’s management. The establishment of
Bikin National Park can be seen as a victory for
Indigenous Peoples because this area is the first
national park in all of Russia where their interests
are ensured.
Postscript (2021): The creation of Bikin
National Park enabled development in the village
of Krasny Yar because local people were able to
get jobs working in the park. The administration
of Bikin National Park organizes many national
festivals. Other protected areas co-managed by
Indigenous Peoples have been created in Russia.
Katylak National Park was created in Yakutia.
The Gidansky Reserve became a national park in
the Yamalo-Nenetz Autonomous Okrug.
This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine
4(2), Winter 2015, pp. 39–43.
Aleksandra Bocharnikova, PhD, is a research
assistant at the St. Petersburg Scientific Research
Centre for Ecological Safety. Born in Vladivostok
in the Russian Far East, she was prompted to learn
about Indigenous Peoples by a visit to the Indigenous
village of Krasny Yar at age fifteen. She authored a
manual for Indigenous Peoples in cooperation with
Russia’s National Parks.

Top: House in Krasny Yar. Photo: Aleksandra Bocharnikova
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Middle: The new cultural center in Krasny Yar.
Photo: Aleksandra Bocharnikova

Above: The Udege hunter and
the boat: Ivan from Krasny Yar
going fishing. Photo: Aleksandra
Bocharnikova

Bottom: Festival at Krasny Yar: Performance of the village’s
dance group. Photo: Alexei Kudryavtcev

Left: A fine catch of fish.
Photo: Alexei Kudryatcev
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One Square
Meter
Wool Art Honors the Biocultural Diversity of Mobile Pastoralists
WORDS Liza Zogib, Divya Venkatesh, Sandra Spissinger, and Concha Salguero
ART Almudena Sánchez Sánchez, Ana Trejo Rodríguez, and Inés García Zapata
IMAGES Divya Venkatesh, Ana Trejo Rodríguez, and Alexander Belokurov

What follows is the story of One Square Meter—a story
thought—that is, not until later when one of us, Concha of
of how a creative art piece can make a compelling case for
Trashumancia y Naturaleza, told the others she had met some
conservation in an entirely different way.
women who believed they could in fact create One Square
DiversEarth is one of the founding members of the
Meter! So, without any set plan or budget, One Square Meter
was underway.
Mediterranean Consortium for Nature and Culture,
Those women were Almudena Sánchez Sánchez, Ana
a partnership that supports cultural practices in the
Trejo Rodríguez, and Inés García Zapata from the Laneras
Mediterranean Basin by reinforcing traditional ways of living
(“woolworkers”) project in Extremadura, western Spain—a
harmoniously with nature. Early in 2016, during a team
group of Spanish farmers, artists, and professionals who came
meeting in Dar Zaghouane, Tunisia, we were surprised to learn
together to bring wool back
from our friends of Trashumancia y
into people’s homes, in order to
Naturaleza, a Consortium member,
In Spain, one square meter of land
revitalize social relationships and
that plant species richness in
where mobile pastoralism occurs can host
foster environmentally friendly
Spanish grasslands is higher than
up to forty different species of plants.
farming practices. The three
that of tropical rainforests, as a
women worked together for
result of mobile grazing practices.
almost three months solid with great vision and creative skills,
In Spain, one square meter of land where mobile pastoralism
crafting an astonishingly beautiful needle-felt sculpture of
occurs can host up to forty different species of plants.
One Square Meter to show and celebrate the richness of plant
That surprising fact stuck in our minds. At the end
of the day, when we returned to our shared accommodation,
species found in their region. Their work was based on a plant
we spontaneously started coming up with ideas as to how
list developed by university experts who, interestingly, are also
we might creatively portray that key message. Wouldn’t it
women passionate about sustainable grazing and wool.
be good if we could make a One Square Meter out of wool and
In both a tangible and an aesthetically appealing way,
One Square Meter highlights the positive links between
show the different flower species growing on it? Ideas were
mobile pastoralism and biodiversity. It is crafted out of Merino
flowing, but after that evening we didn’t give them another
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The three Laneras (“woolworkers”), who are the hearts and souls behind this beautiful and unique sculpture. From left to right: Ana Trejo Rodríguez,
Almudena Sánchez Sánchez, and Inés García Zapata. Photo: Ana Trejo Rodríguez

sheep wool—from the very flocks featured in our photography
exhibition On the Move, which was launched at the World
Conservation Congress in Hawai’i in September 2016 (see
“On the Move,” Langscape Magazine 5(1), Summer 2016,
pp. 74–78). This type of wool originated in Spain. The black
Merino wool that was used to fashion the base of the sculpture
comes from a currently very rare and threatened breed.
The detail in this art piece is phenomenal, intriguing everyone
who has seen it, and even tricking some passing insects!
To accompany the sculpture and strengthen the message,
we then developed text, photography, and illustrations that

show the development of the artwork, pictures of some of the
featured plant species, and beautiful drawings of others.
Since being first exhibited in Hawai’i, One Square Meter
has been featured at a number of other venues, including a
show in Extremadura, Spain, in 2017—where it appeared
alongside a range of the Laneras’ blankets and other highquality wool products of which they are so proud—and the
international conference Communities, Conservation and
Livelihoods in Halifax, Canada, in 2018.
In close cooperation with DehesaLana, the Laneras’
organization in Spain, three other organizations have created

SUMMER/WINTER 2021 | 141

their own versions of One Square Meter: the Avukma
association in Turkey, the Mapuche women’s association
Wallontu Witral in Chile, and the Cooperation of the Rural
Mouneh in Aarsal, Lebanon. Each of the One Square Meters
is a product of laughter, new friendships, and exchange of
crafting skills and knowledge; each of them is a platform to
showcase the diverse plants that are important in the lives of
each group of participants. While the COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown prevented us from gathering in exchange workshops,
we trust in brighter times ahead when women woolworkers
from different pastoralist communities can come together and
share their expertise once again.
Meanwhile, look out for the new virtual One Square Meter
exhibition coming soon on DiversEarth’s website.
The One Square Meter project was dreamt, created,
and brought to life by a group of passionate women with
great energy, vivid imagination, and positive intentions.
The project continues today, knitting together different women
from diverse communities. We hope its unique message and
powerful call to maintain and revitalize the threatened practice
of mobile pastoralism in all its forms, all over the world, will
find resonance with an ever wider and more diverse audience.

The detail in the
One Square Meter art
piece is phenomenal,
intriguing everyone
who has seen it, and
even tricking some
passing insects.
Top, Bottom Left, and Bottom Right: The jersey buttercup, English plantain, and common vetch are but a few of the many diverse plant
species that can be found in one square meter of land where mobile pastoralism occurs.
Photos: Alexander Belokurov/Imagenature
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Top, Middle, and Bottom: To help tell the story of One Square Meter, and to
visualize the very real link between mobile pastoralism and plant diversity, we
devised “illustration tiles” to accompany and support the needle-felt sculpture.
Art: Divya Venkatesh/DiversEarth

SUMMER/WINTER 2021 | 143

Top Left: Studies of each plant are carefully carried
out to facilitate the needle-felting process. It’s all
in the planning! Photo: Ana Trejo Rodríguez
Top Right: Carefully wrapping wool around a wire
to create delicate plant roots. Photo: Ana Trejo Rodríguez
Bottom Left: A lot of patience and precision is required to
transform wool fibers into stunning three-dimensional sculptures
using only a needle. Here, nimble fingers work on a field
eryngo, one of the many plant species that can be
found in One Square Meter of land where mobile
pastoralism occurs. Photo: Ana Trejo Rodríguez
Bottom Right: Vegetable dyes are used to create wool
of magnificent colors. The felt is then sculpted
into delicate shapes. Photo: Ana Trejo Rodríguez

The plant species richness of grazed grasslands topping even
that of tropical rainforests is a relatively new and surprising
revelation to biologists. In 2012, the Journal of Vegetation
Science published an article by J. B. Wilson et al. entitled
“Plant Species Richness: The World Records.” The authors
found that, when sampled in small areas, grasslands come
out ahead in the plant species richness parade. Robert Peet,
one of the study’s co-authors, commented in a National
Geographic article (https://on.natgeo.com/3CTtUwX)
that this fact is even more surprising in that “these are
relatively infertile, long-grazed, or mowed grasslands.”

The project continues today, knitting together
different women from diverse communities.
One Square Meter launched in 2016 at the 6th World Conservation Congress in Hawai’i as part of On the Move, a traveling photography
exhibition created by the Mediterranean Consortium for Nature and Culture to celebrate the lives of mobile pastoralists. Photos: DiversEarth
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A one-of-a-kind sculpture, One Square Meter was admired by all at the World Conservation Congress, becoming quite a popular photo op. These delegates were
attending the Congress all the way from Peru. Photo: Concha Salguero

An earlier version of this story appeared in Langscape Magazine 6(1), Summer 2017, pp. 74–78.

To learn more, visit:
http://www.diversearth.org
http://www.trashumanciaynaturaleza.org
Liza Zogib, Sandra Spissinger, and Divya Venkatesh work with DiversEarth, an organization for nature, culture, and spirituality. DiversEarth was
started within the auspices of the Mediterranean Consortium for Nature and Culture, comprised of WWF-North Africa, Med-INA (Greece), SPNL
(Lebanon), Yolda Initiative (Turkey), and Trashumancia y Naturaleza (Spain).
Concha Salguero works with Trashumancia y Naturaleza, an organization dedicated to reviving long-distance transhumance, conserving transhumance
routes, and providing support to transhumant herders in Spain.
One Square Meter photographed in nature by sunset in Extremadura, Spain. Photo: Ana Trejo Rodríguez
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De Prima
STORIES OF THE OLD
DAYS IN UMBRIA,
THE GREEN HEART
OF ITALY
WORDS AND IMAGES

Warm winter light over the San Giacomo valley.
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Anna Maffi

Olives, grapes, barley, alfalfa, and a few fruit trees are the main
crops grown in the valley of San Giacomo, a tiny rural hamlet of
perhaps fifty souls in Umbria, the green heart of Italy. Its dwellers
consider the valley “golden” for its fertility. South-facing exposure,
sandy loams, and relative humidity of both air and soil all play a
favorable role for agriculture.
What humans planted goes to join oak and elm, blackberry
and wild asparagus, chicory and borage, hawthorn and broom.
As the seasons unfold, the valley’s gentle slopes are an ever-changing
kaleidoscope of colors and sights. At times, it’s the brown furrows
of newly plowed earth. At others, it’s the yellow-orange splashes of
autumn leaves. At other times yet, it’s the green waves of tall spikes
bending in the wind. Beside fertile, the valley is utterly enchanting.
Small and wispy, Marcello stands at the edge of his vegetable
garden overlooking the valley. He glances down, pointing to a piece
of land bathed in sunset light. “Look! See how beautiful that field of
orzola (barley) is! It really is a beautiful field!”
He didn’t go to school — “I didn’t even finish Grade 1, I can’t read
or write, but I can far di conto (count)!” —yet he sure can recognize
and appreciate the beauty of the land, of his land. He contemplates
it with love and respect, and now that he’s eighty-three and in failing
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health, he’s a bit upset that he’s no longer able to tend it all.
It’s a lot of land — the land that Marcello and his wife Emma
own, eight whole hectares acquired bit by bit, literally with the
sweat of their brows. From being mezzadri (sharecroppers), with
patience and hope they became owners of those same fields they
had once worked for the padrone (landowner).
“De prima (in the old days), we planted wheat, too. In June
it was harvest time, and what a feast harvest was! We were all
out working in the middle of the spikes, but if opportunity
struck . . .” Marcello smiles, with a glint of gentle mischief in
his eyes, “. . . maybe you would throw yourself down somewhere
in the fields with one of the girls! We harvested by hand with
a serrecchio (scythe), and had to sharpen it often: we would
stick this sort of anvil in the ground and hit the blade with the
hammer to sharpen the edge.” He looks at his left hand, the
finger that is missing a phalanx, and smiles again: “It’s with that
blade that I cut my finger, I was a bardascio (kid) of thirteen . . .
Some of the men, when they used the scythe, would protect
their hands with reeds. They would choose a reed of the right
size, cut it into pieces, and slide their fingers into the little tubes.
Sometimes they would tie the little tubes together with a piece
of rope, so it became a sort of glove.”

He didn’t go to school, yet he sure
can recognize and appreciate the
beauty of the land, of his land.

The spontaneous ease of one’s trade.

Wood ladder, leather boots, as always.
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Not to be outdone, Emma likes to tell stories, too, having
found ears that are eager to listen . . . “At seventeen, I was firsttime pregnant. I was in my ninth month with a huge belly, but
de prima you would work in the fields all the same. So you
know what I would do? Since I couldn’t bend over, I would
go to work in the steepest fields, so standing up lower down
I could do what I needed to do,” she says with a clever smile.
“I always did everything up to the last minute, and more than
once I went into labor right there were I was!” She is tireless,
Emma who after all learned to toil early on. “As a child, perhaps by
the age of six, I was already doing everything. With my aunts
and grandma there were five of us women, and we would take
turns: one day housework, one day in the fields, one day tending
the sheep.”
As for her, she did manage to finish Grade 1 and learn to
read and write, with merely a touch of hesitation. In revisiting
her memories, age-old peasant beliefs come back to her mind.
“You know the broom? De prima, if you had warts on your
hands, they said that to make them go away you had to tie knots
in the broom, in the branches, one for each wart . . . What can
I tell you, they would disappear . . .”
Of what the land has to offer, Emma and Marcello know
how to use everything—as one does with the porchetto, the pig,
of which nothing is discarded, from head to zampetti (feet).

Marcello and the anvil.

Emma and the bread oven.
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Top Left and Right: The beauty of work tools. Middle Left: Hands that say it all. Middle Right: The traia: like ancient graffiti on a pie box.
Bottom Row and Opposite: Competent and skillful gestures.
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Opposite: Behind Emma, the valley. Above: Summer morning mist over the valley.

Emma is tireless.
After all, she learned to toil early on.
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Above: Glances, smiles, hands. Opposite: Arms, legs, fronds.

Of what the land has to offer,
Emma and Marcello know how to use everything.
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. nature . language . culture .
The memory unfolds, expanding slowly. “In the fields
At winter’s end, Emma cuts and gathers the reeds that
there was a kind of grass that healed wounds. For small
grow wild in the valley. In so doing, not only does she clear
wounds, you would wrap it around the wound like a
the land; she also readies her supply of props for the tomatoes
bandage.” I ask whether anything has changed, over time,
that will ripen in summer. Branches cut when tree-pruning
in the variety of plants in the valley. “Ah, yes, take the
become bundles to light the fire in the large oven where she
poppies, for example: de prima, in June there were many
and her daughters bake bread and focaccia, the schiacciata, as
more! And then, there was another grass, we called it the
they call it here.
love plant: that one, too, is not there anymore. That grass,
“You know, to tie the grapevines, the branches of salce
if you chewed it and put it on your skin, it would give you
(willow) work really well. See what great knots come out?”
blisters — if they came out big
With expert hands, Marcello
it meant that your girlfriend
ties, tightens, turns, and then
They do not know the word “biodiversity,” nor
loved you,” recounts Marcello.
cuts off the extra bit. While
could they explain what “sustainable agriculture”
Emma nods: “It’s all those
pruning and tending the
is. For them, these difficult words become
chemicals that have killed
vineyard, he keeps the willow
everyday facts and practices.
certain plants, I think!”
branches slung over his shoulder,
They do not know the word
bound together with a piece of
“biodiversity,” nor could they explain what “sustainable
string, and selects them rapidly. At his waist, secured to his belt
agriculture” is. For them, who have known how to live, and
with wire, he carries a scissor-holder fashioned out of a dish
have lived, a life in balance and harmony with nature, these
soap bottle — a spontaneous and genial act of recycling.
difficult words become, much more simply, everyday facts
Together, Marcello and Emma want to explain how, in
and practices.
the days before tractors, one managed to take the harvest or
Postscript (2021): Marcello passed away in September 2016,
firewood up the land’s steep slopes. “De prima there was a
after an extended illness, hav.ing worked the land and tended vines
thing called traia, with some pieces of wood placed this way
and olive trees for as long as his energies allowed. Emma, now
and others placed that way. It had no wheels —it slid on the
eighty-five, keeps on going, as she always has—only a bit more
ground and wouldn’t topple.” Emma, though, is not satisfied
slowly, devoting herself especially to governare (attending to) her
with the explanation. She cuts off a piece of cardboard from
chickens and rabbits. Surrounded by her children and grandchildren,
a pie box and on it, with great precision, draws a sketch of
she never recuses herself when it is time to harvest grapes and olives
the traia. Initially skeptical, Marcello now looks intently and
and lavorare il maiale (prepare cured meats). While they have other
approvingly at his wife’s finished drawing. Then he looks at
jobs as well, the younger generations follow in Marcello and Emma’s
me and affirms: “I was doubtful, but she did it real well —
the traia, that’s exactly how it is!”
footsteps, bringing de prima into the now.

This story first appeared in Langscape Magazine 5(1), Summer 2016, pp. 42–47.
Acknowledgments: I would like to thank Emma and Marcello Orsini and the other people of San Giacomo, a hamlet of Calvi dell’
Umbria, for the memories and stories they chose to share with me — a rare and precious human experience.
Anna Maffi teaches photography and cinema in Rome, Italy. She has done freelance photography and participated in collective photo
exhibits. She is drawn to nature and to the “signs” of human presence, of which she seeks to portray the more poetic or intriguing aspects.
Anna has a special interest in peasant life and culture.
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Terralingua n 1: the languages of the Earth, the many voices of the world’s diverse peoples. 2: the language of the Earth, the voice of
Mother Nature. 3: an international nonprofit organization that works to sustain the biocultural diversity of life — a vital heritage
to be valued, protected, and nurtured for generations to come.¶ From Italian terra ‘earth’ and lingua ‘language’
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