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Biocultural Diversity is a living network made up of the millions of species 
of plants and animals and the thousands of human cultures and languages that 

have evolved on earth. Languages, cultures, and ecosystems are interdependent. They 
are bound together through the myriad ways—material, social, and spiritual—in which 
people have interacted with the natural environment.

This issue of Langscape comes to you like a handful of precious seeds that we wish 
to share, hoping that they may find fertile ground where to sprout and grow and bear 
fruit.  This issue is also a testament to the faith we have in the diversity of peoples 
and their unique relationship to their particular environments. It is an expression of 
our hope that in these expressions of biocultural diversity we may find teachings that 
will serve as so many points of light to guide the world out of the increasingly somber 
future that we are hurtling toward. The dominant global paradigms that are currently 
pushing the world toward ecological disaster and widespread human suffering have 
as potential alternatives the bountiful array of paradigms borne out of the diversity of 
human cultures in their diverse environments. This Langscape issue provides a platform 
for some of these alternatives to reach a wider public and make us realize that there ARE 
other ways of being in and engaging with the world—alternative paradigms founded 
on values that are not totally foreign to any of us, but that we have either forgotten, or 
have been led to believe no longer have a place in this world. These examples reveal 
that these alternative paradigms DO indeed exist and offer options to strive for a better 
world that includes the many peoples and life forms that share this earth.

Join us as we explore Biocultural Diversity as an emerging paradigm in a changing 
world. We hope you will enjoy journeying with us through this special volume of 
Langscape, and that you too will share what you learn with others.u 

Felipe Montoya and Ortixia Dilts

Langscape  is an extension of the voice of Terralingua. It 
supports our mission by educating the minds and hearts about the 
importance and value of biocultural diversity. We aim to promote a 
paradigm shift by illustrating biocultural diversity through scientific 
and traditional knowledge, within an elegant sensory context of 
articles, stories and art.

About the Cover: Photos ©2013 Gleb Raygorodetsky 
Front: Kuku Nyngkal Bubu, Northern Queensland, 
Australia. To welcome visitors to their traditional 
territory (Upper Annan River, south of Cooktown, 
Queensland, Australia) the Kuku Nyungkal people 
carry out a smoking ceremony using branches of 
the Jujubala (ironwood) tree. The smoking (also 
called warming) ceremony ensures that the visitors 
will be welcomed by their country (bubu) and their 
ancestors, and that their visit will be a safe one.  “It is 
our Occupational Health and Safety protocol,” says 
Peter Wallace, a Kuku Yalanji Elder. Back: Seeking 
Warmth. Llanchamacocha, Sapara Traditional 
Territory, Ecuador.
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Photo left. Log hives suspended from a tree in Marigat, Kenya. Credit: Sarah Wright. Photo right: Lush 
Waikolu Valley on Moloka’i is often obscured by mist and rain, blown on the Kili’o’opu wind. Credit: 
Samuel M. ‘Ohukani’ōhi’a Gon III
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Editorial: A quiet voice 
in changing tim es
Ortixia Dilts

Quietly she approaches, the voice of mother earth, 
 beckoning to a time where peace and harmony can exist for all sentient beings: 

 the mountains, the rivers, the animals, the people.
She is in the hands of our grandmother tending her garden,
 in the minds of the fisher folk pulling in their nets,
 in the tenderness of our mothers making soup,
 in the songs of bubbling streams and birds in the morning,
 in the stories of our grandfathers late into the night.
Listen to the quiet voices that speak,
 for it is the meek who shall inherit the earth1.

Call me naive if you like, but I see a beautiful world emerging before me. I see the quiet 
voices standing up to speak, and the world is ready to listen.  I feel if we can embrace these 

voices, into whatever we do, we have hope to co-create this world into a better place. 
Many people are approaching these times with a sense of apathy or doom. I feel that this is okay, 

because it is part of the process of waking up, to realize we are disillusioned, and then to stand up 
and say ‘no, we are harming the earth and this must stop’. But at some point we must look forward (or 
in some cases back to our heritage) to take our first steps of change. A true metamorphosis does not 
happen overnight, if it did we would do more harm and chaos than good. If we are patient and persistent, 
however, by putting our hands together now, our children seven generations forward will have that 
chance. Within the last seven generations we have almost completely obliterated cultures, species, 
languages, freshwater, clean air, sacred sites... etc., and the quiet voices are standing up to say ‘no more’. 
But what is next? What are the first steps for us to take to walk forward into the next seven 
generations? This is the challenge I have put forth over the next two issues of Langscape: the first 
and current issue is dedicated to existing paradigms and indigenous cosmovisions; the second 
issue, Weaving Tradition and Innovation, highlights the voices of students.

I am honoured to work with Felipe Montoya 
Greenheck as my guest editor for this issue, whose 
visions and works2 have inspired me and whose 
conversations in our humble collaborations over the 
past three years have become the instigation for this 
volume. ¡Viva la Evolución!

I would like to give thanks to Luisa Maffi for her 
incredible vision, and for all her work to promote, 
include, unify and sustain these quiet voices in the 
world, including my own. Thank you, Luisa, for giving 
my voice a chance. Though biocultural diversity has 
many names, it is a unifying term that scientists and 
indigenous elders either are beginning to or inherently 
understand-that nature and people are one. 

I would like to dedicate this work to Halukwii 
Edgar, of the Nitinaht Nation, British Columbia, who 
has passed on during the creation of this issue. He was 
one from the last generation of First Nations in BC to 
be subjected to the horrendous reality of residential 
schools, and yet, he continued to sing and brought 
the old songs and dances back to his community and 
neighbouring communities. He also taught me that 
all people, red and yellow, black and white, all have 
a role to play in this changing world.3 May you find 
the peace and comfort you need in the happy hunting 
grounds, my friend.  I will miss you. Klecko, klecko.

And with this I am pleased to present to you 
Langscape, Volume 2, Issue 12 - Biocultural Diversity: 
An Emerging Paradigm in a Changing World. It is my 
hope that this issue will inspire you to listen to those 
quiet voices around the world spreading change and 
innovation, but most of all to that quiet voice inside 
of yourself to create that change.

All my relations,
Ortixia Dilts 
Editor-in-Chief 
Terralingua Langscape

The Universal Declaration on the Rights 
of Mother Earth 4

Preamble
We, the peoples and nations of Earth:
considering that we are all part of Mother 

Earth, an indivisible, living community of 
interrelated and interdependent beings with a 
common destiny;

gratefully acknowledging that Mother Earth is 
the source of life, nourishment and learning and 
provides everything we need to live well;

recognizing that the capitalist system and all 
forms of depredation, exploitation, abuse and 
contamination have caused great destruction, 
degradation and disruption of Mother Earth, 
putting life as we know it today at risk through 
phenomena such as climate change;

convinced that in an interdependent living 
community it is not possible to recognize the 
rights of only human beings without causing an 
imbalance within Mother Earth;

affirming that to guarantee human rights it 
is necessary to recognize and defend the rights of 
Mother Earth and all beings in her and that there 
are existing cultures, practices and laws that do so;

conscious of the urgency of taking decisive, 
collective action to transform structures and 
systems that cause climate change and other 
threats to Mother Earth;

proclaim this Universal Declaration of the 
Rights of Mother Earth, and call on the General 
Assembly of the United Nation to adopt it, as 
a common standard of achievement for all 
peoples and all nations of the world, and to the 
end that every individual and institution takes 
responsibility for promoting through teaching, 
education, and consciousness raising, respect 
for the rights recognized in this Declaration and 
ensure through prompt and progressive measures 
and mechanisms, national and international, 
their universal and effective recognition and 
observance among all peoples and States in the 
world.
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Stories. It is probably safe to say that everyone loves a story.  No matter what age, gender, 
class or ethnicity, we all love stories.  There may well be no other human trait as universal.  And 

even if there are (as you may have already thought of a few), stories are surely up there among a select 
handful of phenomena that are common to all humanity.  Not only do we all love a story, we actually 
structure our lives around stories.  Our belief systems are erected on stories.  Our relationships are 
constructed around them.  We interpret the world through our stories, as we also establish our place 
in the world through them.  Powerful stuff, stories.  Maybe this explains why for some time now I 
have been obsessing about them.  Maybe stories are the only way we can actually think about things.  
Some have said this about language.  But languages are the means by which stories get told.  The 
tragedy of losing a language is surely the loss of all the stories it could have told, might have told, but 
are forever left untold.  So for me, it is the stories that count.

I believe that it is also stories, especially those stories that we live by unquestioningly, that account 
for much of how the world is today.  And the world is to a great extent in a critical state, with one crisis 
tumbling over the other as if all rushing desperately to reach the finish line first: rampant deforestation 
around the world, global warming and climate change continually expanding, glaciers melting like 
popsicles under the summer sun, poverty expanding and deepening, looming hunger spreading its 
clutches among the growing poor, fisheries exploited to extinction and the world’s oceanic ecosystems 
on the verge of cataclysmic transformation into brown puddles dominated by worms and jelly fish, 
the meteoric devastation of terrestrial biodiversity, the undermining of democratic principles in rich 
and poor nations alike, the unending world economic crisis, the permanent state of wars around the 
globe, the unrelenting creation and accumulation of waste, the erosion of native seeds, land-grabbing 
and the privatization of the commons, the persistent loss of human cultures, languages and lifeways, 
and an interminable etcetera.  Could it really be that stories are to blame?

For so many crises to be converging on our current timeline, one might be tempted to consider 
the possibility that if stories are to blame, then numerous stories, each with their own macabre plot 
have somehow conspired to form part of a complex web of death and destruction.  But this suggestion 
generates more questions than answers.  Where do all these stories come from?  Why are they all bent on 
destruction?  How is it that they are all now converging?  On the contrary, it may be that there is a single 
dominant story that has so configured human emotions, thoughts and actions, and that the destructive 
elements of that one story have ridden the waves of human agency and have even propelled the reach 
of human constructs, both material and ideological, into all the corners of our known world and 

GUEST EDITORIAL

Stories for a N ew World
Felipe Montoya-Greenheck

beyond.  This second proposition seems much 
more plausible.  In fact, it even seems to offer 
the possibility of some compelling explanations.  
But first, what would that one story be? When 
did it appear? Who told it? How did it spread?  
And what made it carry the seeds of destruction?

What I am trying to do here is to track down 
that one story among the many stories told 
and lived by a diverse humanity, that might fit 
the ticket for being the culprit of shaping our 
desperate situation today.  In essence, I am trying 
to tell a story about a story.  Stories tend to have a 
beginning, a middle, and an end; so I will try to 
start at the beginning.  But beginnings are often 
misty and uncertain, and it is often difficult to 
decide on a starting point.  I could say “long 
ago and far away,” but that might be misleading.  
Instead, by attempting to retro-engineer today’s 
situation, we may find a more accurate starting 
point for this story, that actually may not be so 
long ago or far away.

The multifarious crises that are assailing 
our world today are not caused by external 
agents such as asteroids raining down on us 
from outer space, or by the bowels of the earth 
spewing forth its molten lava upon the land.  
These things do occur, to be sure, but clearly the 
crises we are talking about are anthropogenic, 
or human induced.  Does that imply then 
that we should begin our tale with the birth 
of humanity?  That there is one evil story that 
accompanies humanity like some original sin 
that will inevitably follow us to our grave?  Many 
have suggested that humans are intrinsically 
destructive, that where we set our foot or pitch 
out tent, death and destruction ensue.  But for 
over 200,000 years Homo sapiens roamed the 
Earth, yet the biosphere was not under constant 
threat because of us.  We did expand to occupy 
most corners of the earth, but we were small in 
number and were just one more species among 

the rest in terms of our impact on the Earth’s 
biosphere.  For most of our sojourn on Earth, 
humans coexisted with our fellow creatures 
without threatening their continued existence.  
Therefore we cannot say that the story that 
brings death and destruction in its wake emerges 
with the birth of humanity.  Clearly the origin of 
this story is of a later age, linked to humanity for 
sure, but not born out of our purported nature 
as an intrinsically destructive species.  It is 
fundamental to emphasize this: while humans 
may be the source of today’s multiple global 
crises that threaten the biosphere, this is not 
due to an inevitable human trait or blueprint 
imprinted on our genome.

Most of our existence as Homo sapiens 
has been as hunter-gatherers.  As hunter-

gatherers we spread across the globe and 
diversified, acquiring distinct phenotypes and 
creating thousands of cultures and languages.  
Towards the end of the Pleistocene era and 
beginning of the Holocene some 12,000 years 
ago, coinciding with the end of the last Ice Age, 
humanity discovered or invented agriculture and 
animal husbandry.  The emergence of agriculture 
has been signaled by some as the turning point 
in the relationship of humans to the earth, to its 
flora and fauna, and to fellow humans, where 
our destructive ecological footprint began its 
slow but inexorable path towards generalized 
and expanding destruction of the world around 
us.  With agriculture, we did begin to have a 
greater impact on the landscape, at times 
reducing forest cover at the expense of specific 
trees and plants we favored and cultivated.  
During this period human populations grew, 
as did our ecological footprint.  And while 
this era also saw the extinction of mega-fauna 
around the globe, it is not clear whether this was 
due to their incapacity to adapt to an ending 
Ice Age or to the pressures of human hunting.  
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But as for agriculture and animal husbandry, 
these took on many forms, in most cases 
intimately adapted to local ecosystems.  In fact, 
this was an era of great collaboration between 
nature and culture as humans carried out their 
agricultural and animal husbandry practices 
generation after generation.  Subsistence farming 
fed humanity for thousands of years.  All of the 
crops and animals that feed humans today were 
domesticated by our subsistence farming and 
herding ancestors during this period.  Cultivated 
biodiversity f lourished.  The biosphere was 
enriched by thousands of cultivars, the product 
of an intimate and sustained engagement of 
multitudinous human cultures with an equally 
diverse array of local environments.  Therefore, 
it would be misleading to state that the birth of 
agriculture –this first Agricultural Revolution-
was from its inception the culprit of the dismal 
story that today has spread its web of death and 
destruction across the globe causing, among 
many other crises, the extinction of the world’s 
biocultural diversity.

For some, the Holocene era which 
purportedly continues on today, displays a 
distinct break somewhere around the mid-18th 
century, when anthropogenic impacts on the 
environment became geologically significant.  
At this point, tendencies that may have been 
gradual, taking thousands of years to reveal 
any changes, began to exhibit an unprecedented 
momentum that has continued unabated 
to the present.  They name this new era the 
Anthropocene.  Something occurred around 
1750 that gave rise to a substantial change in 
the relationship between humanity and our 
environment, a change that is clearly linked to 
the battery of crises that abet the world today.  
Human nature did not suddenly change in the 
mid-18th century, but this period did see the 
birth of three unprecedented and interlocked 
human institutions that reconfigured and 
transformed the relationship between humans 
and each other, and between humans and the 
world.

These three institutions were born in Europe, 
not because Europeans were of a different 
nature, but because of historical circumstance.  
The Age of Discovery between the 15th and 
17th centuries was driven by installed maritime 
capacities of a number of European countries at 
the service of satisfying the desire and demand 
of European elites for spices, dyes, silver and 
gold.  These were luxuries that pleased the 
senses and the imaginations of aristocracies 
in search of pleasure and status.  Merchants 
traversed the seven seas in search of these and 
other goods, acquiring cheap and selling dear.  
Landed aristocracies, driven by the need to 
outshine their peers, began setting aside their 
feudal holdings as royal hunting grounds, or 
selling them off to have the means to maintain 
their ostentatious lifestyles.  In either case, their 
serfs were driven off the lands creating a class 
of landless peasants no longer cared for by their 
lords.  Now it was every man for himself.  The 
Feudal System that had dominated Europe for 
over 500 years began to crumble and in its wake 
a new world was born.  One of the three pillars 
of this new world was Liberal thought that stated 
that every individual person was entitled to a set 
of universal rights that included the right to life, 
liberty and property.  The French Revolution in 
1789 consecrated Liberalism with its emphasis 
on individual rights as a new structuring 
discourse for humanity.  Although this could 
be considered as part of the beginning of our 
story, its contributions lie mostly on the side of 
hope and justice, espousing such principles as 
democracy and the rule of law.  It is the other 
two institutions born in this era that more 
clearly merit the title of harbingers of death and 
destruction.

L iving in the midst of these momentous 
transformations, in his work, The Wealth 

of Nations, published in 1776, Adam Smith 
marveled at these new institutions and how 
their respective pieces fit together to create a 
system that favored a particular trait of human 
nature, namely individual self-interest that, in 

so doing had the unexpected capacity in his 
view, to further the common good.  He called 
this the “Invisible Hand” of the free market 
that operated within the amalgamated new 
institutions of the Industrial Revolution and 
the Capitalist Economic system.  Adam Smith 
saw how industrialization provided for more 
efficient work in terms of units produced per 
man-hour.  This in turn allowed for a greater 

supply of products to be placed in the market as 
options for consumers who then by voting with 
their buying choices fuelled competition among 
producers to further create better options to 
place in the market, displacing less competitive 
ones, and so it went.  

The “Invisible Hand” was more than a 
metaphor.  It was the recognition that Industrial 
Capitalism had the capacity for self-organization 

Brunka women sharing information about traditional dyes. Photo: Felipe 
Montoya Greenheck, 2013
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and self-regulation, that it was a resilient system 
capable of adapting to changes in the variables 
of supply and demand that were acted out on 
the stage of the free market.  Consumer choices 
were expressed in money spent on products 
placed in the market, and this money was then 
accumulated as profit by the more competitive 
producers to further finance production in terms 
of wages for labor and as investments in greater 
mechanization of their production.  Money 
became the universal means and the measure 
of livelihoods and consumption, of successful 
competition and production.  Workers began to 
vie for better wages and producers to compete 
for greater profits.  

Scarcely a century after the birth of Industrial 
Capitalism, with the means of production 
now concentrated in the hands of what they 
termed the bourgeoisie, Marx and Engels in 
their Communist Manifesto published in 1848, 
recognized it as having “created more massive 
and more colossal productive forces than [had] 
all preceding generations together.”  In addition, 
with prescient acuity, they also recognized and 
predicted its self-replicating capacity when 

they stated that “the need of a constantly 
expanding market for its products chases the 
bourgeoisie over the entire surface of the globe.  
It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, 
establish connections everywhere….It compels 
all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the 
bourgeois mode of production; it compels them 
to introduce what it calls civilization into their 
midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves.  In 
one word, it creates a world after its own image.”

Might this be the one story that has nestled 
everywhere, settled everywhere, and established 
connections everywhere, reducing all to one 
common denominator at the expense of the 
world’s biocultural diversity?  I would say that 
this has all the markings of the beginning of 
our story: when the satisfaction of human 
needs became forcibly mediated by monetary 
transactions, and when the supply of satisfiers 
generated by producers depended on earning 
greater profits and growing larger than the 
competition in order to stay in the game.  
Suddenly there appeared on the world stage a 
new and uniform way of measuring life, labor, 
and success: monetary gain, profits, capital 

accumulation.  The diversity of existence could 
be weighed and valued against each other all on 
the same balance.  The diversity of existence was 
now measurable and exchangeable.  Cost-benefit 
analysis could be applied to all and everything.  
Rational thought became identified with the 
capacity to assign values to contending needs 
and efforts, set them on the balance, and choose 
accordingly.  That dismal science, Economics, 
was born.  And when in doubt about the reasons 
of things, the answer would invariably slap 
you in the face with “It’s economics, stupid!”  
This way of seeing the world became common 
sense, it became naturalized; all other ways were 
simply, well, stupid.  This way of seeing the world 
even disappeared as a distinct story that we told 
ourselves, as it seeped into all the nooks and 
crannies of existence.  It morphed into reality.  
The world was simply this way.

But this was just the beginning of 
the story.  What was to follow was like 

Jack’s magic bean that once it was planted, 
began to grow and grow, and spread its roots 
across the land, and stretch its tendrils up into 
the vertiginous heights.  Liberal Industrial 
Capitalism buried the Feudal mode of production 
in Europe and gave birth to Modernity that 
began its inexorable expansion across the globe, 
fuelled by its constituent elements, including 
the quest for greater individual rights and 
democracy, the quest for greater economic 
growth and profits, and the quest for faster and 
cheaper means of production.  Undoubtedly, 
like with all births, the birth of Modernity was 
not spared labor pains.  Workers of the world 
were called to unite in their struggle against 
the accumulation of capital in the hands of 
their exploiters; women joined ranks to make 
individual rights not only the purview of men, 
but also their own; revolutions were waged to 
spread the bounties of economic growth more 
evenly.  But the ideals of Modernity only rarely, if 
ever, were challenged.  Modernity, Progress, and 
Development –all variations on a theme- were 
pursued by Capitalist, Socialist and Communist, 

alike, however different their political economic 
systems might have been.  

Even when the Berlin Wall fell in early 
November 1989, this was not because the USSR 
rejected Modernity, but rather, only because 
its means of pursuing it were less effective.  
Nonetheless, the opportunity was seized to 
add momentum to the dominant story.  Liberal 
Industrial Capitalism had won, proving once 
and for all that its ideals were the Law of Nature.  
Added virulence was injected into the story 
with a Neoliberal demand and imposition for 
ultimate freedom for individual corporations, 
who by now had already acquired the status of 
legal persons.  This is where Jack’s beanstalk 
finally reaches the land of giants to serve as 
a stepladder for their apocalyptic onslaught.  
Corporate giants in tandem with their lackeyed 
States devour the world’s resources and herd the 
masses of consumers to spend their hard-earned 
wages in continuously feeding the gluttonous 
giants, in a voracious, vicious downward spiral 
of death and destruction.

That is the story that has been drilled to 
the point of practically becoming Inevitable 
Natural Law: from the unquestioned value of 
profit above all others, to the belief in sustained 
economic growth as a physical possibility, to 
the unchallenged acceptance of gargantuan 
transnational corporations that hold more power 
than most nations puts together -yet respond 
to no constituencies- as legitimate members of 
society, to the delight in the standardization 
and homogenization of all lifeways, places and 
experiences, to the impotent acceptance of the 
death of life around the planet, and the inevitable 
destruction of the world.  This is the end of this 
story, as it brings upon itself its own demise.  
But this need not be the end of our story, the 
end of all stories.

To challenge that one dominant story that 
is spread across the universe and is set only on 
extracting profits from every nook and cranny 
of existence, reducing everything under the sun 
-and beyond- to resources for capital gain, we 

Brunka traditional celebration of resistance to Spanish conquest. Photo: Felipe Montoya Greenheck, 
2013
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need another story that will help us remember 
or imagine a universe filled with a rainbow of 
values, an infinitude of life forms, a bounty of 
places, an abundance of lifeways, a cornucopia 
of experiences.  Or rather, we need a multiplicity 
of stories.  Biocultural diversity may very 
well be that inexhaustible fountain of stories.  
Fortunately, during the entire history of the 
dismal story recounted above, and well into the 
misty past of the origin of all things, (and I hope 
and believe that well into the future of all things, 
as well), there have been lifeways that honor and 
defend biocultural diversity: from the myriad 
plants and animals that for millions of years 
have danced the dance of life and reproduction 
and diversification; to the hundreds of thousands 
of human cultures that through their languages 
and stories have experienced and expressed and 
explained the universe in so many ways; to the 
social movements of all colors, shapes and sizes 
that have fought for the right to exist and for 
their stories to be told and heard alongside the 
rest; to each and every person with the will to be 
more than a cog in the spinning wheel of death 
and destruction.

Indigenous peoples around the world, 
peasants, women, children, minorities, in fact, 
the majority of humans living on this Earth, 
still hold dear and tell a rainbow of stories that 
resist the monolithic narrative that brings death 
and destruction to all.  We the people not only 
want multiple stories that will enrich life for all, 
we have them.  All the stories bursting forth 

from the inexhaustible fountain of biocultural 
diversity have the capacity to redefine Nature 
as community, instead of commodity, to 
reestablish the value of life over profit, to even 
gather the pieces of a self-destructive ideology 
and revive the will to democracy with freedom, 
equality and justice for all people, communities, 
cultures, species, and lifeways.  In the words of 
only one of these story tellers, such as those 
of Subcomandante Marcos of the Zapatista 
Indigenous Movement: “It is necessary to build 
a new world, a world capable of containing many 
worlds, capable of containing all worlds.”

At this critical juncture in the history of 
the world, where a domino effect of crises is 
just around the corner, it is fundamental that 
we the people are able to see through the veil 
of the prevailing story that brings death and 
destruction to us all.  In its place we must have 
the courage to tell our multiple stories, and to 
listen to multiple stories.  For the sake of the 
world and for our own sake, biocultural diversity 
must take precedence over the profit motive.  We 
must shake off the fear draped over us for so long 
that in so doing we will lose our lives.  Instead 
we must recognize that if we don’t, we surely 
will lose not only our, but the lives of all the 
wondrous creatures with which we share this 
world.  Only biocultural diversity, as a world 
capable of containing many worlds, capable of 
containing all worlds, can counter the current 
dominant paradigm that rejects all worlds but 
its own. u

Sharing Seeds
Seeds are magical creatures, sacred beings full of mystery.  They seem to lack all 

properties of life, they are still and quiet, they cannot see nor hear, they seem to have 
no will of their own, and are moved only by forces external to themselves.  Yet, they 
are not only very much alive; they are the very bearers of Life itself.  Each and every 
seed carries within itself an ancestral history that goes back to the dawn of time, and 
like eternal time travelers, they continue moving forward through an unbroken line of 
season after season, spanning unfathomable generations, arriving at the present -every 
single one a survivor- incarnated as a humble package, an often inconspicuous and 
minuscule treasure chest or lackluster jewel, offering the gift of Life.  From their tiny 
hearts burst forth the potential of giant trees of the tropical, temperate or boreal forests, 
cactuses of the deserts, grasses and shrubs of the savannas, fruiting trees of orchards, 
herbs and flowers of tended gardens and wild fields, grains, pulses and vegetables of 
farms and cultivated milpas.

How they have navigated the vagaries of time, climates, soils and predators through 
the ages in order to reach their destinations, depends on the tribe to which they belong 
and to the totems with which they have enacted sacred covenants.  Some have entered 
into covenants with the Wind and are carried by its breezes, gusts and billows, and so 
they have shaped themselves to become as specks of dust, or have grown wings to be lifted 
and taken away, far from the plant that bore them.  Some have as their totems their 
own progenitors and find their place on Earth when they are expelled by the dehiscent 
pods of their mother plant.  Others hide in colored or scented fruit to attract their totem 
Bird or Beast and suffer themselves to be ingested and then ignominiously excreted as 
their way to engage the Wheel of Life.  Then there are those seeds who enter into playful 
and joyous covenant with our own Race as their way to fulfill their variegated destinies.

Yes, we Humans as gatherers and cultivators form part of the sacred world of seeds.  
Our sacred covenant with them has been kept unbroken for ten thousand years.  In our 
hands, as their vessels through time, innumerable seeds have found their way from the 
distant past to our present day expressing an almost infinite array of traits in taste, color, 
form, scent, perfume, rigor, resilience, medicine, nutrient, fiber, ornament, alkaloid and 
dye.  The diversity of Humanity as expressed in a cornucopia of cultures, languages, 
world views, tastes, values and needs, is mirrored in the biodiversity of the seeds that 
we select, gather and sow.  Seeds are the essence of bio-cultural diversity.  Our human 
hands that freely share, exchange and trade seeds are the everlasting totem that gives 
life to our Life-bearing companions.  Let us all join the magical ranks of seed savers 
and sharers.  This sacred covenant must not be broken.

-Feiipe Montoya Greenheck

We need another story that will help us remember or imagine a universe 
filled with a rainbow of values, an infinitude of life forms, a bounty of 
places, an abundance of lifeways, a cornucopia of experiences.  Or rather, 
we need a multiplicity of stories.  Biocultural diversity may very well be 
that inexhaustible fountain of stories.  
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While the cultural traditions of 
Tibetan Buddhism are not indigenous 

to Bhutan, in the 14 centuries in which 
Buddhism has existed there, such deep roots 
have been established that it is hard to imagine 
a time before this faith was inscribed in the 
environment of this astonishingly diverse 
country, as well as in the mental landscape 
of the majority of its people.  This tradition 
continues to be very much alive to this day, 
and the country, under the guidance of His 
Majesty the 4th Druk Gyalpo (‘Dragon King’), 
has taken the unique step of incorporating it 
into its overarching economic, human, social, 
cultural, and environmental development 
planning mechanism, known as Gross 
National Happiness, or GNH.  

Bhutan’s Alternative to Material Growth: 
The Environmental and Cultural Roots of Peace and Wellbeing

Kevin Richtscheid

We know that true abiding 
happiness cannot exist while others 
suffer, and comes only from serving 
others, living in harmony with 
nature, and realizing our innate 
wisdom and the true and brilliant 
nature of our own minds.

Illustration above: The pinning down of the 
demoness. Creative Commons.
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What is even more remarkable is the 
extent to which this planning philosophy has 
now drawn the interest of the international 
community.  In fact, so much interest in GNH 
has arisen in recent years that the United 
Nations has asked Bhutan to chair a steering 
committee towards designing a universally 
applicable GNH model.  Thus, Bhutan is now 
guiding what has come to be known as the ‘New 
Development Paradigm’ initiative, which is one 
input into the UN’s process for deciding what 
its international development goals will aim 
for after the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) end in just two years.  This initiative 
aims to establish happiness and wellbeing as 
the goal of development, pointing out that our 
current materialist aims do not necessarily lead 
to these, and in fact often do not.

Roots of GNH in Bhutan’s Bio-cultural 
Landscape

When Buddhism first came to Bhutan, 
it arrived on one particularly auspicious 

night in the 7th century, a night that saw the 
planting of the tradition in much of the Tibetan 
cultural world.  At this time, the Tibetan king 
Songtsen Gampo was struggling to expand 
the influence of Buddhism in the region.  His 
eventual success in doing so came not by 
proselytizing, but by confronting malicious 
forces that were present in the very landscape 
of the region, embodied as a giant demoness.  
On this single night, he built 108 temples across 
the region, atop the demoness in order to pin her 
down.  He thus pacified her malicious powers, 
allowing Buddhism to take root.  Two of these 

The Meeting of Nature, Agriculture and Culture: Rice Paddies and Tashichho Dzong. Photo: Kevin 
Richtscheid

Gross National Happiness:  
A Brief Summary

I n 1972, His Majesty the 4th King 
of Bhutan declared Gross National 

Happiness to be more important than 
Gross National Product, and the Royal 
Government of Bhutan has been trying 
to live up to these words ever since.  The 
Constitution of Bhutan (2008, Article 9) 
notes that it is the duty of the State “to 
promote those conditions that will enable 
the pursuit of Gross National Happiness.”  
Bhutan’s first Prime Minister observed, 
in 2009, that “We know that true abiding 
happiness cannot exist while others suffer, 
and comes only from serving others, living 
in harmony with nature, and realizing our 
innate wisdom and the true and brilliant 
nature of our own minds.”1

GNH is focused on 
four pillars: sustainable 
and equitable socio-economic development; environmental conservation; 
the preservation and promotion of culture; and good governance.  

Nine equally-weighted domains are used within the measurement index of GNH, 
which are based on these four pillars.  These domains are as follows: psychological 
wellbeing, health, time use, education, cultural diversity and resilience, good 
governance, community vitality, ecological diversity and resilience, and living standards.  

Within these domains are 33 specific indicators, including such diverse 
measurements as spirituality, mental health, values, language, sleeping hours, political 
freedom, community relationships, environmental responsibility and housing quality.

Lhuentse Dzong, in Bhutan’s North. Photo: Kevin 
Richtscheid

temples were built in Bhutan, one in the Jakar 
valley, and one in Paro, pinning down the 
demoness’ left knee and ankle respectively. 

One can still visit these temples, in two of 
the country’s most beautiful and prosperous 
regions, and get a sense of the deeply rooted 

nature of the faith in Bhutan’s lush landscape, a 
country so diverse it is considered to be one of 
the world’s 10 biodiversity hotspots.  These are 
likely not the original temples, having been built 
and rebuilt over the years out of local materials 
that melt away with time, yet the temples remain 
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essentially unchanged.  Structures like these 
exemplify the ingenuity of a people in tune with 
the landscape and its resources, using age-old 
building techniques and materials that arise 
out of the very bosom of nature.  Thousands of 
buildings like these exist all over the country, 
some of them in the most seemingly inaccessible 
mountain-top locations, consisting of little more 
than local wood, rammed earth, and Bhutanese 
artistic ingenuity and craftsmanship.

Bhutan was not unified in the way that we 
know it today until a millennia after Songtsen 
Gampo, in the 17th century, by the charismatic 
leader known as the Zhabdrung.  During 
his time, the country was facing a series of 
incursions from the Tibetans who had their 
eye on the rich and diverse country of Bhutan 
that they called ‘the land of medicinal plants’.  
The Zhabdrung was responsible for uniting the 

country’s defense, as well as its religious and 
administrative institutions, by establishing 
the tradition of keeping them together in the 
fortified monasteries known as dzongs, which 
serve this function to this day.  These massive 
fortresses still exist around the country, and 
they inspire one to imagine the conviction of 
the Zhabdrung, and his ability to inspire his 
people, thus unifying the Bhutanese spirit and 
establishing what would become the nation 
of Bhutan, or Drukyul, land of the Thunder 
Dragon.  

Under the lasting influence of the Zhabdrung, 
when the unified country’s 1729 legal code was 
written, it declared that “if the government 
cannot create happiness for its people, there is no 
purpose for the government to exist.1”  The word 
translated as ‘happiness’, in Bhutan’s national 
language of Dzongkha (literally, ‘the language 

School girls in Rangjung, in Bhutan’s East. Photo: Kevin Richtscheid

of the dzongs’) is ‘Gha-Key’.  Gha means ‘happy’ 
while Key means ‘peace’2.  Thus, the roots of 
the country’s development aim of happiness go 
back to a time long before modern economic 
development theory with its materially-oriented 
aims.

Happiness as a goal of life

The Bhutanese were not only one of 
the first to profess happiness as the goal of 

government, but they may also remain the most 
committed to it in the 21st century.  After the 
country began to emerge from its self-imposed 
isolation in the 1960s, rather than running 
headlong into modernization as so many have 
done, the Bhutanese took a very different 
approach.  This was famously summarized 
by the country’s Fourth King when he said, 

“Gross National Happiness is more important 

than Gross National Product”.  GNH is very 
much based in the country’s cultural traditions, 
as well as its long-standing commitment to 
environmental conservation.  The country in 
fact aims to remain true to its Buddhist roots 
by considering the plight of all sentient beings, 
and accounting for them in its planning.  Indeed, 
the country’s National Environment Strategy 
is called ‘The Middle Path’, which is also a 
common name for Buddhism. 

Bhutan aims to preserve its forests (over 70% 
of the country is still under forest cover), as well 
as its rich agricultural traditions (around 70% 
of the population still earn their living from 
agriculture), and has promised to be carbon 
neutral in perpetuity.  Bhutan faces a number 
of challenges though, including increasing rural-
urban migration, the loss of traditional crops in 
favor of cash-crops like potatoes, and various 

Chorten at Lungchuzekha Monastery, with Himalayas in the Distance. Photo: Kevin Richtscheid
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climate change issues, including outbursts of 
its Northern glacial lakes which cause massive 
floods along the river basins downstream, on the 
banks of which many of the country’s population 
reside.  Incidents like these have prompted the 
Bhutanese to speak up on the international stage, 
and to push for more sustainable and equitable 
solutions.  Indeed, without these, the country 
is likely to face further challenges in the years 
to come, caused not by their own actions but by 
those of the global community to which they 
are increasingly realizing they belong, for better 
or worse.

Despite a certain amount of curiosity from 
the West about GNH, it wasn’t until the country 
took steps to operationalize this development 
philosophy through a measurement index in 
recent years that a widespread interest blossomed.  
With the ability to measure GNH, and apply this 
measurement as a basis for policy and planning, 
GNH is now seen as a genuine alternative to 
progress indicators such as GDP.  In fact, the 
philosophy has inspired similar approaches in 
places as far away as Japan, France, and Brazil.  
With this international recognition, and with 
support from the UN, Bhutan has convened a 
group of international experts to create a ‘New 
Development Paradigm’ (NDP) which aims to 
provide GNH-inspired inputs towards future 
international development planning.  This 
initiative demonstrates a growing recognition 
that the world needs alternatives to its current 
ambitions.  In fact, one might note that GNH 
is something of a gift from a still somewhat 
traditional country to a modernity that has 
in too many ways lost its foundations, and 
therefore much of its rootedness in nature and 
traditional culture.  

The voices of indigenous and traditional 
peoples in the West have often been drowned 
out in favour of the voices of scientism 
and technocracy, voices whose expressions 
are crumbling around us in the form of 
environmental and spiritual crises.  Alternatives 

are now being sought, though it is unclear 
whether the ego-structure of our materialistic 
civilization will be able to move beyond its 
assumptions and attachments in time to save 
itself.  Surely, any global development paradigm 
that continues to focus solely on material means 
and ends is unlikely to address the greed and 
consumerism that are the very cancer that 
is killing it.  But cures do exist, and a shift 
towards a paradigm that focuses on cultural, 
spiritual and truly sustainable solutions, in 
addition to material ones, is one way of re-
framing not only the goals of civilization, but 
our very understanding of life and its purpose.  
Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that it re-
frames our understanding of life as one with 
purpose, a purpose that reaches far beyond 
material gain.

Challenges in Applying GNH Globally

Though it is a positive sign that many 
are now drawn to GNH as an alternative 

philosophy of development, it is also worth 
asking about the effort to translate it out of 
the Bhutanese context.  I have argued here 
that GNH arises from the unique biological, 
historical and cultural landscape of Bhutan.  
Despite this, I do feel that the effort to apply 
some version of it on a larger scale is worthwhile, 
and that it may even be done in such a way that, 
with some modification, it can be applied to 
alternative cultural contexts while respecting 
and harmonizing with them.  

I am concerned though, that in being 
embraced by the West, the cultural and spiritual 
dimensions of GNH will be ignored, and thus 
so will all that makes it unique and profound.  I 
worry that the tendency within the international 
development community to secularize the bio-
cultural roots of non-Western traditions, at 
the expense of diversity and difference, will 
negatively affect GNH, in an attempt to make 
it more accessible to a modernized populace.  
The extraction of this development philosophy 

from its Bhutanese context may thus leave it 
rootless, and unable to grow and thrive.  What 
makes GNH effective is precisely its holistic 
nature, though, the fact that it accounts for 
all dimensions of human being, and not just 
the material.  Without this holistic quality, it 
is not substantially different from the current 
development models that are failing us in too 
many ways.

Western civilization’s short-sightedness, and 
conviction that we can somehow fix the problem 
of our economic and ecological hemorrhaging 
with ‘band-aid’ solutions, has mostly made 
us discount the long-term solutions that exist 
due to the difficulties of applying them.  GNH, 
as a paradigm that is deeply rooted in the 
environment, as well as in culture and good 
governance, provides inherently long-term 
solutions.  It points out that there is a place 
where growth is no longer beneficial, as it makes 
the bold and brilliant observation that there is 
an upwards limit of the effects of growth on 
wellbeing.  It posits, through its Buddhist middle-
path influenced sufficiency principle, that once 
a certain threshold is reached, further growth, 
whether it be economic, cultural or health-
related, is no longer an effective contributor to 
happiness.  It remains an open question, though, 
whether a materialistic civilization that bases its 
assessment of itself on a continuous expansion 
of monetary wealth can truly incorporate this 
modality of understanding.  It is not for nothing 
that the movement to apply GNH internationally 
is called a new development paradigm.  

What GNH brilliantly points out is that 
wellbeing is not dependent on material factors 
alone.  While we all need a certain amount of 
physical security, it is not by amplifying the 
materialistic basis of our lives that we will 
find happiness.  Other factors, including our 
relationships with each other, with society and 
culture at large, with all sentient beings, and 
with the worlds beyond the material, are equally 
important.  GNH is a reminder of what we in 
the West often forget.  Happiness, at least as the 
Bhutanese understand it, is not rooted in endless 
growth.  It is rooted, as the very Dzongkha word 
demonstrates, also in peace, and peace is not 
only outwards, it is something we must first find 
within ourselves.  

GNH, as well as the NDP, may help us recall 
that without healthy cultural, spiritual and 
environmental foundations in our lives, we will 
never find lasting happiness, nor truly sustainable 
solutions to the problems we face.  Without these 
foundations, we are doomed to continue to move 
from one economic or ecological crisis to another, 
without ever meaningfully addressing their root 
causes.  Without solutions that address these 
causes, rather than just symptoms, solutions 
that fundamentally challenge the materialistic 
paradigm upon which our civilization stands, 
we are likely to never find happiness as a 
civilization, and thus find the peace which is 
both its expression and its source.  u

The voices of indigenous and traditional peoples in the West have 
often been drowned out in favour of the voices of scientism and 
technocracy, voices whose expressions are crumbling around us 
in the form of environmental and spiritual crises.  
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Those who wish to sing a song always find a song. Our song is to 
continue dancing with what we have. 

           Kikuyu proverb shared by Patrick Kigo, Naivasha, Kenya, 16/5/13.

Introduction

I n Naivasha, in the great Rift Valley of Kenya, members of many different tribes, Kikuyu, 
Maasai, Turkana and Kalenjin, have come together. Most of the farmers here were resettled out 

of internally displaced persons’ camps into the district and provided with small plots of semi-arid 
land, lacking adequate water or other infrastructure (Kamungi 2001). Arriving with nothing more 
than the clothes on their backs under extremely difficult circumstances, the people of Naivasha 
have worked together with their own knowledges, cultures and environments to create ecologically 
sustainable, small-scale, viable and people-led forms of development. They have truly danced with 
what they have. 

In this article, I share the experience of the farmers and pastoralists of Naivasha along with 
other farmers, forest dwellers and pastoralists involved in a movement of people-led development 
in the Great Rift Valley of Kenya. Specifically, I draw on interviews with 290 small-scale farmers, 
forest dwellers and pastoralists from Tembwo, Marigat, Kuresoi and Naivasha districts. These 
people are involved in a program of people-led development supported by ARDP (Agriculture Rural 
Development Program) and MISEREOR, German Catholic Bishops’ Organisation for Development 
Cooperation. The people whose stories I share are from different tribes, are of different ages and 
genders with different approaches and histories. What they share is a focus on self-reliance, on the 
importance of interacting with each other to bring about peace, and a trust in, and support for, 
environmentally sustainable ways of doing agriculture. Within the diversity lies a commitment to 
share and learn from each other, not to create sameness and uniformity, but to promote peaceful, 
diverse, respectful realities. 

Dominant approaches to development are often monological, they impose solutions on 
communities from the outside. Such models have seen the knowledge and voices of communities 
silenced. Many commentators have pointed out that development, if imposed, can act as a form 
of neo-colonialism where countries and communities find themselves once again in vastly unequal 
positions of power. In such cases, development neither promotes nor recognises the transformations 
and alternatives led and created by the diverse peoples of the world. What is needed are poly-vocal 
approaches that acknowledge the different, more sustainable, ways of being that do exist. In place 

Mundu ainaga na gatiru gake,  
We dance with what we have

Sarah Wright

Members of Mabati Womens’ Group in Naivasha (photo: Sarah Wright, 2013).

of external intervention, this means respecting 
and supporting the ways communities can and 
do make their own change. This article chronicles 
one such example. 

I  beg in by int roducing people-led 
development in more detail, then discuss three 
major aspects of the approach: self-reliance, 
indigenous knowledge and culture. 

People-led development  

P eople-led development refers to 
“a creative, self-initiated, self-organised 

process within which people work individually 
and collectively with their own indigenous 
knowledge, local resources and local cultures 
to bring about change in their families, 
communities and the world, promoting peaceful, 
diverse and sustainable realities” (Wright, 
forthcoming; see also Abbas, 2012). People-led 
development, then, is processual. Rather than 
specific outcomes, it aims to support processes 
that allow farmers to create their own goals and 
achieve their own diverse outcomes. 

In Kenya, fieldworkers of the ARDP of the 
Catholic Diocese of Nakuru have been involved 
with supporting people-led development since 
2009. ARDP field officers have challenged 
themselves to become learners rather than 
experts; they support and promote the 
innovation, leadership and agency of farmers, 
forest dwellers and pastoralists. The people 
became the experts, who work together, learn 
from each other, support and teach one another 
as they struggle to change the realities of their 
lives. The farmers, forest dwellers and pastoralists 
have formed groups within which they initiate, 
design and implement activities using an annual 
action plans. Central also to the program is the 
process of sharing findings with, and learning 
from, other groups through two-way people-led 
learning. Exchange visits, within local areas and 
between different zones, thus form a centrepiece 
of the program. 
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Self-reliance

O ne of Naivasha’s many farmers’ groups is 
a women’s group called Umoja. Umoja means 

unity in Kiswahili.  As the group explained to a 
community forum (25/2/13): 

The main aim of the group was to help 
one another arising from the 1997 ethnic 
clashes. There was violence where we were 
living and we were forced to flee. We ran 
here. We left everything there where we 

were living. We had nothing. We stayed for 
two years in a camp for internally displaced 
persons, members from all tribes and 
people who had fought each other before. 
From there we were given some land but 
it flooded and we lost everything again. 
It was then, in 2002, that we started our 
group. It was to help us buy clothes and 
household utensils. We had nothing, even 
the clothes we just ran with what we had 
on. Everything else was burnt. 

The group began to support each other recover 
from the post-election violence. After buying basic 
household items, the women stayed together and 
initiated other projects including the raising of 
local chickens, the construction of water tanks and 
the planting of trees. They learnt through visits to 
other local women’s groups and other groups in 
different parts of Kenya with the support of the 
local ARDP coordinator Patrick Kigo. The women 
continue to work together, supporting each other to 
build sustainable livelihoods through diverse, self-
initiated economic enterprises. As they explain:

Many tribes are represented in our group. 
We support each other. We are a mix of 
young and old. Some of our members are 
old women but they can still labour to 
construct a watertank for themselves and 
for others in the group. We value our unity. 
We like staying together as a group and 
working together. That is the reason for our 
uniform that we wear. We are many, and 
we have lived through violence, but now 
we have unity.

As the groups in the network work together, 
they look to their own collective knowledge and 
their own local resources. The farmers emphasise 
growing food for their own consumption rather than 
producing primarily for market. Farmers become 
self-reliant as they are able to meet the bulk of their 
own food needs. In place of ‘buying outside’ (and 
going without if there is no money), farmers are able 
to rely on their own vegetables and livestock. They 
do so through a diversification of food sources that 

Collecting water remains a trial for many people in 
the area. Some groups, like Umoja and Mawe Tatu, 
have come together to erect water tanks (photo: Sarah 
Wright, 2013).

they access through seed exchange. In Naivasha, for 
example, farmers grow the indigenous vegetables 
spider plant and black nightshade, as well as sweet 
potatoes, bananas, kale, sorghum, amaranth, 
cassava, tomatoes, peppers, beans, water melon, 
cow peas, spinach, onions and fruits. They also 
keep local poultry, goats, cattle, rabbits and sheep. 
To have a range of food crops creates a more diverse 
and nutritious food supply. It also provides a greater 
security of access to food in the case of crop failure 
due to disasters, disease or pest infestation. 

In this way, farmers are able to disengage from 
the cycle of purchasing inputs associated with a 
capitalist approach to agriculture. Simon Lookson 
Lontai of Mawe Tatu Group in Moi Ndabi, Naivasha, 
shared a Maasai proverb as he explained the way he 
works to create his own economic self-reliance. He 
said, Meekamuyak enkenyu Maintaugul, “the hyena 
says, ‘It’s not that I have luck but because I don’t 
make my legs heavy.’” In not carrying the additional 
burden of needing to purchase inputs, farmers had 

a greater freedom to develop their own diverse 
economic strategies. He elaborated on his story:

I had kept exotic poultry which consumed a 
lot of money for feeds and drugs. I had a lot 
of stress. I even sold my sheep to buy feeds 
because they could only eat concentrate 
from agro-shops. I sold them at a loss. After 
an exchange visit to meet with farmers in 
Baringo, I came and revived my indigenous 
poultry. I’m now selling eggs and 12 litres of 
milk from my local cattle. This has helped 
me to pay school fees.  

Through people-led development, farmers, 
forest dwellers and pastoralists have been able to 
create spaces of cooperation and freedom that allow 
them to work together to control the decisions that 
affect their own lives. They do this in a way that 
supports the local environment. The resettlement 
area in Naivasha was a large-scale farm during the 
colonial era. When the IDPs were allocated land it 

The keeping of local stock is important for cultural reasons, and as an important food and economic security 
measure. The use of local varieties supports a diverse gene pool (photo: Sarah Wright, 2013).
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was dry, deforested and had only one salty bore for 
1000 families. Community groups have begun to 
transform the environment through the planting of 
thousands of trees and through diverse, sustainable 
agriculture. This has been a major collective effort. 

Working collectively, said Christine Ngolei, takes 
love, patience and hard work. She pointed to the 
three layers of thatch on her thatched roof. Working 
hard together, the bottom layer, meant mobilising 
local resources together and supporting each other 
in work. Being patient, the middle layer, meant to 
respect other’s needs, to prioritise what needs doing 
and to understand the difficulties associated with 
change, and, at the peak of the house, love to share 
decisions, support each other and work in unity. 
Collective work is thus held together by chomiet 
(Kalenjin), love for one another. Love and care allows 
an opening for people-led approaches to make real 
change.

Indigenous knowledges and culture

T he network is committed to supporting 
and building on indigenous knowledge and 

culture. Joseph Mwangi of Mawe Tatu Group 

in Naivasha defines people-led development in 
terms of knowledge. He says,  “For me, people-led 
development is about knowledge of our indigenous 
food. It is to remember local indigenous knowledge 
in development”. Mr Mwangi’s words serve as a 
compelling reminder of the role farmer-knowledge, 
farmer-empowerment and Indigenous knowledge.

For some, this means working with knowledges 
passed down from their parents. Many of the 
indigenous crops used are well adapted to local 
conditions and highly nutritious. As Usila Baigoi 
of Saptet women’s group shares: 

I started growing finger millet when I was 
young, an idea which I got from my mother. 
When I got married I continued and I 
used to grow more than one acre because 
I was still strong but currently I grow only 
1/4 acre. The finger millet is grown by 
broadcasting and when it grows, weeds 
are removed by hand. On maturity, the 
finger millet is cut using a local knife. The 
harvest is stored in the kitchen above the 
fireplace to dry. The millet will be removed 
whenever necessary. It is threshed using a 
local stone and the final cleaning is done 
by mortar and pestle before winnowing. It 
is ground using a local stone to get a fine 
flour which is used for cooking ugali and 
millet porridge. This is a favourite meal for 
the Kalenjin community.

For Robert Rono, use of indigenous varieties was 
less about continuing his practices as reclaiming 
them. Here, he explains that the return to indigenous 
varieties after a period using hybrid maize was an 
group-led innovation:  

We collect the best seeds, the ones we know 
do well. After collection, we preserve them 
using smoking. We had shifted to hybrid 
maize but we found it wasn’t doing well. 
During the rainy season, they were rotting 
faster, before we could harvest them, 
because of the heavy rains in the area. We 
realised that the local varieties were very 
suitable. The husk of the local corn covered 

Patrick Ole-Kipokel shares a Maasai proverb that 
warns, to forget one’s culture is to become a slave 
(photo: Sarah Wright, 2013).

the cob very well and is tight at the top. It 
doesn’t allow water to enter so it means the 
corn is unlikely to rot. So we went back to 
the local varieties. After harvesting now, we 
select the best produce and hang it above 
the fireplace. It preserves and hardens the 
seed coat so that it can’t be pierced before 
the planting season. 

Rather than a passive recipient of seeds that 
are developed by external experts, Mr Rono and 
his group, Ogiek Self-Help group, have become 
innovators. Testing their own seeds for adaptability 
and drawing on their own observations of local 
conditions, they have developed their own approach 
to sustainable agriculture.

Importance of culture 
and local specif icity

P atrick Ole-Kipokel, a Maasai, warned, 
ndungutorashe, “the person who forgets about 

their culture is a slave.” Many of the stories shared 
through the research stressed the way reclaiming 

their own knowledges and cultures freed farmers 
from a reliance on expensive chemical inputs and 
on externally generated knowledge. As they took 
back their own knowledges and re-valued their 
own cultures, they were indeed freed from very 
challenging and restrictive situations. Thus, people-
led development meant kunangoba, “to go back to 
our culture” and, in doing so, find freedom.

Recognising and drawing on culture means 
understanding it as diverse and dynamic. Cultures, 
while providing important continuity from the 
lessons of forebears, are none-the-less continually 
reworked and adapted as people live their culture 
through their everyday life. Thus, the importance 
of culture within people-led development is to 
understand people-led development’s place, not as a 
finished template with proscriptive ideas for change, 
but as a space for ethical shared action.

The story of Bernard Cheriotyegon of Kibara 
Orowet Village stresses the active way that 
involvement in people-led development can 
encourage people to rethink their own practices. 

Collecting and sharing traditional varieties of vegetables are an important part of
the farmers’ work (photo: Sarah Wright, 2013).
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He says:
People-led development has given me 
opportunity to revive activities that were 
initially carried out by our parents in the 
old days. I started reviving millet, sorghum, 
indigenous vegetables, honey gathering 
from the forest and hunting from the forest. 
As the Ogiek community we had stopped 
these practices in 1987 when we were 
evicted from the forest by the government. 
We were then resettled in the settlement 
where we started copying other peoples 
practices forgetting our indigenous ones. 
For me, hunting is sustainable. The reason 
being when I hunt an antelope I slaughter 
I cut the meat into small slices, dry it and 
after frying I mix the meat with honey for 
the purpose of preserving it. Through this 
process I can preserve the meat for up to 
five months before going back to the forest 
to hunt again. Other than hunting, I grow 
indigenous vegetables and I no longer have 
to buy exotic ones. 

The mainstream development industry has long 
looked to external experts to solve the problems 
of local communities. People-led development 
turns this approach on its head. Within people-led 
development, local communities are the source of 
expertise, ideas and deep cultural knowledge. They 
are not the source of problems. The farmers, forest 
dwellers and pastoralists working with people-led 
development in Kenya are knowledgeable and active, 
they draw on their culture and their local histories, 
and their experiences of exchange and interaction, 
to create new sustainable futures.

Conclusion

The spaces of people-led development 
are important spaces for the generation of 

knowledge, innovation and expertise. Through 
groups, on farms and in the household, the farmers 
in this study have generated different solutions to 
the issues that face their lives. They have drawn 
on the practices of their forebears and they have 

innovated to develop new, hybrid knowledges that 
are grounded in their everyday lives. This is knowing 
generated through daily practices and through their 
shared learning with other farmers. 

Their journeys are still unfolding. Indeed, people-
led development means paying attention to the 
active ways that people continually and creatively 
make changes in their own life. In this article I have 
attempted to document some of the things that can 
happen when people are encouraged to take control 
of their lives and work together to make change. The 
people-led development documented here is about 
the processes, the practices and the development-in-
everyday-life that the farmers have created. Indeed, 
the development discussed is not a far-off distant 
dream. It is created now in the women’s groups, 
the self-help groups, the houses, the farms and the 
communities of those involved. There are no passive, 
dependent or unchanging poor people but active and 
innovative farmers, communities and places. Deserts 
have become re-afforested. Depleted soil has been 
nourished. Illiterate people have become educated. 
Communities torn apart by violence have built 
peace. The people and communities of this article 
are continually and proudly remaking themselves. 
They trust and support their environments, their 
knowledges, their cultures and each other. They are 
not looking elsewhere for answers. They dance with 
what they have.   u

Indigenous millet drying above a fireplace 
(photo: Sarah Wright, 2013)

Making a log hive (photo: Matthew Webb, 2013)

Bee-keeping: Valuing traditional ecological knowledge 

For the pastoralists of Marigat and the forest-dwelling Ogiek of Kuresoi, 
bee-keeping is central to their way of life. The honey provides food, medicine 

and income. Beehives, in the form of traditional loghives, hang in the trees in 
the forest. Beekeeping through the use of loghives is friendly to the environment, 
as it causes no damage. It also relies on a good environment. When trees are cut 
down, bees flee. 

Bee-keeping is associated with complex social and cultural practices. While 
there are many hives in the forest, each person knows which hive belongs to whom, 
and to disturb another person’s hive is taboo. The bees too, know which person is 
associated with the hive. People have strong relationships with their specific hives. 
It is important not to hide the smell of the body with perfumes or deodorant when 
harvesting, instead allowing oneself to be known to the bees by removing one’s 
clothes. 

Awareness of the importance of trees has led to strong environmental commitment 
by Ogiek and the pastoralists of Marigat who see themselves as intimately related 
to the forest. They use the trees medicinally and for firewood and building and 
have initiated broad tree-planting initiatives in their communities. 
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Andean Worldview and Indigeneity: a blueprint and a path to regenerate the 
sustainability of the Andean biocultural landscape

For the last 26 years in the Peruvian Andes, twenty Nuclei of Andean-Amazonian Cultural 
Affirmation (NACA), associated with the Andean Project for Peasant Technologies (PRATEC), 

have worked patiently and diligently advocating for respectful dialogue between different knowledge 
systems and “saberes”, which requires moving beyond false epistemic superiorities. NACA-
PRATEC’s proposal takes up the challenge of regenerating the Andean biocultural landscape by 
focusing on Andean community-based mechanisms, traditional knowledge and cultural practices 
that contribute to the conservation of biodiversity and food sufficiency, the nurturance of Kawsay 
(life as a whole) as the foundation and engine for Andean-Amazonian cultural affirmation and the 
affirmation of life as a whole. This foundation is rooted in the millenarian Andean Cosmovision. 
This is precisely what is already informing the next generation of groundbreaking culturally 
sensitive projects involving external intervention/players (e.g. international development agencies, 
nation-state, and multilateral organizations). This article brings forth the voices of around 900 
indigenous Andean communities that have worked throughout the last 26 years in partnership 
with the NACA-PRATEC cluster spread throughout the Peruvian Andean-Amazonian region. 
The article highlights NACA-PRATEC’s community-based, innovative, and culturally sensitive 
approach/paradigm to the regeneration of the Andean-Amazonian biocultural landscape.

Background Information

The Peruvian Andes are among the regions most vulnerable to climate change (IPCC 
2007). In Peru, the Indigenous population is over 9 million. As of July 2001, there were 5,827 

Comunidades Campesinas (Peasant Communities). Of these, 4,224 had their land property titles 
registered at the Public Registry and claimed ownership of land, covering a land area of more 
than 18 million hectares. Because of colonial land grabbing and contemporary lage-scale extrative 
activies (mining in particular), the Comunidades Campesinas own only 10 percent of the total 
agricultural land despite making up 90 percent of the agriculatural and postoral untis in the 
Peruvian Andean territory and producting between 45-60 percent of the country’s total food output.

Culture, biodiversity, food security and climate change are inextricably related. Dominant  
strategies concerning ecosystems, climate change, biodiversity, and food security have failed to 

Indigenous Biocultural Diversity in Times of 
Neoliberalism and Climate Change: 
PRATEC-NACA, An Emerging Paradigm in 
the Andes
Tirso Gonzales

include the perspectives of Indigenous Peoples’ 
communities in their assessments and proposed 
solutions to address these challenges. Indigenous 
Peoples should be strategic and crucial partners 
in the development and implementation of 
regional and national strategies on such vital 
issues. National and international strategies and 
Indigenous peasant ones should complement 
one another.

Despite liberal and neoliberal national and 
international policies, and the development 
aggression and erosive colonization that come 
with them, indigenous biocultural landscapes 
and agricultural biodiversity today are the result 
of Indigenous Peoples’ ancient worldviews, 
ingenuity, knowledge “saberes”1 and place-
based agri-cultures2. The interrelations that 
this worldview sustains take place within each 
rural community. Their agricultural systems 
are largely informed by a worldview based on 
place, balance, interdependence, nurturance, 
reciprocity and respect.

For the biocultural landscape of the South 
American Andes, an important indigenous-
peasant contribution stems from the conscious 
and fine-grained reconstruction, regeneration 
and validation of the corpus of Andean 
indigenous epistemological, philosophical, 
theoretical, and methodological research and 
knowledge, informed by the Andean-Amazonian 
cosmovision.3 (see Figure 1). 

Climate change is not new to Andean 
Indigenous Peoples. Their Indigenous Ecological 
Knowledge hosts multiple strategies.4 For 
instance, pre-colonial cultures adapted to 
the long-term climatic cycles in the Andes, 
following the expansion and contraction of the 
snow line during long periods of time. When 
the snow line moved down, cold-season dry 
crops diminished, and pan-Andean cultures 
such as Chavin, Pucara-Tiahuanacu-Wari, and 
Inca f lourished; when the snow line moved 
up, warmer-season wet crops grew at higher 
elevations, and regional cultures flourished, (e.g. 

Mochica, Nazca, Chincha, Chancas, Huancas, 
Lupacas) (Valladolid 2010). 

The most important underlying premise of 
these Andean Indigenous Peoples’ strategies 
is that through nurturing life as a whole, in 
place and by ensuring balance among all living 
beings, visible and invisible, food is produced 
by default. Regarding food security and climate 
challenges in the pre-colonial Andes, Grillo 
(1990) suggests that, due to the type of weather 
in the Andes, and despite all the knowledge and 
organizational efforts at that time, it was not 
possible to count on secure harvests every year. 
Consequently, the Tawantinsuyo Confederation5, 
under the leadership of the Keswa/Quechua, 
“created a proposal that argued that the union 
of ethnic groups in a large administrative 
structure increased the possibility for food self-
sufficiency. In order to increase local capacity 
and take advantage of the years of good weather, 
additional work would be provided, expanding 
areas of cultivation and storage within the 
confines of each ethnic group. This maximized 
surplus capacity and redistribution within 
Confederate territory between those in need. 
The additional work that each ethnic group 
brought to the multi-ethnic organization was 
reciprocated by the security of having enough 
food each year, regardless of the weather 
conditions that were presented in their own 
territory” (Grillo 1990: 62).

Global and national assessments6 of climate 
change mitigation and adaptation strategies, 
biodiversity, agriculture and food security 
have often failed to consult and include the 
perspectives of indigenous communities and 
their organizations. In general, the approach 
adopted has been top-down, heavily scientific 
and Euro-American centered. These assessments 
are non-inclusive and suggest an apparent 
epistemic superiority, one that is associated 
with “coloniality of power” (manifested as a 
system of capitalist economic exploitation and 
race classification) (Quijano 2000), “coloniality 
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of knowledge” (knowledge and truth as generated by 
dominant Euro-North American centered science) 
(Lander 2000) and Euro-American-centrism 
(Battiste and Henderson 2000).

For the last 70 years, international development 
and Latin American rural and state-supported 
agricultural development agencies, and more 
recently private ones, have worked with concepts 
and paradigms (development, modernization, 
progress, underdeveloped, reluctant to change, 
natural resource management, in situ conservation, 
“Green Revolution”) that have been unsustainable 
and foreign to indigenous peoples’ ‘agri-cultures’ 
(IAASTD 2009, Escobar 1995, Gonzales et al 2010). 
This has precluded intercultural dialogue between 
Western scientific knowledge and Indigenous 
knowledge systems, or the recognition of the 
potential of Indigenous Peoples’ worldviews and 
knowledge systems. It has also precluded community-
based mechanisms and cultural practices based 
on traditional knowledge, from fostering the 
revitalization of food security and biodiversity 
conservation.  In order to overcome this situation, 
it is extremely important to understand that, when 
dealing with Indigenous Peoples, key issues such 
as food security, climate change and biodiversity 
conservation have to be approached from an 
indigenous perspective. From the perspective of 
the Andean Indigenous Worldview of Ever, culture 
and nature are not separate. This is a fundamental 
difference from the dominant, Western worldview 
(Pretty and Pilgrim 2010, Ishizawa 2009). Andean 
life revolves around agriculture. The Andean 
indigenous proxy for development is synthesized in  
the terms, Kawsay (life as a whole), SumaqKawsay7, 
in Quechua, SumakKawsay, in Kichwa, and Suma 
Jakaña or Qamaña in Aymara (good living8) (Tauli-
Corpuz et al 2010:118-149; Walsh 2010). (See Figure 
1)

Through dialogue/conversation, Andean 
indigenous peasants have developed sophisticated 
responses to the variety of beings inhabiting a 
particular agricultural place or chacra, the small 
field crop at the centre of everyday practices and 

rituality. The chacra is harbored within pacha, 
the biocultural landscape that Andean indigenous 
peoples have become intimate with, the landscape 
that they have come to know in all its expressions 
over time.

Through ritual, the Andean worldview purports 
to sustain the creation and recreation of diversity in 
all of its expressions and practices. The contemporary 
concept of sustainability is intrinsic to this millenary 
worldview; the Andean cosmovision is devoted to 
the procurement of balance and harmony among all 
living beings demonstrated both in daily and ritual 
practices. This unique approach to life has rarely 
been understood by the colonizer mentality and the 
Euro-American-centered view of the world that has 
dominated for the last 500 years, thus marginalizing 
and threatening the Andean way of life (Chuyma 
2006; Huizer 2000; Van Kessel and Condori 1992; 
Valladolid and Apffel-Marglin 1991). It is important, 
therefore, to identify where and how such colonial 
mindset continues obstructing the growth, 
regeneration and strengthening of an indigenous 
worldview such as the Andean worldview.

The Andean Cosmovision

Concepts are embedded within a particular 
culture and worldview. For instance, 

autonomy, development, agriculture, place, 
sustainability, nature, culture, knowledge, seed, 
kinship, biodiversity, environment, ecosystem and 
conservation do not hold the same meaning in every 
culture. The Euro-American concept of “the good 
life”9 is far removed from that of indigenous peoples.

Sumaq Kawsay takes place within the local pacha 
(local biocultural and ritual landscape; macrocosm 
at the microcosm level). Within the local pacha we 
live in Ayllu. Ayllu is composed of three communities 
(human beings/Runas, nature/Sallqa, deities/Wacas, 
Apus). It is a community of equivalent beings where 
everything, the visible and invisible, is alive. Ayllu 
is a kinship group, but it is not restricted to human 
lineage/blood kinship; it includes each member of 
the local pacha (three communities). Harmony-

balance is constantly procured through dialogue, 
reciprocity, rituals, ceremonies, festivities and a 
mutual communal respectful and nurturing (Ayni) 
relationship, among the three communities of the 
local pacha and all its members; nobody is excluded. 
(See Figure 1)

NACAs and PRATEC’s proposal

NACA-PRATEC’s proposal takes up the 
challenge by focusing on Andean community-

based mechanisms, traditional knowledge and 
cultural practices that contribute to the conservation 
of biodiversity and food security as the foundation 
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and engine for Andean-Amazonian cultural 
affirmation and the affirmation of life as a 
whole. This foundation is rooted in the Andean 
Cosmovision. The outcomes of NACA-PRATEC’s 
acompañamiento of (accompaniment) Andean-
Amazonian communities are already contributing 
to a fundamental reconsideration of mainstream 
rural development, biodiversity conservation and 
food security strategies in the context of climate 
change. They also recognize the centrality and 
soundness of the Andean indigenous community 
and the need of an epistemology of accompanying 
Andean cultural affirmation. For the last 26 
years, NACA-PRATEC have worked patiently and 
diligently, advocating  respectful dialogue between 
different knowledge systems and “saberes” that 
require moving beyond false epistemic superiorities, 
Euro-American centrism, the six imperial languages 
and their Western epistemology10. 

The perspectives of Indigenous communities 
in their assessments and proposed solutions 
to address climate change, food security and 
biodiversity conservation challenges are grounded 
in (i) their own diagnoses of the issues involved 
in the regeneration of biodiversity and food 
security, (ii) livelihood strategies based on their 
traditional knowledge and practices and (iii) their 
own understanding of community governance and 
modalities of consultation for consensual decision 
making. NACA- PRATEC have gathered and 
organized crucial information that has generated 
in-depth, ground data. Through this data it is 
possible to build strategies for including indigenous 
communities as key global partners in the discourse 
of mitigation and/or adaption to climate change 
and to assure food security and the sustainability 
of global biodiversity (Ishizawa et al 2010, Ishizawa 
2009).

NACA-PRATEC’s goal is to strengthen the 
Andean-Amazonian cosmovision, the nurturer 
of biocultural diversity. This takes shape in four 
ways: (1) by strengthening the nurturance of the 
local pacha (chacras/crop fields, mountains, and 
natural pastures) through traditional community 

reciprocal work (Ayni, Minga, ChobaChoba); (2) 
by strengthening the nurturance of the Ayllus, 
organically through traditional governance 
(traditional authorities);  (3) through the recovery 
of respect and love for deities and nature, through 
the strengthening of the nurturance of rituals 
and festivities; and (4), by strengthening regional 
spaces (seed’s paths11), where seed diversity and 
saberes regenerate through visits among indigenous 
peasants at the local, regional and national levels. 
In the Andes, without the strengthening of respect 
and affection for the diversity of Kawsay Mama 
(Mother-Seed) there will not be SumaqKawsay 
(good living in community) (Valladolid 2010:20). 
Table 1 briefly outlines what is part and parcel of 
a more comprehensive work done by PRATEC-
NACA, in particular the project carried out with 
the support of the Fondo de Iniciativas para la 
Afirmacion Cultural (2002-2009) and  the Swiss 
Foundation Traditions for Tomorrow.

Movements of cultural affirmation such as 
PRATEC-NACA are also an affirmative form of 
deprofessionalized intellectual labor and the firm 
assertion of the existence of other worldviews and 
paradigms which do not conform to the Western 
dominant worldview and related paradigms. 
PRATEC-NACA’s movement of cultural affirmation 
is one concerned with the affirmation of life as a 
whole to nurture a culturally diverse world through 
the recovery and revitalization of the animal 
husbandry and cultural practices of Andean-
Amazonian Indigenous Peoples. It is aligned with 
the interests of Indigenous communities in a process 
of acompañamiento that facilitates the collection 
and organization of indigenous epistemologies. 
These epistemologies are grounded in a deep sense 
of pacha, place and time that is the world, but also 
pacha mama, the portion of the world visible on 
the surface of the earth (Ishizawa 2009, PRATEC 
2001, Valladolid 2001)   u

Scope of 
Nurturance

Adaptive
Community 
Practices

Intermediate Activities
NATURAL REGION. Quechua landscape: sallqa or puna (4,000 to 5,000 masl)

Nurturance 
of Water

Nurturance of 
Woodlands (Andean-

Amazonian)

Nurturance of 
Sacred Woodlands

Nurturance 
of Grassland

1. Infrastructure • Recovery of lagoons 
for water harvesting
• Construction of 
irrigation canals
• Repairing of acequias 
(irrigation canals)
• Fencing of puquiales 
(spring water)

• Closing of woodlands
• Reforestation with 
bushes and native trees
• Construction of 
barnyards (corrales) 
for the protection 
of native trees

• Construction of crosses 
and shrines in the 
tutelary sacred hills
• Recovery of the 
appearance of the 
Apus, Wamanis 
(mountain protectors)

• Construction of 
pastures irrigation 
systems: bofedales 
(wetlands)
• Recovery and 
improvement of 
the grasslands
• Construction of 
temporary houses 
in the Puna

2. Organizational: 
family, communal and 
inter-communal

• Recovery of the water’s 
traditional authority

• Recovery of the 
woodlands’ traditional 
authority
• Chaku of woodlands
• Chaku ritual of 
trees and bushes

• Recovery and 
strengthening of 
Andean priests

• Recovery of the 
authorities for the 
areas of rotational 
grazing (Astanas)
• Construction of 
temporary housing in the 
Puna (4,000-5,000 masl)

3. Rituals and Festivities • Festivity of acequias 
(irrigation ditch/
canal) cleaning
• Festive and ritual 
visits to the ojo de 
agua (waterhole)
• Ritual consumption 
of the puquios’ 
(spring water) 

• Festivities to the 
woodlands: the 
vigawant’uy’

• Rituals to the Apus 
and Achachilas 
(mountain protectors)
• Protection of the 
ceremonial centers

• “Herranzas” (branding 
and mating) ritual 
with the animals

4. Dialogue with nature • Conversation with trees 
and bushes’ flowering

•Conversation with 
climatic indicators 
of the grassland
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Indigenous peoples and local communities often ask what their rights are at the international 
level. The answer to this crucial question is complicated for several reasons, including the fact that the 

provisions containing the rights are spread across a wide range of international instruments, each with its 
own particular focus. As a result, Indigenous peoples and local communities are denied an easily accessible 
means of learning about the full spectrum of their rights relating to issues such as developments on their 
territories, lands and waters and the use of their natural resources and knowledge.

To address this deficiency, and to help answer the question posed above, Natural Justice has produced 
The Living Convention: A compendium of internationally recognized rights that support the integrity and 
resilience of Indigenous peoples’ and local communities’ territories and other social-ecological systems. 
Using an integrated rights approach, the Living Convention provides a range of the most important 
provisions relating to the linkages between Indigenous peoples and local communities and, among other 
things, their territories, lands, natural resources, and knowledge systems. It sets them out in an ordered 
manner, grouping similar provisions under the same heading to enable the reader to quickly assess the 
extent of international law relating to specific issues. In this way, the Living Convention aims to democratize 
international law by providing a straightforward resource for Indigenous peoples, local communities, and 
their supporting organizations to refer to when seeking to understand their international rights.

The second edition of the Living Convention (published in May 2013) is divided into three parts:
• Part I sets out the rationale and methodology of the research undertaken to develop the compendium 

in Part II.
• Part II contains a compendium of internationally recognized rights that support the integrity and 

resilience of Indigenous peoples’ and local communities’ territories and other social-ecological 
systems.

• Part III sets out a number of key questions concerning, for example, the utility of integrated rights 
approaches, how international law can be reformed, and how national governments can better 
uphold their international commitments. It then suggests initial activities that could further deepen 
the analyses and ways to address the current weaknesses in the development and implementation 
of international law.

The Living Convention also includes annexes, which (among other things) detail the instruments 
reviewed, included in, and excluded from the Compendium; provide a list of relevant international and 
regional judgments; and list a number of Indigenous peoples’ declarations.

This second edition of the Living Convention represents a further step in an ongoing process of ensuring 
that international law properly fulfills its intended purpose. We invite you to peer-review the publication 
and to work with us and others to improve it and take it forward in practice.

The second edition of the Living Convention is available for download  at: http://naturaljustice.org/
library/our-publications/legal-research-resources/the-living-convention.u

The Living Convention

Natural Justice

The legal landscape. Credit: Natural Justice
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Noho ana ke akua 
i ka nāhelehele 
(The god resides in the 
upland forest)

The oli kāhea (entrance chant) as 
a Hawaiian biocultural expression

Samuel M. ʻOhukaniʻōhiʻa Gon III

Oli (Hawaiian chant) was, in the 
times before contact with the Western 

world (1778) a primary mode of transmission 
of traditional knowledge across generations, 
incorporating the names of topographic 
features, living elements of the landscape 
such as plants and birds, and dynamic 
processes such as weather patterns—winds 
and rains prominent among them. All of 
this communication was conducted in the 
context of the Hawaiian worldview—one 
that acknowledged the conscious presence 
of ʻaumākua (ancestral deities) via their 
kinolau (physical manifestations) in the 
world around us.

Hookuikahi, 2013.  Credit: Samuel M. ‘Ohukani‘ōhi‘a Gon III
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Viewing elements of the lands and seas as ancestors means that Hawaiians consider the voices 
of birds, the roll of thunder, the rumbling of heavy surf as voices of revered elders. The tradition 
of the oli komo (the entrance chant), also referred to as oli kāhea (chant of calling) is a human 
interaction with the elements of place, reflecting on a reciprocal relationship of care; when humans 
care for the lands and waters, those foundations of life provide for not only survival of the people, 
but a thriving indigenous culture. 

Following a long tradition of oli komo which survived a history of suppression and near-
extinction in practice, reversed only in the latter part of the 20th century, modern conservation 
managers, ethnic Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians appreciate and celebrate the unique biocultural 
setting of the islands as well as the huge diversity of ecosystems contained in the high-island 
archipelago, with modern compositions using the traditional forms.

The following examples were composed over a period of more than 10 years at the request 
of various conservation managers who desired a way to express the respect and aloha (love, 
compassion) they felt for the places they were charged to protect and manage.  In all cases the 
process of composition was participatory, gathering imagery and phenomena from those people 
intimately familiar with the places through their daily work, and augmented by traditional 
knowledge (place names, names of winds and rains, historical figures and events associated with 
the place, etc.). 

It is hoped that this selection offers a hint of the amazing biocultural riches represented by the 
living ancestors (the plants, animals and native ecosystems) of the Hawaiian Islands, expressed 
lovingly by their descendants who now reside upon the land.  
NOTES: There is kaona (hidden meaning) and symbolism in this oli that bears explanation: The 
‘alae (Hawaiian Gallinule - Gallinula chloropus sandvicensis) is an endangered endemic waterbird 
and in ancient times the ‘alae symbolized the voice of the chief whose opinion swayed chiefly 
council. Some consider the voice of the ‘alae an ill omen, but as a kinolau (physical manifestation) 
of Hauwahine (the moʻo-wahine [female water deity] of Kawainui), the voice of the ‘alae is an 
auspicious thing at Kawainui! The phrase māpuna leo, literally “wafted voice of few words,” is an 
apt description of the voice of the ‘alae; but “māpuna” also alludes to the many freshwater springs 
(puna) of Kawainui. The phrase polo ‘ai means “to summon, to invite,” but is also a veiled allusion 
to the famous lepo ‘ai (edible mud) of Kawainui, one of the ‘ai kamaha‘o (wondrous foods) of the 
land. Ulupō and Ulumawao lie before and behind you at Nā Pōhaku, and the play on ulu (growth, 
inspiration) is intended. Neke is a purposely ambiguous reference to two plants of Kawainui: a fern, 
and also a bullrush of the same name. A variant of the name is “neki.” Ni‘o is a doorway or sacred 
threshold, but also highest point, as the stone formations of Nā Pōhaku perched overlooking the 
wetlands. Wahinewai is a reference to Hauwahine, the aforementioned mo‘o-wahine of Kawainui. 
The phrase nihi ka hele means to proceed with careful observance of kapu. Proceeding with care 
is part of the protocol of respect. The ‘ānapanapa is an indigenous plant that grows around Nā 
Pōhaku but also describes the shimmering waters of Kawainui. Other famous places associated 
with Kawainui can be used in place of Nā Pōhaku as appropriate, for example, Holomakani and 
Ulupō heiau.
Composed by the author, September 2000, for the A̒hahui Mālama i ka Lōkahi. 

2000
Oli komo no Kawainui
Entrance chant for Kawainui

Hā‘ale‘ale ka leo (o) ka ‘alae; he māpuna leo polo ‘ai i ka la‘i
Full is the voice of the ‘alae; a voice of invitation in the calm
He pule kānaenae i Ulupō; i ulu pono la i Ulumāwao
A chant of request to Ulupō; that true inspiration reaches Ulumāwao
Kakali ka neke i ka nihi, (i) ka ni‘o o ka wahinewai
The neke ferns await at the border, at the entrance of the woman-water
Ke nihi ka hele nei, e! Ke nihi ka hele nei, e!
(We) proceed with due care now! (We) proceed with due care now!

PANE: [REPLY:]
Māwehe ‘ia ka neki i ka wai
The neki rushes part at the water
E hō‘ike i ka wai ‘ānapanapa
To reveal the shimmering waters
Hō‘ike pū nō ka mana‘o pono
Revealed along with [your] righteous intent
E mai, hele mai, i [Nā Pōhaku]
Approach, enter, at [Nā Pōhaku]
E mai, hele mai, eia nō mākou nei
Approach, enter, here we are

Photo: Kawainui is the largest wetland remaining in the Hawaiian Islands, and is considered 
the home of Hauwahine, a female water deity known as a mo‘o. Endangered waterbirds, such 
as the ‘alae‘ula (Hawaiian gallinule), live in the marsh. Credit: Samuel M. ‘Ohukani‘ōhi‘a 
Gon III
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NOTES: Nuʻuanu is the large, lush valley of my birth. Famous is the kāwelu grass (Eragrostis 
variabilis) on the windy cliffs of Nu‘uanu, and the lehua ‘āhihi (Metrosideros tremuloides) of 
Lanihuli, the summit peak. Nāpu‘umai‘a is the ridge covered with the mat-fern uluhe (Dicranopteris 
linearis) that connects Waolani to Lanihuli; there grows the dark ‘ōhi‘a hā trees sacred to Laka, and 
tangled thickets of fragrant vines of maile (Alyxia oliviformis). Waolani is a fundamentally sacred 
location for Hawaiians of the island of Oʻahu, the hill upon which the first people were created 
by the major Hawaiian deity Kāne. Despite the wonder of those places, it is always desirous to 
return from the deep forest wao akua (realm of the gods) to the wao kanaka, the realm of people. 
Composed by the author, April 2002.

The cliff face of Lanihuli is swept by the winds. Credit: Nathan Yuen

2002:  

Oli Kāhea Nu‘uanu 
Chant Calling to Nuʻuanu

Kāhela i luna ke alo o Lanihuli i ka makani
Swept upward is the face of Lanihuli in the wind
Ka makani ho‘ohula kāwelu i ka pali ‘āhihi e
The wind that makes the käwelu grass dance on the cliffs of lehua ‘āhihi

Hihi kolo i uka ka maile o Nāpu‘umai‘a
Climbing tangled in the uplands is the maile of Nāpu‘umai‘a
Mai nā pu‘u uluhe hiwa ka ‘ōhi‘a hā
From the sacred uluhe-covered hills comes the ‘ōhi‘a hä
Ha‘alipolipo ka nahele mauka o Waolani e
Dark is the forested upland of Waolani
Ho‘oniponipo i ke kāwaha ma‘ukele
Causing a yearning for a forest opening

‘O ke kāhoahoa mai nō, e ka lani 
It is the appeal indeed, o exalted one
E komo, e komo aku ho‘i au e
To enter, that indeed, I may enter
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NOTES: Here is some of the mana‘o (thought) and kaona (symbolism) of this oli: 
When we enter the Kaiholena Unit of the Kaʻū Preserve we feel nestled between 
the pu‘u, as if they are embracing us. There are ‘ōhi‘a lehua trees all around us, 
in the valleys and up the sides of the pu‘u.  Even on a calm day you can hear the 
wind through the trees on the tops of the pu‘u in the distance. The rain deity 
Kūmauna lives here. The iholena bananas are his favorite and lend their name to 
Pu‘u Kaiholena. There are waterfalls between Pu‘u Makaalia and Pu‘u One along 
the Pali Pāne‘ene‘e at the head of Hilea Gulch. A resident ‘io (the endemic Hawaiian 
hawk) calls like a watchman whenever we pass by.  This reminds us that we are 
here with the intention of doing good work to protect the place and care for it. The 
kaona of lehua (skill), ‘io (royal and respected status), and kahu (intimate caretakers 
for gods, chiefs, and people) indicate our relationship to our work: He ali‘i ka 
‘āina, he kauwā wale ke kanaka (the land is a chief, the people mere servants). 
Composed 11 December 2006 in the forest of Ka‘ū at Kaiholena 
Unit by Sam ‘Ohukani‘ōhi‘a Gon, Laura Nelson & Eldridge Naboa 
(field staff of The Nature Conservancy of Hawaiʻi).

Kaiholena is nestled among the lush, forested hills. Credit: 
Samuel M. ‘Ohukani‘ōhi‘a Gon III

2006:  

Oli komo no ka nahele o Ka‘ū 
Entrance chant for Ka‘ū Forest

Hi‘ia nā ulu lehua e nā pu‘u
The lehua groves are embraced by the hills
Pu‘u hāwana i ka leo Kūmauna
Hills that whisper in the voice of Kūmauna

He leo kāhea ā Pāne‘ene‘e
A voice calling to Pāne‘ene‘e falls

Leo [o] ka ‘io, kau i ka lewa 
Voice of the hawk placed on high
‘Io maka uli no Makaalia
Dark hawk watchman for Makaalia

E alia no mākou, nā kahu
Wait for us, the caretakers
E komo, e komo i ka hana pono nō e!
We enter, enter to do righteous work, indeed!
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NOTES: The oli kāhea is an important protocol that allows us to express aloha and respect for places we 
care about before entering them. Creating an appropriate oli kāhea requires familiarity with a place, a 
working fluency in Hawaiian language, and sufficient vocabulary (thanks for good dictionaries). Here, 
as a lesson in Hawaiian composition, are the steps in chant creation illustrated by the oli kāhea above:
Use natural features of the place- plants and animals (e.g., maile, koa, hāpuʻu, ā̒kohekohe, a̒lauwahio, 
nohoanu) as well as physical/geographic features (e.g., Hanakauhi, Waikamoi, Puʻu o Kāka e̒, Puʻu Nianiau, 
Koʻolau Gap, Pi i̒na a̒u). 
Picture in mind what the living, active things (including the winds, clouds, and rains) do (e.g., puffing, 
shading, watching, wrapping, residing) and express them in words!
Ensure the actions are meaningful and reflect place and people (e.g., malu koa=[brave protector], kūwili 
kia i̒=[eternal watchfulness] of those who noho anu=[reside in the cold] of the mountain). 
Allude indirectly to existing ō̒lelo no e̒au (proverbs/sayings, e.g., lehua muimuia i ka manu; uhi i̒a i ke 
aloha; noho ana i ka nāhelehele).
Utilize assonance and wordplay in names and actions (e.g., kohekohe>ko e̒koʻe, Hanakauhi>uhi, Puʻu 
Nianiau>nianiau, nohoanu> noho anu). 
Make logical connections between lines and verses (e.g., kia i̒>kilo, po o̒>po o̒ wai>pane po o̒, forest in verses 
1 & 2, manu in 2 and 3, watchfulness in 3 & 4, cold in 4 & 5). 
End with beg entry, express aloha, call with voice, request answer (see other oli kāhea for examples). In 
this case, kānaenae nianiau (quiet entreaty), he leo wale nō (merely a voice).

 Waikamoi lies within the largest native 
forest landscape of Maui. Credit: Samuel 
M. ‘Ohukani‘ōhi‘a Gon III

2008:  

Oli Kāhea no Waikamoi 
Entrance chant for Waikamoi

Pi‘i kolo i luna, ka maile pākaha i ka malu koa
Climbing crawling upward, the short-leafed maile in the shade of the koa
Malu hāpu‘u, i ke alo o Pu‘u o Kāka‘e e
Tree fern shaded is the face of Pu‘u o Kāka‘e

Muimuia i ka manu ‘ākohekohe ka ma‘ukele o Waikamoi 
Choke with ‘ākohekohe is the rainforest of Waikamoi
Manu ha‘u ko‘eko‘e kākala i ke po‘o
A bird puffing harshly in the cold, near the head

He po‘o wai ulupō, Pi‘ina‘au ko luna; po‘o lena ‘alauahio, kūwili kia‘i
A dense forested headwater has Pi‘ina‘au, above; yellow-headed bird on 
non-stop watch

He panepo‘o kilo kuamauna ‘o Hanakauhi
A peak viewing the summit ridge is Hanakauhi
Uhi iho i ke kapa noe, he kīkepa i ke anu Ko‘olau
Covered by a tapa of mist, a shoulder-wrap in the cold Ko‘olau

Noho anu i ka nahelehele, o Pu‘u Nianiau
Living in the cold in the shrubland of Pu‘u Nianiau
He kānaenae nianiau i ka ni‘o, he leo...A he leo wale nō e!
A quiet entreaty at the boundary, a voice...Merely a voice!
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NOTES: Composing an oli aloha for HCA requires the dualism of land and sea. Rather than start 
in English and translate, classical Hawaiian chant forms and symbols are used here to express 
the foci of our cooperative mission: protection, management, sustainability, health of people in a 
healthy natural world. Woven in are also global elements, a sense of great aloha for our resources 
[soaking wet cold is a symbol of intense aloha], the water connection, the Kumulipo connection of 
coral as the first life form, strong cultural ties, and the beauty of the natural elements themselves, 
motivation of us all.  He mai, he mai, eia nō mākou nei. We call for you to approach, we call for 
you to come hither, here we are indeed.  
Composed April 2010 by Sam ‘Ohu Gon III.

‘Ohu and Mahea, Forgiveness Day, August 2012. Credit: Karen Otter 
Photography

2010:  

Oli Kāhea no Hawai‘i Conservation Alliance 
Chant of the Hawai‘i Conservation Alliance 

Anuanu ke kia manu i ka wao lipolipo
The bird catcher is cold in the deepest forest
Ho‘opulu wale i ke kulukulu uhiwai
Soaked through by the unrelenting fog-drip
 ‘Imi i ka ‘ō‘ō hulu melemele
Seeking the ‘ō‘ō with yellow feathers
Ka pā hane mai i ke ahe mālie
Blown softly hither on the gentle breeze
A he leo, he mai e!
A voice, a call to enter

He nui kai po‘i, kai nalu mai Kahiki
A great crashing sea, waves from Kahiki
A he kai kā ‘anae ko Kaloaloa
A sea so abundant in ‘anae at Kaloaloa
‘O ke ko‘a loa o ka ‘ahu Kū‘ula
The long coral of the altar of Kū‘ula
Ua lawa pono i ka mākāhā
Behind the pond sluicegate is food aplenty
E hānai ā hewa, he mai e!
To feed all guests, a call to enter
 
He mai kō uka; He mai kō kai. 
A call from the uplands; A call from the sea
A he aloha mai e!
Aloha is conveyed
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LAND RIGHTS AND INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT:
The Struggle of Marginalized Peoples against APECO  
and the Pursuit of Alternative Development Pathways
 

On November 24, 2012, 120 farmers, fisherfolk, and indigenous peoples representing 
thousands of residents from the town of Casiguran, Aurora province, the Philippines, began 

marching to Manila to assert their opposition to the 12,923-hectare Aurora Pacific Economic 
Zone (APECO). After trekking 350 kilometres through mountains, flatlands and cities, they 
finally met with Philippine President Benigno Aquino III on December 11, 2012, urging the 
country’s chief executive to impose a moratorium on all of APECO’s budget releases and activities.

The APECO controversy, as it has become known among the Philippines’ rambunctious 
media outfits, has been plastered as the epitome of recent trends in ‘land-grabbing’, ‘development 
aggression’ and ‘large-scale environmental plunder’ that have been pummelling entire regions of 
the country in force. Since its creation by law, the megaproject has been accused of threatening 
to displace around three thousand families, of undermining the most basic forms of public 
consultation, while triggering a deluge of human rights violations within the municipality.

Yet even while these condemnations of the megaproject have multiplied, it has become 
increasingly clear that the APECO issue may be fast turning out to be something far bigger 
than itself. Championed as a harbinger of ‘progress’ and ‘modernity’ for the entire Northeastern 
Philippines, the Freeport’s existence has nonetheless been punctuated by a volatile mix of 
questions over the very form and substance of the ‘progress’ being muscled forward by its 
proponents. What, after all, is the price of ‘progress’? For whom is APECO’s proposed form 
of ‘development’? Between APECO’s sympathizers and APECO’s critics stand fundamentally-
opposed visions of what ‘development’ means in the Philippines and developing Asia today— 
most especially for the culturally marginal and those at the bottom of the social hierarchy.   

THE APECO CONTROVERSY

A PECO is the special economic zone that is now being built in the town of Casiguran, 
Aurora. The town is bounded in the north and west by the Sierra Madre mountain range, 

an area known for its biodiverse rainforest and the indigenous Agta who inhabit it. Two 
internationally-recognized watersheds, where unique flora and fauna thrive, surround the area, 
and due to its soil quality and natural sources of irrigation, the municipality is widely regarded 
as the rice granary of Northern Aurora1. APECO’s proponents claim that it will bring economic 
development to Casiguran, once operational as the Philippines’ first Pacific-side ecozone. As 
a nascent transhipment hub, the ecozone’s administrators aim to rake up massive investment 

Jerome Patrick Cruz, Thomas N. Headland, Ph.D.,  
Tessa Minter, Ph.D, Sophie Grig, MPhil.,  
and Maria Gabriela Aparentado

From November to December 2012, 120 marchers from Casiguran undertook an 18-day protest march to Manila 
to call for a moratorium on the APECO. (Photo by Veejay Villafranca and Oxfam-Philippines)
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opportunities to transform the municipality into 
a self-sustaining industrial, agro-industrial, and 
tourist investment centre. Poverty in Casiguran, 
it is argued, will be alleviated, employment 
generated for the province of Aurora, and 
industrial development spurred throughout the 
Northeastern Philippines in general. 

The APECO administration plans to develop 
12,923 hectares of alleged public lands in 
Casiguran— but the project’s scope was not 
always so ambitious. Before 2009, APECO was 
limited to only five-hundred (500) hectares 
on the Aurora mainland. Republic Act 9490 
created the ecozone in 2007, mainly through 
the efforts of the Angara family, Aurora’s 
preeminent political dynasty. Only three years 
later, in 2010, the amendment of R.A. 9490 by 
R.A. 10083, brought about an expansion of the 
land area approved for ASEZA by over twenty 
five times, covering 496-hectares on the Aurora 
mainland (Parcel I), as well as 12,427-hectares of 
the forested San Ildefonso peninsula (Parcel II). 
Parcel I will feature an international airport and 
seaport, a corporate campus, a light industrial 
district, an agricultural biotechnology park as 
well as numerous residential areas. Parcel II, 
meanwhile, has been dedicated for commercial 
eco-tourism, resort development, and the 
establishment of environmental reservations. 

Yet for all the benefits that APECO has been 
hyped to bring, the project has been constantly 
mired in controversy. The anomalies that have 
hounded APECO since its creation have been 
legion, and the laws protecting the rights and 
assets of the marginalized sectors that have been 
transgressed are alarming in number. A basic 
list of such irregularities and legal violations 
perpetrated by APECO includes the following:
APECO was created without: 

-consultation with the people of Casiguran 
and Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) 
of the indigenous Agta

-prior approval by the local government of 
Casiguran

APECO legalizes land-grabbing and dislocation 
by:

-disregarding the rights of affected tillers of 
105 hectares of land covered by the Agrarian 
Reform Program 

-displacing fisherfolk without provision for 
relocation and livelihood

-intruding into 11,900 hectares of the 
ancestral lands of the indigenous Agta  

-proposing infrastructure and industries that 
will destroy at least 300 hectares of productive, 
irrigated rice lands
APECO wastes public money because:

-The APECO Law was passed without prior 
approval by the Philippines’ National Economic 
Development Authority and without the benefit 
of a full feasibility study 

-More than P915-million of the Philippine 
taxpayers money has been released to APECO, 
while most projects which have supported 
APECO’s operations have remained of non-
operational or of dubious value2. 

Al l these indiscretions surrounding 
APECO have confirmed suspicions among 
concerned residents of Casiguran that the 
legal and economic basis of APECO over its 
territories has been dubious. In the end, many 
of them have contended, instead of bringing 
about well-being and development to the 
people of Aurora, APECO may, paradoxically, 
only intensify poverty, inequality and 
insecurity should it finally be completed. 

STRUGGLING FOR INCLUSIVE 
DEVELOPMENT 

APECO’s exponents have repeatedly 
claimed that the ecozone’s operations 

have received support from the majority of 
Casiguran’s population. Yet in truth, thousands 
of farmers’, fishers’, and indigenous peoples’ 
families have consistently opposed the emerging 
Freeport, coalescing into a multi-sectoral anti-

APECO movement that has time and again 
posed staunch setbacks to the encroachments 
of the ecozone.

From its small, uncertain beginnings in 
2007, this local struggle against APECO has 
increasingly taken on national proportions. 
Beginning with informal discussions organized 
by Aurora’s local Catholic church, those 
opposing the construction of the ecozone have 
since staged protest events in the provincial and 
national capital, and linked up with luminaries 
in the country’s political, business and civil 
society circuits. Over the years, they have offered 
testimonies and asserted their opposition to 
APECO in the Senate, Congress, Supreme Court 
and to the Philippine President himself. 

Throughout their struggle against the 
Freeport authority, these anti-ecozone residents 
of Casiguran have made it clear that they are not 
at all “anti-development.” Rather, at numerous 

times, they have professed aspirations for 
participatory and sustainable development— 
that is, in a form of development that thrives 
on democratic process, that ensures that lands 
and resources are distributed equitably and 
preserved by those who rely on it for their 
livelihoods, and that guarantees that the poor 
themselves have control over the development 
process from the bottom-up. 

Indeed, one such occasion was on December 
11, when the 120 anti-APECO marchers met with 
President Benigno Aquino III after marching 
18 days from Casiguran to Manila. On that 
day, Vicente Convicto, leader of the marchers’ 
organization, articulated: 

“We want progress but the progress we want is 
one that won’t divide us, one that will strengthen 
our unity. If this project is for development, why 
were we ordinary people not involved? Why 
weren’t we consulted? Our goals in life are simple, 

Casiguran is known for the well-preserved quality of its natural environment and the indigenous 
Agta that live within it. (Photos by Bro. Martin Francisco, BSMP)
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APECO aims to transform Casiguran into a leading investment center, as shown in 
APECO’s conceptual plans (Photo from APECO Senate Presentation on October 11, 2011)

to eat enough for the day, to send our children 
to school, to have peace and security in our lives. 
Security for the land we live in, for the sea where 
we fish, assurance for the indigenous people that 
they have freedom to live in their mountains and 
that their culture is not destroyed. And that we 
may continue to live in peace and quiet.”3 

Even more explicitly, Victor Abahon, a 
sectoral leader of the Agta, added during 
that same dialogue: “The development that 
APECO talks about is different from our idea 
of development. For us, development means 
conserving the richness of our mountains and 
seas because our lives depend on these.”4

These pleas for an alternative mode of 
development have received growing support 
from international organizations, media outfits, 
experts and human rights advocates. In April 
2013, 285 anthropologists, sociologists, and 
other researchers from around the globe, signed 
a statement echoing the Casiguran marcher’s 
call for rights-based, inclusive development, 
while directly petitioning President Aquino to 
cease the Philippine government’s funding of 
APECO. 

Relying on evidence gathered by several 
signatories from years of studying, working 
with, and living among Casiguran’s indigenous 
peoples, the researcher-petitioners disputed 
APECO’s rhetoric of bringing ‘progress’ for the 
poor and marginalized. The jobs and relocation 
arrangements that have been generated by 
megaprojects like APECO for indigenous 
peoples and other local people, they asserted, 
have rarely been decent and sustainable. 
Meanwhile, APECO’s creation would likely 
intensify migration into the municipality, 
crowding out the area’s original inhabitants, 
while its subprojects would further intrude into 
and undermine the livelihood resource base of 
IP’s and other marginalized sectors5.

“We are aware of the challenge the Philippines 
faces in pursuing a balanced path of development 

that fulfils the needs of the Philippines’ present 
and future generations,” concluded the 285 
petitioners. “But for each development project 
that is undertaken, the negative effects on the 
most vulnerable sectors of society must first be 
carefully assessed and determined. Most of all, 
it must be ensured that the rights of ordinary 
persons and indigenous peoples are not violated 
in the process of creating and implementing such 
projects.”6

E M E R G I N G  D E V E L O P M E N T 
ALTERNATIVES

But the anti-apeco movement and other 
residents of Casiguran have not only verbally 

championed another vision of development from 
that of APECO’s. Unbeknownst to APECO and 
many others, many of Casiguran’s townsfolk have 
already been undertaking concrete initiatives 
that already gesture towards such alternative 
development futures for the municipality. 

Among the Casiguran Agta, for instance, 
at least 64 Agta children in the San Ildelfonso 
Peninsula have been students of two Sentrong 
Paaralan ng mga Agta (“Central Agta Schools”) 
(SPA’s) established by the Tribal Central 
for Development (TCD) with funding from 
European donor organizations. Meant to address 
the extremely low degree of primary educational 
attainment among the IP’s of Casiguran as well 
as their limited competencies for engaging with 
mainstream society, these SPA’s have employed 
teaching techniques and curricula specially 
adapted to the needs of Agta students that have 
been co-developed with the Philippines Catholic 
Church’s Episcopal Commission on Indigenous, 
and officially approved by the Department of 
Education. 

Whereas in ordinary schools discrimination 
against IP children has commonly been 
reported, the SPA’s have instead espoused a 
program that balances a standard educational 
curriculum for improving their capabilities in 



Autumn 2013  |  Langscape  6160  Langscape  |  Autumn 2013  

The Casiguran marchers met with President Aquino on December 11, 2012, where they shared 
grievances against APECO and their hopes for another form of development. (Screen Capture from 
Documentary: “APECO: Progress for Whom?”)

math, science and non-Agta languages, with 
modules that ensure that cultural traditions 
as well as stewardship practices protecting 
the integrity of the ancestral domain among 
the Casiguran Agta are passed down onto 
the younger generations of the community7. 
Furthermore, despite TCD’s limited funding, 
the most promising and deserving Agta students 
in the SPA’s are often granted scholarships by 
the organization for pursuing further education 
at the high school and even the college level. In 
2012, TCD sponsored seven such Agta scholars— 
six high school students, and one college student.  

At the same time, these SPA’s have come 
to fulfil a variety of roles, serving at different 
times as community halls, evacuation centres, 
temporary storehouses, even as help desks 
to tribal councils. If all goes as planned, still 
more small-scale projects offered by TCD could 
yet be implemented in some of Casiguran’s 
indigenous settlements for improving their 
living conditions— such as the gradual adoption 
of sustainable agricultural/aquacultural 
technologies, the creation of Agta Health Centers 
combining traditional and non-traditional 
healing methods, and the mainstreaming of 
community-based forestry and tree nursery 
projects8. 

But possibly even more historic than the 
establishment of the SPA’s, however, have been 
the first steps that community leaders have 
taken in 2013 towards formulating an Ancestral 
Domain Sustainable Development and Protection 
Plan (ADSDPP) for the San Ildefonso peninsula. 
At once both a binding community development 
roadmap for their ancestral lands and a legal 
tool for safeguarding the land rights and FPIC of 
IP’s, the ADSDPP and its formation process have 
been regarded by indigenous rights advocates as 
a key instrument in honing tribal communities’ 
capacities for self-governance, self-determination, 
cultural and environmental management, and 
rights-based development planning. Each final 
ADSDPP features (a) an elaborate historical, 

environmental, and sociocultural database of 
the Ancestral Domain under discussion, (b) a 
detailed development framework and guiding 
set of principles, (c) a short, medium and long-
term investment plan, and (d) a clearly-defined 
roster of implementing policies and mechanisms, 
including an AD management structure and 
monitoring and evaluation instruments9. Of 
particular significance in these components is 
the fact that the ADSDPP preparation process 
is charged to place a premium on extensively 
documenting indigenous knowledge systems 
and practices (IKSP) regarding land use 
and ownership, forest, watershed and water 
resource management, which are all to be 
expressly recognized, promoted and respected 
by community, government and private actors. 

As stipulated in the guidelines laid out 
by the Philippines’ National Commission 
for Indigenous Peoples (NCIP), the ADSDPP 
formulation process should be directed at all 
stages by the majority of indigenous community 
members, elders and leaders until its submission 
to the NCIP. Once completed, approved 
ADSDPP’s are formally privileged by law to 
take precedence over all other development 
plans overlapping with ancestral domains— 
including those of APECO. This legal priority 
of ADSDPP’s has been set by no less than the 
Philippines’ Indigenous Peoples Rights Act of 
1997, one of the world’s most progressive laws 
concerning indigenous peoples, and the only 
one of its kind in Asia. 

But the positive ramifications of the creation 
of an ADSDPP hardly end there. As numerous 
IP communities that have developed their 
own ADSDPP’s have attested, the drafting 
of indigenous development plans have, for 
instance, typically led to better conf lict 
resolution outcomes amongst IP’s themselves 
due to the easier reference to common principles 
and traditions that are explicitly stated in the 
document. They have generally built trust 
between different communities, IP leaders, and 
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government representatives by helping identify 
those tribal members who are most grounded 
in their tribe’s customary practices, laws and 
traditions. Moreover, with their extensive 
description of IKSP’s, ancestral domain sites, 
tribal laws and histories, they have compelled 
various government agencies and non-IP 
communities to undertake more culturally-
sensitive approaches towards the delivery of 
development projects and social services, while 
better addressing long-running discriminatory 
practices and common misconceptions in the 
remainder of municipalities towards the IP’s in 
question. 

Last but not least, the formation of an 
ADSDPP usually leads to IP’s cultivating a 
newfound appreciation of their human rights 
and community entitlements— things which 
indigenous peoples like the Casiguran Agta are, 
more often than not, not fully aware of. This new 
awareness typically proves central in ensuring 
the integrity as well as the sustainability of any 
ADSDPP. Just as IP’s may harbour deep drives 
for protecting their ancestral domain, there are 
often other interests groups and individuals 
(loggers, mining companies, government 
officials, etc.) that may be strongly opposed 
towards having the ADSDPP’s effectively 
recognized and processed by other public and 
private entities. When such agents vie for control 
for the ancestral lands of indigenous peoples, 
one of the most decisive factors for whether the 
shared interests of the communities at stake 
are ultimately respected or not, lies within 
their willingness and commitment towards 
collectively asserting their legally-protected 
entitlements as IP’s. 

In the end, it is hardly surprising that in many 
experiences, the ADSDPP eventually becomes 
regarded as an equivalent among indigenous 
peoples to a written record of their customary 
laws, as well as a testimony to their entitlements 
as a community. Not only does it establish a 

clear and coherent development framework 
that tribal members consent to; it elaborates the 
fundamental principles, practices and traditions 
that they are rooted in, all while retaining the 
legal force to uphold and protect their human 
rights, and their rights to self-governance and 
self-determination10.  

The final ADSDPP which is now being 
developed for the San Ildefonso peninsula may 
yet take until 2014 to be completed, even its 
on-going formulation has foregrounded the 
fact that alternative frameworks to APECO’s 
proposed form of non-inclusive development 
are both present and viable. Indeed, as 
the NCIP’s memorandum on creation of 
ADSDPP’s states, “The ADSDPP is a framework 
for the process of human development that 
is normatively based on, and operationally 
directed to, the recognition, promotion and 
protection of fundamental rights.” Other sections 
of the same memorandum likewise stress the 
centrality of self-determination, community 
participation and consultation, and cultural 
and gender sensitivity throughout the course 
of IP development11. What distinguishes such 
interventions for the town’s Agta from those that 
the APECO administration offers lies in their 
fidelity— both in principle and in practice— 
to ideals of equity, rootedness, sustainability, 
cultural diversity, respect for human rights, and 
the meaningful control of the beneficiaries and 
stakeholder communities over the development 
process. 

Indeed, as most of those who have espoused 
these very alternatives in the municipality 
have argued, should “development” come into 
the lifestyles of the poor and marginalized, it 
must begin by building upon— not negating— 
the rights, assets and agency of those whom 
development projects assert they will uplift. 
Working through them, their resources, and 
their livelihoods, insist those campaigning 
against APECO, is the only way that the poor, 

their cultural traditions and their environments 
can truly be placed as the focal point of any kind 
of “development.”

Today, the ongoing struggle over Casiguran’s 
future is between these two clashing paradigms 
of development— between those who aspire 
for an inclusive form of development, and 
those promoting ‘land-grabbing’, ‘development 
aggression’ and ‘environmental plunder’ under 
the guise of ‘progress.’ The voices of the anti-
APECO movement have been sounded in unison, 
and their efforts to make this call resound— 
towards the long-awaited triumph of asset 
reforms, ecological sustainability, democratic 
processes, and equitable, participatory 
development— continues without faltering. u

This case study is a condensed and modified 
version of a longer report on the APECO 
Controversy, “The APECO Imbroglio and the 
anti-APECO Struggle: A Special Report of the 
International Solidarity Mission to Casiguran, 
Philippines (2012)”, published in November 2012 
by Fastenopfer (Swiss Catholic Lenten Fund), 
Mensen met een Missie— Netherlands, and the 
Prelature of Infanta. 

For a digital copy of this report, please 
check: http://www.academia.edu/2242411/
The_ APECO_ Imbroglio_ and_ the_ Anti-
APECO_ Struggle_ A_ Special_ Report_ of_
the_International_Solidarity_Mission_to_
Casiguran_Philippines_2012

Agta children have been direct beneficiaries of SPA’s that have used educational methods sensitive 
to their indigenous background (Photo by Bro. Martin Francisco, BSMP)
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As an Aboriginal person, choosing to 
become a high school biology teacher in 

Canada took me down a career path not well 
travelled.  In 1993, the same year the Convention on 
Biological Diversity came into being, my learning 
journey began with recognition that Aboriginal 
traditional knowledge was absent within science 
curricula. That came as some surprise, since 
provincial education policy in Saskatchewan 
supported inclusion of Aboriginal perspectives for 
decades and other school subjects such as social 
studies, health, law, and art had Aboriginal content.  
My undergraduate degree at a Saskatchewan Urban 
Native Teachers Education Program (SUNTEP) 
provided important Métis and First Nations 
cultural contexts of teaching and learning, and 
our lives as students were immersed in Elder’s 
teachings, participation in spiritual ceremonies, 
and community building through social justice 
activities.  SUNTEP provided fertile ground 
to explore teaching science from an Aboriginal 
perspective in a context integrating Aboriginal 
traditional knowledge with Western science 
concepts.  Most provincial science curricula in 
Saskatchewan now include Aboriginal content, 
although secondary grades are still in development. 
Providing all young learners with the opportunity 
to learn and experience some aspects of Aboriginal 
cultures is a much richer experience for students, 
engages learners in meaningful ways, and honours 
community-based knowledge.

Graduate studies allowed me to further explore 
my belief that the inclusion of Aboriginal traditional 
knowledge in school science can encourage all 
learners, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, to carry 

important values and ethics concerning land, water, 
air and energy systems into adulthood, regardless 
of their career or life choices.  My research was 
based on a Métis modality of science education, 
since our heritage is both European and First 
Nations and blended knowledge was natural and 
foundational to what later became uniquely Métis.

Physically, human beings are nearly exactly 
the same from person to person with only small 
variations in genes that give rise to individual 
uniqueness and group similarities.  Studies 
have illustrated the small amount of genetic 
differentiation among human populations 
(Rosenberg, et al., 2002).  However, when it 
comes to the construction of knowledge – what 
we know, and how we know it – there are much 
deeper social variations.  The knowledge systems 
possessed by groups help them survive and make 
sense of the world and their experiences.  Societies, 
groups and individuals are fiercely protective of 
their knowledge systems and it can be difficult to 
see value in others’ knowledge if it differs from 
our particular worldview or is threatening to our 
survival as cultural beings.  In Canada, the history 
of colonization has resulted in marginalization of 
Aboriginal Peoples and their knowledge systems 
but has not extinguished the will of Aboriginal 
Nations to remain resolute in honoring ancient 
wisdom.  Even today, and perhaps especially today, 
traditional knowledge and practices of Aboriginal 
Peoples in Canada are needed to ground science 
education in a holistic worldview, and subsequently 
improve human understanding and decision-
making abilities concerning the future of our 
natural environment.  

Rethinking Science Education: An Aboriginal 
Perspective
Yvonne Vizina

In Canada, Aboriginal traditional knowledge 
systems are based on ethics of reciprocity, respectful 
relationships, and interconnectedness with the 
natural world.  Indigenous Peoples’ cultures and 
languages throughout the world have historically 
reflected harmonious interaction with the natural 
world including elements absent from contemporary 
science.  Current global ecological crises facing 
humanity, such as climate warming, pollution, 
accelerated extinction of life forms, and degraded 
ecosystems, are forcing a critical look at human 
behaviour and the role diverse knowledges have in 
contributing to our collective survival.  

For over 20 years, scientists have been warning 
of imminent global ecological disasters resulting 
from unsustainable human activities.  In 1987, the 
Report of the World Commission on Environment 
and Development, also known as the Bruntland 
Commission, described the urgency of addressing 
deteriorating human environments and natural 
resources and the implications for social and 
economic development.  In the report, the concept of 
sustainable development is described as “… meeting 
the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” (United Nations, 1987, p. 1).   Within the 
report, the Commissioners looked at broad global 
challenges, policy needs, international cooperation 
and institutional reform to convey the need for urgent 
action addressing sustainable development, human 
population, food security, ecosystems and species, 
energy choices, industrial activities, urbanization, 
the international economy, ocean and atmospheric 
commons, peace and security, and institutional 
and legal changes.  The Commissioners called on 
everyone, from States to institutions to individuals, 
to take action for positive change.  Two decades later, 
severe environmental degradation continues. The 
UN Global Environmental Outlook 4 outlines the 
deteriorating state of the environment around the 
world, gives a framework for necessary change and 
tells us clearly the dire consequences of inaction 
(United Nations Environment Programme, 2007).  

The complexity of social, political and economic 
issues of our current situation means we must work 
much harder to overcome the status quo through 
education, knowledge exchange, inclusion, and 
personal action.

The term Indigenous traditional knowledge is 
used to represent Earth-based wisdom-oriented 
philosophies and practices of Indigenous cultures.  
Indigenous traditional knowledge has many 
definitions, but at the most general level refers 
to a “way of knowing” (Aikenhead, 2006) the 
environment and relationships to the environment.   
Ancestral knowledge is an integral part of traditional 
knowledge. 

When specifically applied to Métis People, 
traditional knowledge becomes contextualized to 
the history, culture and languages of Métis People, 
extending beyond ecological knowledge to a holistic 
worldview.  Métis traditional knowledge is built from 
community practices that form the foundation for 
understanding the natural world, developing skills 
and behaviour appropriate for success, maximizing 
use of natural resources within community accepted 
ethical boundaries, and contributing to personal 
and community health and development.  While 
the label traditional knowledge does not mention 
contemporary life, the purpose of understanding 
Métis traditional knowledge is for adaptation and 
use in everyday life, both personal and professional.

Mainstream science is often believed to be 
objective, not influenced by social, economic or 
political factors; a myth dismissed by most, including 
experienced scientists.  In the same manner that 
religious and political systems express the interests 
of dominant groups of people, scientific knowledge 
is also an expression of the values of those who 
create it (Bowler & Morus, 2005, p. 14).   Financial 
conditions, social pressures, academic value systems, 
and personal choices guide institutional support for 
scientific research.   As society evolves to include 
respect for Indigenous knowledge systems, such 
as by adoption of the United Nations Declaration 
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on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples by the UN 
General Assembly in 2007 (United Nations, 
2007), there are new opportunities to reconsider 
how we collectively interpret and understand our 
relationships within the natural world.  Equitable 
interaction between the science community and 
Indigenous Peoples will require systemic change 
that includes the facilitation of relationship-
building, experiential learning, and advancement 
of holistic paradigms to contextualize particular 
areas of expertise and life choices.

Aboriginal cultures traditionally embodied 
sustainable lifestyles (Cajete, 1994; Little Bear, 2000; 
Rice, 2005; Michell, 2005).   Ceremonies, as well 
as extensive environmental knowledge and careful 
harvesting, ensured a healthy environment for 
future generations.  Although access to traditionally 
occupied land is severely limited today, traditions 
are maintained and many Aboriginal individuals 
and groups work diligently to share some of their 
knowledge.  Science education that can extend 
beyond biology, chemistry, physics or geology 
(cognitive and physical domains of knowledge) 
to include affective (value-based domain of 
knowledge) and belief-based explorations (spiritual 
domain of knowledge) will provide a much fuller 
experience to facilitate learners growth and 
understanding of diverse human perspectives in 
relation to sustainability. 

I n ex a min ing hum a n-en v ironmen t 
relationships, one of the most contentious 

definitions is in equating environment with 
resources. Many people living in modern, 
industrialized societies generally imagine humanity 
to be separate from, and superior to, all other life 
resulting in the notion that the environment is 
to be controlled and used solely for our benefit.  
Alternatively, Indigenous traditional knowledges 
hold a radically different premise that humans are 
part of, not separate from, environmental processes 
(Russell, Bell, & Fawcett, 2000).  Since we are all 
residents of this planet, it is essential that we 

collaborate on systemic solutions to environmental 
management. 

It is a mistake to think that all we need 
is better technology, not an ecologically 
literate and caring public willing to help 
reduce the scale of problems by reducing 
its demands on the environment and 
to accept (even demand) public policies 
that require sacrifices.  It all comes down 
to whether the public understands the 
relation between its wellbeing and the 
health of the natural systems. (Orr, 1992, 
p. 90)  

The Métis Holistic Lifelong Learning Model is 
conceptualized as the Sacred Act of Living a Good 
Life and places importance on good relations 
among people, concern for the environment, 
spiritual beliefs and self-development (Aboriginal 
Education Research Centre, University of 
Saskatchewan and First Nations Adult and Higher 
Education Consortium, 2007).  A Métis ecology of 
learning is recognized as influencing, and being 
influenced, in relation to all other aspects of life. 
If science education is designed to serve only the 
needs of industrial and technological developers 
and eliminates affective or spiritual domains of 
knowledge, it will fail to include the impact of its 
own outcomes upon human beings and the Earth 
systems that sustain all of us.

Meaningful integration of traditional knowledge 
in science education will necessitate adjustments 
to education governance, policies, community 
relationships, curriculum, resources, personnel 
and pedagogy.  Failure to address a comprehensive 
adaptation of educational infrastructure may 
result, for example, in inclusion of traditional 
knowledge being left solely to the pedagogy of the 
classroom teacher as dictated by policy.  Classroom 
teachers will not know how to appropriately 
integrate traditional knowledge without training 
and experience; a support network of educators 
and Aboriginal community members is essential.  

Integration must be an exercise in relationship-
building, equity and shared decision-making.

Perhaps most importantly, there is a critical 
need for educators to ensure that Aboriginal 
traditional knowledge is not appropriated from 
the domain of Aboriginal Peoples.  Learning 
ethical protocols in order to build relationships 
with Aboriginal community members will help 
guide educational transformations and ensure 
educators themselves not attempt to teach what 
is held as sacred knowledge.  Education based on 
community partnerships requires giving up some 
of the autonomy most teachers are used to having, 
but this is essential to a successful outcome.  

Currently, in Canada, science education is 
primarily a process based in Western Eurocentric 
philosophies that are not conducive to the 
preservation of Aboriginal traditional knowledges.  
In order for Aboriginal Peoples to adequately 
engage in environmental management issues 
it is important that primary, secondary and 
post-secondary education authorities become 
responsive to the global role of Indigenous 
traditional knowledges and assist in the creation 
of appropriate educational infrastructure to 
support the inclusion and perpetuation of those 
knowledges.  There is a clear need to bring 
international, national, provincial and local science 
processes into alignment, which can begin to be 
met by developing Aboriginal science education 
programming.  

Since my involvement in the UN Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) processes began several 
years ago, I have participated on behalf of the Métis 
National Council with the Canadian delegation 
and as a member of the International Indigenous 
Forum on Biodiversity.  I have now returned home 
to take up a PhD at the University of Saskatchewan’s 
School of Environment and Sustainability to study 
issues of traditional knowledge, conservation 
biology and public policy.  Although the CBD has 
facilitated many remarkable accomplishments of 
inclusion, Indigenous Nations are still peripheral 
to decision-making as Observers and struggle to 
ensure their perspectives are accommodated.  CBD 
issues are complex and Indigenous representatives 
are grievously under-resourced.  In Canada, First 
Nations, Métis and Inuit collectively are by far 
a minority, constituting just over four percent 
(Statistics Canada, 2011) of the total population.  
Collaboration among Aboriginal Peoples could 
bring together individuals with diverse expertise 
in areas such as the sciences, education, law, 
health, communication, as well as other members 
of Aboriginal communities that can contribute to 
dialogue, research, and publications advancing 
community perspectives.  This must be part of 
the systemic process of actualizing an integrated 
and evolved science education that can serve to 
engage our communities, advise policy and other 
decision-makers, and ensure Aboriginal Peoples 
voices constitute a meaningful part of global 
environmental management.

If science education is designed to serve only the needs of industrial 
and technological developers and eliminates affective or spiritual 
domains of knowledge, it will fail to include the impact of its own 
outcomes upon human beings and the Earth systems that sustain all 
of us.
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Métis Holistic Lifelong Learning 
Model

The Métis Holistic Lifelong Learning Model 
represents the link between Métis lifelong learning 

and community wellbeing, and can be used as a framework 
for measuring success in lifelong learning.

The Métis understand learning in the context of 
the “Sacred Act of Living a Good Life,” a perspective 
that incorporates learning experienced in the physical 
world and acquired by “doing,” and a distinct form of 
knowledge-sacred laws governing relationships within 
the community and the world at large-that comes from 
the Creator. To symbolize these forms of knowledge and 
their dynamic processes, the Métis Holistic Lifelong 
Learning Model uses a stylistic graphic of a living tree.

Describing the Model

The Métis learner, like the tree, is a complex, living 
entity that needs certain conditions for optimum 

growth. As conditions change throughout the natural 
cycle, so will the regenerative capacity of the tree. The 
health of the tree, or the Métis learner, impacts the future 
health of the root system and the “forest” of learners.

Métis people view lifelong learning as part of a 
regenerative, living system-the “Natural Order” that 
governs the passage of seasons and encompasses a 
community (or forest) of learners. Within this organic 
system, relationships are interconnected, and balance and 
harmony are maintained.

The tree’s roots represent the individual’s health and 
wellbeing (social, physical, economic, spiritual, etc.) and provide the conditions that nurture lifelong 
learning. The root base of the tree represents the indigenous knowledge and values that provide stability 
for the Métis learner.

A cross-sectional view of the trunk’s ”Learning Rings” depicts how learning occurs holistically across the 
individual’s life cycle. At the trunk’s core are the spiritual, emotional, physical and mental dimensions of 
the Métis self and identity. Intergenerational knowledge and values are transmitted through the processes 
that first influence the individual’s development-learning from family, and learning from community 
and social relations (represented by the two rings surrounding the core). The four outer rings illustrate the 
stages of lifelong learning, from early childhood through to adulthood; they depict the dynamic interplay 
of informal and formal learning that occurs at different rates and stages, as represented by the extent of 
growth across each ring.

Extending from the trunk are the branches-
“Sources of Knowledge and Knowing” such as 
self, people, land and language and traditions. The 
clusters of leaves on each branch represent the 
domains of knowledge. The intensity of their colour 
indicates the extent of individual understanding in 
any knowledge domain. The leaves of knowledge 
eventually fall to the ground, signifying how 
knowledge transmission enriches the foundations 

of learning and produces more knowledge (more 
vibrant leaves).

The Métis Holistic Lifelong Learning Model is a 
result of ongoing discussions among Métis learning 
professionals, community practitioners, researchers 
and analysts. u

Métis Holistic Lifelong Learning Model. Credit: University of Saskatchewan
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Introduction

There is increasing evidence that 
language, culture, and the environment 

are symbiotic, dependent on one another, and 
interlinked. This had first been demonstrated 
through the global mappings done by Terralingua 
and WWF (World Wildlife Fund) in the early 2000s. 
Those mappings, and others that followed, showed 
that diversity of languages and diversity of species 
tended to overlap in the same places. However, after 
seeing those maps I was left with a burning curiosity 
to see how language, traditional environmental 
knowledge, and nature are interrelated at the local 
level, tangibly, on the ground. 

When I came across the work of Michelle Cocks 
and Tony Dold, while working on Langscape 2:9, I 
found that their work answered that fundamental 
question for me. Their book, Voices from the Forest: 
Celebrating Nature and Culture in Xhosaland (Jacana 
Media, South Africa, 2012) is both a prime example 
of, and a passionate testament to, this connection.

With stunning photos and clear, meaningful 
writing, I found this book to be a delicious read, 
full of illustrated examples in plant technology, 
medicines, cosmetics, rituals, a language glossary, 
and detailed descriptions of the yearly calendar and 
times of day that clearly and succinctly demonstrate 
how traditional environmental knowledge is 
expressed in language.

However, as I delved deeper into the book, 
I came upon a greater challenge: how can the 
paradigm of Biocultural Diversity transform the 
dominant paradigms in development, education, 
and economics? In Michelle’s and Tony’s words:

“Experts say that as many as 200 African languages 
have already disappeared and that more than a third 
of the endangered languages on Earth are African.  Yet 
the destruction of both natural and cultural habitats 
continues unabated.  The loss of languages, cultural 
practices and indigenous ecological knowledge all 
reflect the breakdown in the relationships between 
humans and their environment. Perhaps the solutions 
for the sustainability of both cultural heritage and the 
environment lie in understanding the inextricable 
link between cultural and biological diversity.” (from 
Chapter 9, p. 169)

“Despite almost 50 years of imposed racial 
segregation under the South African apartheid 
government traditional Xhosa culture persisted and 
continued to evolve […] This book is not only a record 
of knowledge about the Xhosa people and their use of 
plants but serves as a pointer to sustainable practices 
of the future.  In our modernising world cultural 
diversity is threatened by the loss of natural diversity 
and finding ways of protecting the region’s biodiversity 
and cultural diversity is of vital importance.” (from 
Preface, p. 4)

This book is essential reading for anyone 
interested in gaining a deeper and more grounded 
perspective on the concept of Biocultural Diversity. 

As an introduction to the book, in this interview 
we explore Michelle’s and Tony’s backgrounds, how 
they came to this work, and what they have learned 
about the Xhosa people’s relationship with nature. 

-Editor

What insights and life experiences brought 
you into your work with the Xhosa?

“We both (Tony & Michelle) grew up in the 
former homeland of Transkei in the 1970’s and 

1980’s in tiny villages in the mountains where white 
families were the privileged minority. At that time 
the region was still very under-developed and very 
rural. Our home villages (Ngcobo and Sterkspruit 
- more correctly “hamlets”) were surrounded 
by rural villages of Tembu and Hlubi isiXhosa 
speaking communities with whom we interacted. 
We both grew up with more Xhosa friends than 
“white” friends, and later both went off to boarding 
school in South Africa. We both hated boarding 
school! During holidays back home we spent almost 
all our time outdoors in nature, birding, fishing, 
swimming, climbing trees, searching for Bushman 
rock art, etc. – there were no computers or malls, 
in fact I only saw TV for the first time in my teens 
and the whole town turned out to see the very first 
“test pattern” on the first TV in the town.  

Speaking for myself (Tony) I spent much of my 
time at home collecting birds’ eggs (yes, I know 
that’s horrifying but many people did back then!) 
and fishing with Xhosa boys my own age and 
learnt isiXhosa names and lore for birds, insects, 
mammals, fish, plants, etc. from them. Being a boy 
I was allowed to visit and spend time with initiates 
at their seclusion lodges and learnt about Xhosa 
customs. Coincidentally one of my primary school 
teachers in Ngcobo (before boarding school) was 
Joan Broster – a legend in her time – who wrote four 
books on traditional Xhosa customs and beadwork 
– collector’s items today. Mrs. Broster (to this 

day I wouldn’t dare to call her anything but Mrs. 
Broster!) was a strict, scary teacher but she allowed 
me to visit her private museum of thousands of 
items of Xhosa beadwork that she had collected 
for many years. I shared her interest from a very 
young age and also collected beadwork, some of 
which I still have today. Although “whites” and 
“blacks” in the Transkei were worlds apart (and 
still are!) I somehow, probably thanks to my young 
age and ability to speak isiXhosa, was allowed to get 
a glimpse of rural Xhosa life. After leaving school 
and being conscripted to the army I became fully 
aware of the horrors of apartheid for the first time. 
I was thought of as being a bit of a freak in the 
army because I could speak isiXhosa and initially 
treated with suspicion until they found a use for 
me in this regard – but that’s another story! Later 
on when I started working as a botanist, Michelle, 
an anthropology student at the time, was studying 
traditional Xhosa health practices and we met as 
a result of her need for scientific identifications 
of medicinal plants. I became involved (if you’ll 
excuse the pun) with her work and found that my 
childhood experiences provided a valuable platform 
for fieldwork in this field of study. Participants are 

Voices from the Forest:  
Celebrating Nature and Culture in Xhosaland

An Interview with Tony Dold by Ortixia Dilts
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far more willing to share their knowledge with 
you if you have some knowledge and respect for 
their language and customs.

So, short answer: my childhood experiences 
in rural Xhosaland and subsequently meeting 
Michelle are probably the two most significant 
influences on my current interest in bio-cultural 
diversity in the region. 

Could you talk about the history of 
the Xhosa and their relationship with 
Nature?

“ In his book, Intlalo kaXhosa T.B. Soga 
(1937), writing of the oral history of the 

Xhosa nation, states the following: Xhosa (the 
original chief by the name of Xhosa) said, to 
organize things: “The following trees you must 
preserve: inzinziniba1, umzane2, umhlonyane3 
and umnqayi4. Among the birds, the ingqwangi5, 
where it is heard calling, there you must establish 
the site of the Great Place.  What these trees are 
showing, you must understand, that it is a land 
in which vegetables and crops will flourish, and 
for grazing cattle.” These points were observed in 
the selection and settlement of sites.

Oral history therefore shows that when the 
Xhosa first settled in the present Xhosaland their 
choice of sites was primarily influenced by nature. 
We know that they were already established here 
in the 16th century but exactly when they arrived 
remains contentious.

Another important historical fact is that 
Xhosa clans have symbolic animals attached 
to their clan names. Some clan names reflect 
these directly, e.g. for the Amandlovu (people 
of the elephant) and Amamfene (people of the 
baboon). These animals are sacred to the specific 
clans. Most Xhosa speakers can recite their clan 
lineage for many generations. This is a proud 
custom called ukubonga - i.e. to praise the 
ancestors. A young MSc student in the botany 

department recently recited her clan praise names 
for seven generations. Interestingly, her surname 
is Mamlambo, meaning mermaid, and the 5th 
name in her lineage, Iinto Zomlabo, means 
“from the ocean”. Tracing people’s clan names 
provides insight into the historical relationship 
with nature.

Another point to consider is that of izilo (“spirit 
guides”). At a clan level, as well as at an individual 
personal level, many people have an izilo that is 
understood to represent their ancestors. These 
are passed down from one generation to the next 
since the earliest times. The appearance and/or 
unusually behavior of izilo are understood to be 
a message, or warning, from the ancestors. 

For example - recently a young student asked 
Michelle to facilitate a visit to an elder for an 
interview regarding her studies. She walked 
from her university residence to town where she 
took a taxi to the elder’s house, all the time with 
her handbag over her shoulder. On arrival, after 
introductions, she took a seat and opened her 
bag for the first time to take out her note pad 
whereupon a snake slithered out of the bag and 
fell on the floor. The student, an African of Sotho 
descent, and the elder where obviously dismayed! 
After the chaos of removing the snake from the 
house she was asked how it was possible that she 
had a snake in her bag. Of course she had no 
idea but was told by the elder that it was clearly 
a message from her ancestors. 

As another example, when I visited an 
urban family home in the “township” a tortoise 
inexplicably appeared in the yard. After twenty 
minutes the father of the home received a 
telephone call to say that a family member had 
secured a job for him in a nearby city. The man 
had been unable to get work for several years. The 
township is a massive and dense urban area with 
an almost impossible likelihood of there being 
any tortoises. The explanation was simple: the 
ancestors had sent the tortoise as a messenger to 
prepare the family for the good news. 

Since then we have a small but growing literature 
showing that, despite colonialism and apartheid, 
Xhosa religious and cultural practices have always 
been and continue to be deeply inf luenced by 
nature. 

What are the current challenges for the 
maintenance of Xhosa cultural heritage 
and the conservation of biodiversity, and 
how are they being addressed?

“The greatest inevitable threat to Xhosa cultural 
heritage is modernisation. Young people aspire 

to modern lifestyles. However, diviners and healers, 
the custodians of this knowledge and practice, still 
have a great influence on society at many levels. 
Similarly initiation rites for young men are still 
practiced widely and an important aspect of this is 
seclusion in the forest and daily instruction by elders 
about Xhosa culture and nature. Unfortunately 
similar initiation of young women has for the most 
part fallen away.

What brought you to the idea of biocultural 
diversity?

“Michelle’s anthropology background and my 
botany background led to informal thinking, 

research and practice of linking biodiversity 
conservation to cultural heritage since our earliest 
work. I think the first time we saw an early copy 
of Langscape and Resurgence was when we came to 
understand the concept and formalise our focus.

What is  the X hosa perspect ive on 
medicine, healing, disease, (body/mind/
spirit connection)?

“ For most amaXhosa good health means 
much more than just physical health. The 

isiXhosa word impilo, means “fullness of life”. The 
condition of impilo requires a person to be ritually 

pure and free of “pollution” (umlaza). Misfortune 
and ill health are often believed to be caused by a 
breach of customs and traditions or by supernatural 
powers. Herbal remedies and charms are used 
to appease the ancestors, to protect against evil 
forces and to remove ritual impurity. Preventing 
and counteracting pollution and impurity often 
involves the use of traditional medicines as emetics 
and purgatives to reinforce the state of impilo. 

It is important to purify oneself before any ritual 
activity and at any time when one is exposed to 
umlaza. The state of umlaza is the opposite of impilo. 
A person is considered to be in a state of umlaza, for 
example, during menstruation, immediately after 
childbirth, or when there has been a death in the 
household. Umlaza is a temporary state, associated 
with an increased risk of contamination by evil 
spirits. A person in this impure state may not touch 
or handle amayeza or engage in any healing or 
ritual practices because umlaza is believed to be 
contagious. The condition may last several days or 
until ritual cleansing takes place.

Short answer: Illness and misfortune are not 
random. One needs to keep ritually pure at all 
times to avoid malevolent forces and ensure that 
the ancestors are propitiated to ensure their help 
with this.  

How free are the Xhosa to access their 
resources for traditional foods, medicines, 
and sacred sites?

I n the former homelands (Ciskei and 
Transkei) it is for the most part easy access, 

because most of the land is communal state-owned 
land. There are some protected areas, particularly 
along the coast and these, in theory, are limited 
access and this is very controversial. Unfortunately 
with the huge population density and massive 
commercialisation of natural resources in these 
regions access is not sustainable. In the former RSA 
most land is privately or state owned and access is 
difficult. As a result, most towns and cities have 
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commonages that are heavily harvested for natural 
resources, again not sustainably in the long term. 
Sacred sites are often difficult/impossible to access 
on private lands because of the fear of land claims. 
We have noticed that even some municipal land 
has recently been closed to diviners who need to 
access sacred sites - in particular river pools. It is a 
very difficult dynamic and controversial situation 
that has biodiversity conservation, heritage, 
legislation, health care, constitutional rights and 
human rights issues at loggerheads. 

An example in Grahamstown is the case of a 
small group of crafters who have in the last few 
years started making traditional sticks for sale 
on the roadside. The sticks are made from wild 
olive trees growing on the municipal commonage. 
The majority of buyers are city dwellers who don’t 
have access to the sticks themselves and are able 
to buy them because of the strong traditional link 
to traditional Xhosa culture. Traditionally all men 
carried a stick made from the wild olive and many 
rural farmers still do. Seeing this development, the 
local government’s arts and culture department 
set up a programme to support the crafters 
financially and logistically. On the other hand, 
the government departments of water affairs and 
forestry are up in arms saying that the practice is 
illegal and destructive etc. etc. Where is the middle 
ground!?

What was your purpose for writing this 
book?

“We’ve published much on our work in 
academic journals but, with respect, not a lot of 

people read academic journals. We have put some 
of our material with photos in popular journals 
like the Botanical Society publication “Veld & 
Flora” and had such a good response that the idea 
of a book along these lines might be of interest 
both locally and abroad. 

The book is aimed at educating primarily 
“white” South Africans, and although this is not 
our core business, we do believe that it is necessary 
because despite democracy society remains 
polarised and for the most part white South 
Africans are completely and hopelessly ignorant 
of African culture. The flip side of the coin is that 
there is a dearth of formal literature in this regard, 
and Xhosas, particularly youngsters, need to see 
that their customs and culture are recognized 
not just locally but all over the world, and that 
it is not something to be embarrassed about but 
something to be proud of. It is remarkable to see 
the astonishment and excitement of some people 
who see the book for the first time and recognize 
the activities.

Another reason for the book was to have a kind 
of  “source book” for our own education project 
in isiXhosa-speaking schools, the Inkcubeko 
Nendalo (Culture and Nature) program, http://
www.bioculturaldiversity.co.za/, which provides 
a platform for awareness around biodiversity 
and cultural heritage. Although almost all the 
teachers that we work with are isiXhosa-speaking 
themselves, they find it difficult to develop lesson 
plans that speak to these subjects.

What is next?

“We are working on a book that ref lects 
indigenous plant use of all Eastern Cape 

cultures from pre-colonial times to present day. 
It is a selection of the most interesting historical 
examples of plant use by Xhosa, Twa (Bushmen), 
Khoekhoen (Hottentot), Dutch and British 
colonials as well as contemporary use. The book 
is being illustrated by a botanical artist and will 
include watercolour portraits and black-and-white 
line drawings. We hope that this will be published 
in 2015. u

To order the book go to the Jacana Media website: http://www.jacana.co.za/book-categories/natural-
history-a-travel/voices-from-the-forest2013-02-19-06-06-07-detail

Ukuwa kwamanyakrini (the falling of the glossy starlings). The time when these birds leave their
roosts. Photo by Tony Dold, 2012



Autumn 2013  |  Langscape  7776  Langscape  |  Autumn 2013  

Gleb Raygorodetsky

The World We Want: 
Ensuring Our Collective Bioculturally Resilient Future

“It’s not that we have a philosophical 
difference with the fossil fuel industry,” 

says Bill McKibben1 the founder of 350.org2, 
a non-profit organization that is building 
a global grassroots movement to solve the 
climate crisis, “it’s that their business model 
is destroying the planet.”  The business 
models, however, do not appear out of thin 
air, but emerge out of a particular worldview, 
a paradigm that defines how we perceive 
and interpret the world and ultimately 
guides our actions. In order to revert, halt, 
or simply slow down the escalating pace 
and expanding scale of devastation that 
humankind is inflicting upon the Earth, 
we must acknowledge the causative links 
between our worldviews and the business 
models that wreak havoc on our planet. 

Photo: Tla-o-qui-aht Ha’huulthii (Traditional Territory), 
Clayoquot Sound, Vancouver Island, British Columbia.
From the top of the Wah-nah-jus (Lone Cone Mountain) at 
the western edge of the Meares Island Tribal Park, the co-
director of Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation Tribal Parks Eli Ens, 
embraces his people’s Ha’huulthii – traditional territory. The 
Tribal Parks are land and sea designations within Tla-o-qui-
aht territory, managed by and for the Tla-o-qui-aht people 
to better harmonize environmental and human well-being. 
Credit: Gleb Raygorodetsky
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Such acknowledgment is particularly timely, as 
the United Nations and world leaders are wrapping 
up yet another soul-searching quest to define a 
new development path for the global community. 
The “World We Want” Agenda3 will be launched 
in 2015, as the implementation period for reaching 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)  comes 
to a close. It is quite clear that many of the MDGs4—
ranging from reducing extreme poverty by 50%, 
to halting the spread of HIV/AIDS, to achieving 
environmental sustainability—will not be attained 
by 2015. Yet, the ultimate reasons for such shortfall 
are not being acknowledged. The MDGs are 
unsuitable benchmarks for transforming the current 

global system towards one that is more equitable 
and just towards all people and the planet, because 
they are a product of the very same system—with all 
its constraints, assumptions and limitations—that 
has led to the current environmental, social and 
spiritual crises. 

This system is firmly rooted in a reductionist5, 
largely linear, dualistic paradigm, which postulates 
nature and culture as distinct entities and humans 
as separate from nature6. This view conceives of 
human wellbeing as directly dependent on their 
embeddedness in the global consumerist7  economy 
and therefore encourages unbridled economic 

Ukok Plateau, Altai, Russia. Maria Amanchina, a traditional Altai shaman and healer, is standing over a 
kurgan, or a burial mound,  on Ukok Plateau, where a 2,400-year-old mummy of a Pazyryk noblewoman, 
the “Ice Princess”, was excavated by archaeologists in 1993 to great international fanfare.  She feels that the 
dominant Western mindset pierces the heart of the Earth as it digs for gold, drills for oil, and unearths and 
removes archaeological “artifacts”. This very worldview is responsible for upsetting the intricate balance of 
the Altai and the rest of living Mother Earth. Maria is convinced that only through reclaiming our reverential 
relationship with the sacred and spiritual worlds can we restore the balance. Credit: Gleb Raygorodetsky

growth and development with little concern for the 
negative environmental and social consequences. 
This paradigm is naively ignorant of the 
interdependence of people and nature and averse 
to creating or nurturing conditions that sustain 
such relations. This paradigm fails to reflect the 
true essence of our relationship with each other and 
the Earth and is therefore unhelpful in addressing 
the ultimate and proximate causes of our planet’s 
imperiled condition. 

As the environmental and social consequences of 
human-induced changes are becoming increasingly 
apparent, there is a growing recognition that the 

ways of thinking and acting stemming from this 
worldview must be cast aside. Albert Einstein 
observed that, “the significant problems we face 
cannot be solved at the same level of thinking we 
were at when we created them”.8  We must concede 
that, to date, no amount of technological tweaking, 
guided by the dominant worldview, has moved 
humankind from its predicament. An alternative 
way of thinking must be nurtured that is aligned 
with the nature of Nature. For the post-2015 
World We Want to be more environmentally and 
socially balanced, our collective actions must be 
guided by a worldview that more closely reflects 

The Banaue Rice Terraces, Ifugao, Philippines. The Rice Terraces of Ifugao are considered to be the 8th 
wonder of the world. Ever since the Indigenous peoples of Ifugao carved the terraces out of the hillside 
about 2,000-3,000 years ago, they’ve been following traditional calendar of rice planting and harvesting. 
Climate change throws traditional rice planting and harvesting calendars out of whack, like this downpour 
in normally dry month of April. Unpredictable shifts in rainfall patterns make it hard for Indigenous 
peoples to produce enough traditional rice for family subsistence. Many local residents have to seek 
seasonal jobs away from home in order to earn extra cash to buy the rice and other foods they need to 
survive. Credit: Gleb Raygorodetsky
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Llanchamacocha, Sapara Traditional Territory, Ecuador. Credit: Gleb Raygorodetsky

the inextricable links between human well-being 
and the interdependence and interconnectedness 
of all life.

Recent years have seen the emergence of 
a number of integrative disciplines, such as 

Systems Science9, Resilience Science10, Ecosystem 
Health11, Ethnoecology12, Deep Ecology13, Gaia 
Theory14 and others. These fields of inquiry seek 
to advance our understanding of the complex non-
linear and multi-dimensional interactions between 
culture and nature, incorporating insights from 
both the biological and the social sciences. Local 
and international organizations involved in 
biodiversity conservation, wildlife management, 
cultural preservation and sustainable development 
are becoming gradually engaged in exploring such 
synergistic approaches and integrating them into 
decision- and policymaking processes.

Regrettably, the specialization and power 
hierarchies in the natural and social sciences 
continue to support an environment of learning 
and practice that is mired by intellectual 
compertmentalisation, exacerbating the problems 
we face rather than promoting solutions. Still, there 
is an emerging recognition that as we contemplate 
and try to transform today’s economic, political 
and personal realities into a more sustainable, 
equitable and diverse world, we must rely on the 
holistic view of human-environment interactions15. 
We have to discover (or re-discover) more 
synergistic ways of envisioning and interpreting 
social and ecological systems, as well as the 
environmental and cultural problems beleaguering 

them. We must grow wiser, so that the way we 
experience, interact with and value the Earth and 
its constituent elements is firmly grounded in an 
inherently holistic worldview.

One integrative way of looking at the 
world and our relationship with it is through 

the lens of biocultural diversity16.  Luisa Maffi, one 
of the pioneers of this synergistic field of inquiry, 
characterizes biocultural diversity as “the pulsating 
heart of the globe, the multi-faceted expression of 
the beauty and potential of life on this planet — a 
precious gift for everyone to cherish and care for.17”  
Biocultural diversity describes life-sustaining 
interdependencies and co-evolution of various 
forms of diversity — a view of the world that has 
been integral to indigenous ways of knowing — 
from landscapes to ecosystems, from foodways 
to languages. 

Proponents and pract it ioners va luing 
biocultural diversity — at global, regional and 
local scales — are working hard to infuse the 
fields of education, policy, conservation and 
sustainable development with more holistic 
models and practical approaches. “It is hard to 
ignore the similarities between the practical 
forces driving biological extinctions and cultural 
homogenization,18” contends David Harmon, the 
President of the George Wright Society. “The only 
effective way to meet them is with a cohesive, 
biocultural response.” 

Millennia of co-evolutionary relationships 
between humans and their surroundings — with 

Albert Einstein observed that, “the significant problems we face cannot 
be solved at the same level of thinking we were at when we created 
them”.8  We must concede that, to date, no amount of technological 
tweaking, guided by the dominant worldview, has moved humankind 
from its predicament. An alternative way of thinking must be nurtured 
that is aligned with the nature of Nature.
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people relying on their environment for survival 
while adapting to and modifying it — gave rise to 
a tremendous diversity of bioculturally-endowed 
systems around the globe. These systems continue 
to endure today, as documented in Luisa Maffi’s 
latest book on the subject, Biocultural Diversity 
Conservation: A Global Sourcebook19. Many 
such examples come from indigenous peoples 
who maintain biocultural systems worldwide 
through nurturing an intimate relationship with 
their traditional territories, something that our 
modern societies have all but forgotten. 

The essential feature of biocultural systems 
that has ensured their persistence in time and 
space has been their resilience20. Prominent 
resilience scientist Dr. Brian Walker describes 
resilience as the propensity of a system to learn, 
adapt, self-organize (through co-evolution 
between different sub-systems) and absorb 
change without losing its functional integrity21. 
Resilient systems are characterized by a diversity 
of patterns, functions, and processes that ensures 
a wide range of responses to external or internal 
challenges—from nutrient cycles to ecological 
niches, from inter- and intra-specific variability 
to richness among and within languages, from 
epistemologies to traditional institutions of 
governance.

Another important characteristic of 
a resilient system is its modularity, the 

presence of relatively autonomous “nodes” (e.g., 
local communities, ecological refugia, pastoral 
networks) throughout a system that reduces 

its over-connectedness and therefore enhances 
its ability to resist rapid transmission of 
environmental and social shocks. Tight feedback 
loops between various elements of biocultural 
systems enable detection of approaching tipping 
points, or thresholds22, long before the system is 
on the verge of flipping into a new, potentially 
irreversible state—like a switch from coral- to 
algae-dominated systems, from rainforest to 
savannah, from commons to private property, 
from subsistence to market-based economy, 
from relationships to consumption. Functional 
overlap is a reflection of redundancy in the system 
that enhances its continuity when some of its 
elements undergo change—for example carbon 
sequestration by different parts of an ecosystem; 
traditional diets based on varied sources of protein; 
or subsistence harvest regulated through different 
governance arrangements. Substantial social 
capital — in the form of trusted social networks, 
wise leadership, intergenerational transmission of 
knowledge, an equitable integration of different 
ways of knowing into decision-making — also 
allows for diverse systemic responses to change.

Maintaining and enhancing the resilience of 
biocultural systems is fundamental to sustaining 
social and ecological systems and achieving the 
coveted goal of sustainability – meeting “the 
needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs23”. The current trajectory of humankind’s 

“progress” however, is pushing us outside of what 
the researchers from the Stockholm Resilience 

Center describe as the planetary boundaries24  and 
away from a future that is resilient and endowed 
with biocultural diversity. 

Several factors limit our ability to correct our 
course toward a more bioculturally resilient world:

• Wisdom, knowledge, practice and values 
embedded in local worldviews that have evolved 
over millennia to recognize the interconnectedness 
of people and nature, are rapidly eroding among 
land-based communities and indigenous peoples 
who value their relationships with Mother Earth 
and all its beings25. Among other things, this is 
often a result of external and internal pressures that 
instill a false sense of inferiority of such worldviews 
relative to the dominant one. 

• The scientific community lacks conceptual 
or methodological agreement26 on how to 
internalize the interdependent nature of biological 
and cultural diversities and the common threats to 
them into research agendas and conservation and 
management approaches.

• There are too few models, guidelines 
and tools for the policymaking and management 
communities that explicitly integrate biocultural 
diversity and resilience.

• Human and financial resources are limited 
for implementing and sustaining biocultural-
diversity-based initiatives among the groups who are 
interested in integrating them into their strategies 
and actions.

• There is poor understanding among the 
general public that, in the words of the late Dr. 
Darrell Posey, there are “inextricable links between 
biological and cultural diversity27.” Hence, the 
impact of individual and collective decisions and 
actions28 on resilience of biocultural systems are 
poorly understood.

The late Thomas Berry, a renowned cultural 
historian and ecotheologian, described our age as 
the dark end of the 65 million year-old Cenozoic29  
evolutionary tunnel. Whether we can emerge from 
the twilight of self-inflicted crises into the light of 
an Ecozoic era30 —when human conduct would 

be based on valuing the Earth community as an 
integrated web of mutually synergetic relationships—
depends on our gumption to choose the alternative 
path and our will to stay on it. The current focus on 

“feel-good” stories in addressing global crises is not 
helpful for making this choice. However enticing and 
comforting it is for us to follow the dangling carrot 
of proclamations that “Changing the world does 
not have to conflict with living the life you want”, 
as the authors of Worldchanging: A Users Guide for 
the 21st Century31 argue, such a mindset does not 
reflect the real scope of the changes we must make. 
Neither does the sentiment that the current crises 
could be addressed by simply modifying a business 
model instead of completely re-conceptualizing our 
relationship with the planet. 

Whether or not humankind is going to succeed 
in transitioning into the Ecozoic Age depends 
ultimately on our individual and collective courage 
to commit to a more holistic worldview that is based 
on valuing biocultural diversity for our own and 
our planet’s well-being. For such a transformation 
to occur, a few key elements must be present. We 
must accept the fact that change as an inalienable 
part of life, and we should not always be trying to 
avert it at any cost32. We must be realistic about 
the scope and scale of what should be done to 
correct the course, as well as what each of us is 
capable of doing. We must also expand our notion 
of community from a group of people united by 
their geographic or genetic proximity, to a broader 
global community inclusive of other like-minded 
individuals and groups united by their recognition 
of the value of biocultural diversity as the very 

“pulsating heart” of Nature. Ultimately, we must 
move toward a biologically and culturally rich world 
not only through our work, but more importantly 
by changing our own thinking and actions to be 
guided by principles of reciprocity, respect and 
reverence toward each other and the planet. Only 
through such comprehensive transformation of our 
own nature could we hope to ensure that Nature 
remains bioculturally resilient for generations to 
come. u

Biocultural diversity describes life-sustaining interdependencies and 
co-evolution of various forms of diversity — a view of the world that 
has been integral to indigenous ways of knowing — from landscapes 
to ecosystems, from foodways to languages. 
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ECONOMIC PARADIGMS AND 
TRANSITIONS: A PANEL DISCUSSION

In 2012, while working on the introduction for  
Langscape 2:9, Biocultural Diversity Conservation, 
I was conducting  a study of the new projects 
and stories featured on Terralingua’s biocultural 
diversity conservation portal (www.terralingua.
org/bcdconservation), a companion to our book, 
Biocultural Diversity: A Global Sourcebook 
(Earthscan, 2010). It was also the time when the 
Occupy Wall Street movement began, and the 
world was starting to get restless for real solutions 
for our global social and economic crises. As I 
continued the study, the line began to blur for me 
between economics and ecology.  I began to find 
some interesting commonalities, and wondered 
how some of these common elements might 
be brought together to form a new Biocultual 
Diversity development paradigm with guiding 
elements such as: organic and adaptable to 
regions, community-led endeavours, embracing 
our heritage of language, knowledge and culture, 
and honouring our symbiosis with Nature. It was 
then, that the idea for this issue of Langscape and 
the following dialogue was envisioned.

The dialogue that follows brings together some 
of the most inspiring voices within my network in 
order to make a humble attempt as scratching the 
surface of the pressing issue of our global economic 
crisis. I felt that it was important to allow  free 
thinking and candid expression in our discussion 
in order  to break out of our preconceived boxes, 

and open the way to creative victory.
FELIPE: I will take a shot at these questions, 

not because I feel I have any of the answers, but 
because I believe that we all should be asking 
ourselves these questions and searching for 
answers.

The subject of the economy is passionately 
debated, and it is going to take a diversity of 
voices to begin to envision what our next steps 
might be. I invite you to join in and continue the 
conversation in the forum of our new membership 
website at www.terralinguaubuntu.org.

~Editor

1. What is wrong with our economic 
system?

FELIPE MONTOYA GREENHECK

“The term economics comes from 
the Ancient Greek oikonomia, meaning 

management of the household (oikos, house) 
+ (nomos, custom or law). All human societies 
have had their own customs for managing 
their households or communities in terms of 
production, distribution and consumption of 
goods and services. Some salient examples are 
the ceremonial exchange system or Kula Ring 
among the Trobrianders in the Western Pacific; 
the gift-giving festival or Potlatch among the 
indigenous peoples of the American Pacific 

Northwest; and the self-sustaining community 
units, or Ayllu, among the indigenous Quechas 
and Aymaras of the Andes. These and all other 
traditional economic systems have been part 
and parcel of the diversity of cultures adapted 
to and inhabiting diverse ecosystems across 
the planet. When we ask “What is wrong with 
our economic system,” we are referring to the 
current manifestation of a particular economic 
system that emerged among a particular people 
in a particular space and time. The Global 
Corporate Capitalist System (GCCS) is the 
current manifestation of an economic system 
that emerged in the mid-18th century in Europe, 
where supply and demand of goods and services 
were measured and mediated by cash payments. 
The simplicity, efficiency and replicability of this 
system allowed it to take hold like an invasive 
weed practically wherever its seeds were carried 
and planted. But like a weed, the success of its 
own survival does not automatically translate 
into the success or wellbeing of all the peoples 
whose own endogenous economic systems it has 
supplanted. Indeed, the success of the GCCS is 
now clearly threatening not only the wellbeing 
of the majority of the peoples of the world, but 
all the biophysical environments, as well.

The problem with our economic system is 
only partially explained by its expansive success 
across the world. The rest of its problematic 
nature derives from its intrinsic principles of 
competition and growth, and concentration of 
wealth and power. These principles drive the 
system forward leaving the diverse smaller 
businesses by the wayside, allowing only ever-
larger enterprises to continue in the race. Scale 

practically determines which businesses perish 
and which persist, scale referring solely to profits 
and the power this confers.  Herein lies one of 
the great motors, as well as intrinsic problems 
of the system.   There is a positive feedback 
loop between profitability on the one hand, 
and power on the other, allowing profitable 
enterprises to gain more power to find the means 
for making greater profits creating an upward 
spiral of overarching profitability and power.  
Early on this intrinsic property of Capitalism 
was detected and provisions were made to limit 
the concentration of wealth and power with the 
creation of Anti-Trust Laws. In the last couple of 
decades, however, these provisions were tossed 
out under the guise of Free Market principles, 
the feedback loop has gone wild, and gargantuan 
corporations have now surpassed most nation 
states as the major economic powers in the 
world. What was to be a system of managing 
our households and communities for common 
wellbeing has abandoned any semblance of 
seeking the common good, and now feels 
justified in seeking only the growth and 
collusion of profit and power. The problem, then, 
is not human greed as many suggest, but rather 
the fact that the GCCS has reached a new steady 
state where it is resilient to most shocks that 
might threaten its stability. It would seem that 
as things stand, the GCCS will only continue to 
grow, expand and concentrate wealth and power 
at the expense of all other systems, including 
biological and cultural systems, before reaching 
its own catastrophic demise. 

This economic system is, perhaps, sowing the 
seeds of its own undoing, not with a cataclysmic 

A group interview/panel discussion with Felipe Montoya Greenheck (guest editor, 
Langscape Emerging Paradigms series, Part 1), Kierin Mackenzie (guest editor, 
Langscape Emerging Paradigms series, Part 2), and David Rapport (Terralingua 
Advisory Panel). Interview conducted by Ortixia Dilts. Discussant: Luisa Maffi.

“In order to change an existing paradigm you do not struggle 
to try and change the problematic model. You create a new 
model and make the old one obsolete. That, in essence, 
is the higher service to which we are all being called.” ~ 
Buckminster Fuller
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end arriving after exhausting the biophysical 
and sociocultural spheres which sustain it, but 
rather with a human-directed transformation 
of the GCCS into a system that will provide for 
the wellbeing of all life on earth.  Its globalizing 
tendencies of improved communications and 
expanding tentacles may have unwittingly 
generated a shared discontent and facilitated 
communication among the overwhelming 
majorities of the world so that ‘We the People’ 
may collectively act to speak truth to power, set 
limits to capital, and bring it under the purview 
of Nature and Society instead of permitting 
the global tyranny of the GCCS to reign free.  
What serves the GCCS to spread its power may 
actually also serve to dissolve it.

KIERIN MACKENZIE

“The largest emergent problem with 
our system is that it destroys diversity and is 

based on a throughput model1 One of the main 
reasons for this is that its prime way of keeping 
track of value is through the concepts of money 
and debt, which have been constructed to be 
completely fungible2.Therefore, anything and 
everything can be reduced to a single number 
and it becomes possible to consider liquidating 
a forest, a mountain, or even a group of people 
if the money that can be made by liquidating 
that entity is worth more in dollars than its 
standing value. Our economic system is also 
geared towards exploiting resources on an 
infinite planet, and it does a poor job of keeping 
track of externalities, meaning that if a company 
can save cash by polluting the river, or catching 
all the fish and throwing out the dead bodies of 
non-commercial species, or flaring gas that isn’t 
immediately capturable, the company will do 
so. The problems are further exacerbated now 
that companies and the regulatory bodies have 
merged through revolving door practices where 
regulators become business people and vice 
versa. Who watches the watchers? Our current 
economic system does not and cannot place any 
value on the intrinsic value of other species other 
than their ability to be turned into a source 

of profit, and rewards ecosystems that mimic 
the fungibility of currency, i.e. monocultures 
growing a standardized crop. The last problem 
I can think of is what my friends who do game 
design call the runaway leader problem. Those 
at the top have more assets to bring to bear to 
capture even more assets, so the imbalance 
continues to grow. This could be seen as akin 
to leading to a climax economic system. As 
a metaphor, imagine an ecosystem that only 
perpetuates the growth of species already present 
and where other species that rely on disturbance 
gradually become choked out. Media in the US 
appears to be going through such a transition 
where fewer and fewer companies control a 
larger and larger share.  The “Too Big to Fail” 
banks in US banking or any other monopolised 
or near monopolised sector also displays the 
lack of diversity.  

In ecological systems, this is  avoided via a 
disturbance regime either through fire or disease, 
etc. The analogy is that unless you have a forest 
fire or an occasional storm or blow-down, you 
end up with an ecosystem that displays less 
diversity than one with a disturbance regime; 
and likewise, if large companies are allowed to 
utilise their powers to choke out any contenders, 
you end up with a less diverse economy. 

ORTIXIA DILTS

“Our priorities for survival have changed. 
Money seems to define everything we can or 

cannot do. Much of our time is spent in the 
pursuit of making money and spending money, 
rather than simply enjoying life. “Financial 
Strain” is a killer of leading a happy peaceful 
life. Many of us are fighting to keep our heads 
above water financially and are in constant 
debt. Businesses, organizations, governments 
are in debt. Instead of focusing on wellbeing or 
good works, or creating our dreams or a quality 
product, the focus is on the pursuit of getting 
out of debt, making a living, securing funding. 
It’s as if many of us are on this hamster wheel 
of sleep-work-consume, and we don’t know how 
to step off.

for allowing the monster to flower.  

But, putting blame aside, the urgent question is HOW do WE THE PEOPLE (read, peasants, indigenous, 
students, workers, etc., in other words the 99 percent, to use the recent identifier), how do WE transform 
this self-organizing and resilient system in a proactive way, before it deepens its damage to People and 
Planet  beyond repair.  I believe we are close to the edge.

DAVID RAPPORT

“The corporation as it has evolved, has no 
ethical or moral constraints; but rather has the 

legal obligation to maximize profits. Naturally, 
with that mandate, corporations do everything 
possible to achieve this,-even at the cost of 
sustaining life in nature and culture. 

In pointing fingers at corporations we are 
ignoring our critical role as consumers as well 
as the important role of governments: we all in 
one way or another are part of this system. There 
are few, if any, organizations that work outside 
the system: most, including our universities, 
conservation groups, UN agencies, are part 
of the global economy. There are institutes set 
up for exploring alternative options, but they 
too rely on capitalism to fund their activities. 
So the crux of the matter is the broad buy-in 
to an economic system that, although created 
on false premises, still reigns supreme. And 
while this system has improved many people’s 
economic condition and provided much in the 
way of public health benefits, it has done so at 
the cost of sustaining life. This is a cost that 
many seem oblivious to, as it seems too remote, 
too intangible. As a first step, we need to make 
the costs more tangible – not in terms of phony 

“cost accounting” that seeks to put values on 
the loss of nature (values that are inevitably 
arbitrary and thus meaningless), but in terms 
of letting people know just how the biosphere is 
changing and what that means for our children 
and our children’s children. The implications of 
global warming being just one of all too many 
examples of the perilous path we are on. 

To get to the change we need, we need 
agreement on the goals: What is the “world we 
want”. Once we have that, we can formulate a 
set of steps that work to achieve the goals.

FELIPE
I think that Sub-Comandante Marcos hit the 

nail on the head when he said:
“El mundo que queremos es uno donde quepan 

muchos mundos. La patria que construimos es 

una donde quepan todos los pueblos y sus lenguas, 
que todos los pasos la caminen, que todos la rían, 
que la amanezcan todos.”

“The World We Want is one that can hold 
many worlds. The country we are building is one 
that will hold all peoples and their languages, 
that will carry everyone’s steps, that will sound 
everyone’s laughter, and whose rising sun will 
dawn on all.” [my translation]

In short, the World We Want is one of 
Biocultural Diversity.

DAVID

“I spent nearly a decade steeping myself in 
economic thought, then took two decades to get 

rid of it! Then I created a system (the Pressure-
State-Response system) by which governments 
can at least see more clearly the implications 
of an economic system detached from the 
natural world. But this was not good enough to 
turn things around. Now governments, all UN 
agencies, and nearly all international assessments 
of human activity and the environment make 
use of that system; yet they still remain stuck 
in an economic paradigm of growth that they 
cannot shake. To shake it is no easy job because 
built into our banking system and fiscal policy 
is  “grow” or “die”... So we continue to grow, but 
ironically, we are also dying… So the system has 
failed us.  As I understand it, and I’ve been there, 
the corporate mentality has only one goal: $$$ – 
it begins and ends there. So, the corporate greed 
factor is there, the resulting income inequities 
are abominable, and the damage to the health 
of the biosphere is unconscionable. I can say as 
a former “corporate”: people in that business 
don’t care about that stuff. They just do their 
job: make money! 

What needs redress is the social system that 
gave life to this lopsided view of the world and 
the instrument (corporations) that it created to 
realize this world view. We have only ourselves 
to blame for allowing this monster to flower, and 
only ourselves to blame if we fail to transform 
it from a destructive to a constructive force – 
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harnessing the incredible talent that corporations 
access to do whatever they put their minds to.

FELIPE

“When I speak of the Global Corporate 
Capitalist System, I am not referring 

specifically to the corporations themselves, and 
even less to corporate greed, but to the System 
that privileges corporate goals; that is, to produce 
profit for their stockholders above any other 
consideration. Again, it is not a greed issue, not 
human greed, not even corporate greed per se, 
but the emergent System that seemingly cannot 
do anything BUT continually pave the way 
for the pursuit of profit- which automatically 
becomes more and more concentrated in the 
figure of corporations, mega-corporations, 
gargantuan corporations. When David says 
we have only ourselves to blame, I agree and 
disagree, depending on who WE are. Are WE 
the campesinos of Latin America, First Nations 
of Canada; or are WE the bankers, heads of 
state, CEOs, and corporate stock holders? 
These contrasting sets of human beings have 
differential responsibility for allowing the 
monster to flower. 

Putting blame aside, the urgent question is 
HOW do WE THE PEOPLE (read, peasants, 
indigenous peoples, students, workers, etc.- in 
other words the 99 percent, to use the recent 
identifier) transform this self-organizing and 
resilient system in a proactive way before it 
deepens its damage to People and Planet beyond 
repair?  I believe we are close to the edge.

2. What are your thoughts on Occupy Wall 
Street?

KIERIN

“Occupy and movements like it indicate an 
awakening by large groups of people that there 

are serious problems with the current systems 
and the values underlying those systems. Much 

of it is incoherent, but not all of it. The Occupy 
movement has already led to new systems of 
channeling information, and groups of people 
trying out alternative systems of economics. I 
think that Occupy will, over time, lead to more 
co-operatives being set up; as co-operatives have 
much of the same power as corporations, but are 
service-centred rather than profit-centred, and 
services by their very nature are not fungible in 
the way that money is.

DAVID

“This hits on the egregious inequality in 
income distribution, within and between 

countries. The movement, however, while calling 
this to public attention has not been able to 
rectify it; but it shows that there is widespread 
discontent with the status quo.  Similar public 
demonstrations have taken place in developing 
countries as well as in so-called “emerging 
economies” like China.

ORTIXIA

“ It was exciting for me to see all the people 
standing up and ready to change. However, 

I was restless, because all these people were 
standing up to say NO, but I wasn’t seeing a 
strong and consolidated solution proposed. It 
was at that time, and from my own reaction 
to this movement, that I began my dialogue 
with Felipe and Kierin in order to create the 
Emerging Paradigms series for Langscape. I 
think Occupy Wall Street was a catalyst for 
many people to start looking for similar answers.  
The answers are all around us: those ingenious 
ideas, daydreams and hobbies that we rarely 
show anyone. For example, my grandfather was 
an inventor. I have a childhood memory of him 
rebuilding his car engine so it ran on corn oil.  
Occupy Wall Street was part of a series of events 
that signified that it’s time for us to stand up and 
make our dreams and passions a reality; to stop 
using money as an excuse, but start taking one 
humble step at a time.

FELIPE

“The Occupy Wall Street (OWS) movement 
was one impulse in the right direction. Others 

include the Indignados of Spain, and the Idle 
No More among First Nations in Canada. The 
importance of these movements, and particularly 
the OWS movement, is that they have made 
explicit the fact that ‘We the People’ are the 99 
percent, as opposed to the one percent at the 
other end of the stick of the GCCS. It seems to 
me that We are slowly, but increasingly, lighting 
candles to light our way out of the dark tunnel 
we are currently in. The OWS movement is one 
such candle, and it matters less that it blows 
out than the fact that new candles are being lit 
across the planet. When sufficient candles are 
lit, we may find our way.

3. How do nature, culture, and economics 
intersect? 

FELIPE

“ In other world-views, nature, culture 
and economics are not separate but form 

part of a whole called life, or reality, or Pacha, 
or Samsara, etc. Economics is a subsystem or 
product of culture, and that culture is a subsystem 
or product of nature. From nature emerges all 
and everything, including life forms; among life 
forms emerge cultural expressions; among the 
cultural expressions emerge economic systems. 
All is in flux and in constant transformation. 
At present we see that one particular economic 
system is growing and devouring the rest; that it 
is even devouring the cultures that engendered 
diverse economic systems; and furthermore, 
it is expanding and devouring the life forms 
that have their own cultural expressions, again, 
like an invasive weed that eventually ends up 
choking itself out of existence. So again, the 
question is: how could Nature, Culture and 
Economics interact in a more beneficial way 
for the survival and flourishing of biocultural 

diversity? What does one do with an invasive 
weed? It is contained and managed. Maybe this 
is what we need to do with the GCCS: limit, 
contain, manage, regulate and by all means, not 
let it run wild.

KIERIN

“Nature could be defined as everything 
coterminous with the universe; culture could 

be defined as the sum total of actions by the 
human species, or the sum total of learned 
action by any species that learns. Economics 
could be defined as either the subset of human 
culture engaged in making a living with the 
current system of global economics as a subset 
of all human strategies of making a living, with 
a particular set of maladaptive solutions. From 
a human-centric approach, our job would be to 
find a way to make our economic behavior mirror 
the natural order of increasing complexity and 
diversity in a way that does not compromise 
other species from doing the same. We need to 
value the diversity of all living things; but that 
can only be done by creating, maintaining, and 
strengthening systems that value the particular 

- the particular forest, the particular tree, the 
particular variety, the particular bend in the 
river. We are fortunate because humans are 
hardwired to do so already, and we have tens of 
thousands of years of cultural experience living 
embedded in such systems of economy. I find 

“The Nature of Economies” by Jane Jacobs3 to be 
an interesting take on how to bring economic 
systems in line with larger ecological patterns.

Global capitalism as practiced today, is by and 
large, destructive of both nature and culture.  It’s 
single-minded goal – the pursuit of maximum 
profits - is very little constrained by the 
knowledge that human activities stimulated by 
the economic systems we have created (ranging 
from capitalism to socialism to communism) 
have largely ignored considerations of the 
impacts on the health of ecological and cultural 
systems.
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4. What are some examples of paradigms 
globally that would be helpful and inspiring 
during these shifting economic times?

FELIPE

“There are numerous paradigms that are 
helpful and inspiring that come from far and 

wide. Hence, the importance of safeguarding 
biocultural diversity in the places from where 
these paradigms emerge: Sumak Qawsay from 
the Andean Quechua; its Latin American 
interpretation as el Buen Vivir; the Gross 
National Happiness Index from Bhutan; the 
exhortation among the indigenous Southwestern 
Dine to Walk in Beauty; the Buddhist oath to 
aid All Sentient Beings to reach Illumination; 
the Costa Rican Indigenous Bribri worldview to 
see Nature as Community and not Commodity; 
and even the current alternate trends in our 
own cultures to look at Wellbeing, instead of 
Economic Development.

DAVID

“ Compassion and love! And of course the 
notions of healthy ecosystems (what they are, 

why they matter, and how they are abused), 
biocultural diversity, and ecocultural health. 
Ecocultural health is thriving in both nature and 
culture.  It is a situation in which the web of life 
remains resilient, and cultures remain vibrant 
and resilient.  In short, ecological functions and 
cultural practices are fully integrated in a way 
that sustains life in all its dimensions.

KIERIN

“Traditional cultures usually value 
locality and diversity. Permaculturalists are 

on the cutting edge of re-adaptation. In Europe 
the labeling system for regional products (or the 
French concept of terroir when it comes to wine) 
values place and diversity. Any work being done 
to recognize emotions and thought processes in 
other species works to this end. Seed saving and 
seed exchanges work to enhance and sustain the 
value of diversity. Micronesian nations working 

to create a large tuna and shark safe space are 
working to these ends.

ORTIXIA
See The Universal Declaration on the Rights of 
Mother Earth:

http://climateandcapitalism.com/2010/04/27/
universal-declaration-of-the-rights-of-mother-
earth/Universal Declaration of the Rights of 
Mother Earth

5. What economic solutions you would 
propose to guide us into the next decade 
and more?

FELIPE

“ If I had my way, I would propose that, just 
as we have National Parks and Biosphere 

Reserves as spaces for Biodiversity to thrive, we 
should have contained spaces for Capitalism to 
express itself; beyond the contained space would 
be off limits to Capitalism and be available to 
the Greater Biocultural Diversity. As I suggested 
before, no amount of tweaking of the current 
GCCS will in any way change its course. What 
we need is the activation of a system greater than 
the GCCS that will keep it in check. We need the 
People of the World to recognize their right to 
Life, Liberty, Love, Land, Peace, Water, Security, 
and Communion with all Living Beings; and 
demand that the cultural construct known as the 
Global Corporate Capitalist System (GCCS) be 
kept in check and at the Service of the Wellbeing 
of Life, rather than Life being at the service of 
the GCCS and its insatiable quest for Profit. It is 
simple. We the People of the World can choose: 
do we want Wellbeing for All, or Profit for the 
Few? The two are incompatible.

KIERIN

“According to Donella Meadows4, 
shifting mental states is the most effective 

way to change a system. Consequentially 
we need to get people to value diversity for 

diversity’s sake and highlight the problems with 
the current system. The easiest way to make 
shifts then may be to go for gardening backyards 
and front yards and making every yard organic; 
keeping in mind the needs for other species, 
leaving buffers, planting species that may not be 
of direct utility to the individual but with value 
as food, shelter, etc for other species; working 
from a perspective that diversity is health and 
trying to include as much diversity as possible. 
You can already see this movement progressing 
in various towns in North America, the heart 
of the modern economic system; but for the 
majority of humans, this never stopped.

Revolv ing door  prac t ices  bet ween 
corporations and regulatory bodies must be 
consistently highlighted as the transparency itself 
can be enough to bring change. Greenpeace was 
founded on the Quaker ideal of bearing witness.  
It is possible to share information with a broad 
cross-section of the population and they will 
come to their own conclusions. Denouncements 
can also work; but getting people to make the 
connections themselves leads to a stronger 
identification with the ideas that emerge. The 
costs of the current system must be highlighted. 
A broader section of humanity must be shown 
solutions that incorporate natural complexity – 
rather than linear-control-based solutions. 

Talking is important, but witnessing and 
interacting ultimately converts more people. 
You can talk all you want about how your 
organic happy tomato from your biodiverse 
garden tastes better than store bought; but you’ll 
convert people by making them a sandwich with 
your tomato. The current majority economic 
approach leads to flavourless lives, tomatoes, 
bread, and culture. By showing the richness of 
diversity and opening the door to participation, 
more are likely to begin the process of defaulting.

Economic solutions should move away from 
the global and more towards the local - taking 
advantage of the benefits of community-based 

economies. We need to become more informed 
of the ‘impacts’ of our economic decisions on 
the health of our ecocultural systems so that 
alternatives such as low -impact consumption 
become both possible and viewed as socially 
desirable.  This will be facilitated by a new 
accounting - placing ecological values on 
economic activity, not the other way around  
(i.e. economic values on ecological and cultural 
functions).  Corporations need to take ‘social 
responsibility’ far more seriously and be properly 
rewarded by public appreciation for real actions 
to reduce impacts and unnecessary consumption, 
and to produce more durable products from 
fully renewable resources.  Governments need 
to give up the ‘growth mania’ and provide 
guidance for activities that sustain life, while 
discouraging those that do not.  There needs 
to be a social consensus on key issues such as 
population control, greenhouse gas emissions, 
over harvesting of resources including water 
resources.  Bottom line: economies need to 
move toward maximizing human thriving in 
ways that do not compromise the health of our 
ecocultural systems.

6. Transitions: what can we do to assist 
in the transition from our current system 
to one that is more sustainable for life on 
the planet?

DAVID

“These transitions are difficult and 
need to be approached delicately and be well 

thought out- there will be many roadblocks 
by entrenched economic and political interests. 
But in the absence of this shift, the 6th mass 
extinction of life on the planet – which is an 
extinction of life in both nature and culture, 
and which is already well in the making- will 
continue at its accelerating rate.

None of the ‘isms’ work – not capitalism, nor 
communism, nor socialism, nor individualism, 
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etc. - all have been destructive of life. They have 
had their day and have failed on their own terms 
and in terms of sustaining life. The transition 
must be to a new ethic, where embracing love 
and life is the highest goal. That will certainly 
give more hope in confronting the formidable 
issues of biodiversity, global health, agriculture, 
fresh water, the oceans, climate change, income 
inequality, poverty, political unrest, and war. 

KIERIN

“ Capitalism does have a role. In some areas 
it makes sense to have the flattening effect of 

money, and the interchange facilitated by such 
fungibility. Money as a stand in for information 
can allow for quick decisions between multiple 
options.  The “flattening” is the simplification 
of complex information into a single number. 
Fungibility likewise makes comparing apples 
to oranges possible by assigning both a cost. 
However, that particular part of the grand 
economy, that is the economy that involves all 
species and humans doing everything from 
gifting to sharing to bartering to living largely 
self-sufficiently, cannot dominate over the rest. 
I think that other than exposing the problems 
of the current system, what will truly lead to a 
transition is the strengthening of all these other 
systems; buying land, farming locally etc. The 
problem is that the current system can do so 
much damage in such a short time frame and 
only responds to monetary signals5; so the use 
of protest and delay to create those monetary 
signals is highly important as well. Pipeline 
protests in the United States have shown the 
ability of relatively small groups of people to 
cost large corporations money, and delay or 
arrest certain economic actions that were seen 
as inevitable. Right now I still rely on the large 
scale economy for the largest portion of my diet 
and to provide fossil fuels for the majority of 
my transit. The labour of wage slaves in other 
countries provides me with the majority of my 
clothes. The more we strengthen local systems 
and work on a service-based rather than profit-

based model, the more it becomes possible 
for individuals to reduce or eliminate their 
participation in the current majority system. 
Parallel systems need to be created, linked, or 
strengthened from their current state. We have 
many models to choose from and many seeds 
sprouting already. 

ORTIXIA

“At this point, what comes to mind first is 
how we can empower our own communities, 

particularly in regard to food. For some reason 
in my mind food sovereignty and economic 
systems - ECO-logy, ECO-nomics, ECO-
cultural Health are the same thing - they 
are entwined. The more local we can be with 
our resources, the less we have to rely on the 
big corporations to supply us with our “needs” 
and we can just let them become redundant; 
honouring ingenuity and reciprocity, as well 
as the voices of minorities, women, salt-of-the-
earth and indigenous peoples, small businesses, 
and the crazy genius building a model for 
sustainable housing.

 Simple things like these, which are already 
in progress, will assist in shifting the system 
gradually, so no one gets hurt with sudden 
changes.

FELIPE

“When we realize that all those simple things 
such as water, family, love, community are 

often the most important elements in life, and 
that they are still for the most part outside 
purview of the Global Corporate Capitalist 
System; if we recognize their value and their 
worth and dedicate the attention due to them, 
as opposed to all the consumer products that are 
sold in malls, then we can begin to bypass the 
consumerism machine. When we can marvel at 
the miracle of Life all around us, it will become 
Sacred in all its diversity, and we will care for it. 
I think that once the attitude is there the body 
will follow. The question is how to change the 

attitude of the Majority, in order to create a 
critical mass? How to fight the Machine that 
dedicates billions to keep attitudes in check? I 
think that the best way is to talk to one another. 
And now we can! Across the universe - in real 
time, following the sixth degree of acquaintance, 
to billions. We just need to share the stories over 
and over again until we are all on board.

PANEL DISCUSSANT’S COMMENTS 

LUISA MAFFI

“This is a fascinating discussion, and thanks 
to our intrepid Langscape editor Ortixia Dilts 

for getting the ball rolling! As panel discussant, 
I’d like to attempt a bit of synthesis, bringing it 
all back to the issue: what does all this have to do 
with biocultural diversity, and how is biocultural 
diversity relevant to economics?

To my mind, one of the key points in this 
discussion is the one made by Felipe: the 
economy (or better, all the various economic 
systems devised by different human societies) 
is a product of culture (or better, of the various 
cultural systems created by different human 
societies), and culture is a product of nature. 
So nature is all-encompassing, and culture(s) 
exist(s) within nature, and economy(ies) exist(s) 
within cultural systems and is/are bound by 
nature. This means two things:

1.  As a cultural product, an economic system 
can change if and when there is a change in the 
prevailing values of the cultural system within 
which the economic system is nested.

2.  No economic system can last forever if it 
is predicated on endless growth and therefore on 
exploitation of planetary resources that are either 
non-renewable or cannot renew fast enough. The 
current prevailing economic system (what Felipe 
calls the Global Corporate Capitalist system 
or GCCS) is one such system predicated on 
endless growth. In efforts to sustain itself, it is 
devouring the very bases for life, and therefore 

it is collapsing on itself. In doing so, it will carry 
everyone down with it, unless we can make that 
cultural transition fast enough.

So the other main point is this: how do we 
come to that cultural transition fast enough? 
That’s where I feel biocultural diversity comes 
in, as both the means and the goal. The means, 
because the greatest hope for humanity’s ability 
to make that transition lies in the diversity of 
worldviews on this planet—the diversity of 
ways to conceive of the relationship of people 
to nature, and particularly the relationship of 
people’s economic activities to nature. If we can 
hold on to that diversity, and still hear and learn 
from all the different perspectives—especially 
all those that place non-material values ahead 
of material ones—then there’s hope that we 
will wake up from the maladaptive and self-
destructive dream of the GCCS and change 
our course before it’s too late.  Biocultural 
diversity is also the goal because, if we begin 
(again) to embrace the non-material values that 
characterize a majority of the world’s cultural 
systems that have not yet been gobbled up by 
the GCCS, then it means that we begin (again) 
to place the highest value in life itself, in all of 
its diversity—in both nature and culture.

Biocultural diversity, then, is both what will 
save us from our current predicament, and what 
we’ll nurture and aspire to once we’ve made that 
momentous transition to a bioculturally saner, 
safer, and sustainable world. u

The subject of the economy is passionately 
debated, and it is going to take a diversity of 
voices to begin to envision what our next steps 
might be. I invite you to join in and continue the 
conversation in the forum of our new membership 
website at www.terralinguaubuntu.org.
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Editorial- Ortixia Dilts
1. Final Line derived from Matthew 5:5, New Testament
2.  http://www.terralingua.org/bcdconservation/?p=1444 
3. He taught me this teaching within our conversations, 
This is the closest reference I can find to what he said. http://
cometogetherarticles.yolasite.com/mending-the-sacred-hoop.php
4. http://climateandcapitalism.com/2010/04/27/
universal-declaration-of-the-rights-of-mother-earth/

Bhutan’s Alternative to Material 
Growth- Kevin Richtscheid
1.  Karma Ura, Sabine Alkire, Tshoki Zangmo 
&  Karma Wangdi, A Short Guide to Gross 
National Happiness Index, 6. 2012.
2.  Tshering Dorji, “Gha-Key (Happiness), 
Gandhi, and Buddhism: An Evocative Link” 
Bhutan: Ways of Knowing, 285-289. 2008.

Mundu ainaga na gatiru gake - Sarah Wright
     Abbas, H. (2012). People-led transformation: 
African futures. Development 55(4), (519–525).
     Kamungi, P. (2001). The current situation of internally 
displaced persons in Kenya. Jesuit Refugee Service. Accessed 
30.7.13 www.jrs.net/assets/Publications/File/ken-idp.pdf
     Wright, S. (Forthcoming). People-led development 
in Kenya. Misereor: Aachen, Germany.  To access, 
please contact sarah.wright@newcastle.edu.au

The research for this article was carried out with the support of 
MISEREOR, German Catholic Bishops’ Organisation for Development 
Cooperation, and in collaboration with the field workers of ARDP and 
the farmers practicing people-led development in Kenya’s Great Rift 
Valley. I extend a huge thank you to the farmers for their time, their 
generosity and their inspiration. 

Indigenous Biocultural Diversity in Times 
of Neoliberalism and Climate Change - Tirso 
Gonzales
1.  The notion of saberes is something different from Western 
scientific knowledge. “The Andean peasant’s learning is not 
the result of a separation between subject and object. In 
the Andean world, los saberes (knowing) is a result of the 
here and now, of living in conversation with and between 
everyone and everything (Gonzales and Gonzalez 2010:92).
2.   “Eighty-five percent of the world’s food is grown and 
consumed – if not within the ‘100 mile diet’ – within national 
borders and/or the same eco-regional zone. Most of this food 
is grown from peasant-bred seed without the industrial chain’s 
synthetic fertilizers. Peasants breed and nurture 40 livestock 

species and almost 8000 breeds. Peasants also breed 5000 
domesticated crops and have donated more than 1.9 million 
plant varieties to the world’s gene banks. Peasant fishers 
harvest and protect more than 15,000 freshwaterspecies. The 
work of peasants and pastoralists maintaining soil fertility is 
18 times more valuable than the synthetic fertilizers provided 
by the seven largest corporations” (ETC Group 2009:1).
3.   (Gonzales and Gonzalez 2010;Pimbert 
2009: 42, 44-46; IAASTD 2009b: 98-99)
4.   Indigenous Ecological Knowledge, IEK, is part 
and parcel of the intricate cultural and spiritual fabric 
present in every indigenous community. IEK cannot be 
fragmented nor isolated from its specific cultural context.
5.   Tawantinsuyo in Quechua language means the four suyus/
parts. These suyus made up the administrative landscape 
of  tawantinsuyu (Chinchaysuyu/Northern part, Collasuyu/
Southern part, Contisuyu/Western part, and Antisuyu/Eastern 
part). The Tawantinsuyo confederation, before the arrival 
of the colonizer, had grouped diverse precolonial cultures 
and societies organized (socially, economically, politically, 
religiously, and militarily) under the lead of the keswa/
Quechua  people located in Cusco. This city was the center of 
the Inka confederation. One of the key goals for the creation 
of this confederation seems to have been food sufficiency.
6.  For example national and international assessments 
such as, UNEP 2009, 2007, 2006, 2003; Comunidad Andina 
2008,  GCARD 2010, PACC 2009, IAASTD 2009, 2009a.
7.  Sumaq Kawsay unfolds within place, the local pacha (local 
bio-cultural and ritual landscape; macrocosm at the microcosm 
level). At the core of the Andean cosmovision is the nurturing 
of life as a whole. Such nurturance takes place within the local 
pacha and comprises a natural collectivity of equivalent beings: 
runas (humans), sallqa (nature) and apus/huacas (deities). 
Humans, nature and deities make up Ayllu, a kinship group. It 
is not restricted to human lineage/blood kinship, but includes 
each member of the local pacha. Learning how to nurture and 
letting oneself be nurtured with respect, empathy, reciprocity 
and joy are primordial principles and practices in the Andes
8.  Mirna Cunningham (2010:111) on the “good life” 
and, “good living” concepts notes. “There is not really any 
English equivalent in the idiomatic sense. “Good living” 
does not have the same sense, partly because terms like it 
and the “good life” have all been tainted by the egoistic and 
consumerist culture of capitalist civilization, explained in 
the paper. There is a term from the period of transition from 
feudalism to capitalism— “commonweal.” It is the source of 
the word Commonwealth, as in the British Commonwealth 
(Mancomunidad). But its original meaning was much similar 
to the indigenous concept of BuenVivir, that is living together 
and sharing the wealth, conceived not just as consuming 

things but enjoying social life in the community of associated 
producers and members. The Oxford entry for the term: 
commonweal/kommnweel/noun (the commonweal) archaic 
the welfare of the public. Oxford uses the term welfare in its 
sense of “well being,” not charity or government handout.”
9.  Tauli-Corpuz (2010:118,149) notes that “among the 
Quechua, it is SumaqKawsay (Sumaq, beautiful, good; kawsay, 
to live); the Indigenous Peoples in Bolivia [and Ecuador] and 
now the[ir] government[s] have the concept of buenvivir(living 
well); the Maya use the word utzil (utz, well being; il, well 
living). Among the Kankana-eyIgorot, we say gawis ay biag 
(good life), which is loaded with many rules and taboos. These 
taboos are embedded in the concept of innayan, which generally 
means “do not do it.”….The Miskitu peoples of Nicaragua 
have similar rules linked to development called lamanlaka, 
which can be interpreted as rules of coexistence, offering 
harmony within the family regardless of age or gender”.
10.  Greek, Latin and the six modern European and 
imperial languages constitute the linguistic base of Western 
epistemology (Mignolo 2008).This linguistic base constrains 
the “other invisible” indigenous epistemologies.
  In the Andean peasant view, life, and experience, seeds 
are persons, have their own paths and their own way of 
walking. In the process of nurturing and being nurtured the 
seed may get tired. At that moment the seed may look for 
another place where it can regenerate and regain strength. 
Over the extense Andean bio-cultural landscape the seed 
walks/ moves from one place to another  thus unveiling the 
seed’s paths (intracommunal, inter communal, regional).     
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Voices of the Forest - Tony Dold et al.
1. Inzinziniba = Lippia javanica, fever-tea 
(medicinal, for fever, coughs, colds)
2. Umzane = Vepris undulata, white ironwood (carrying an 
umzane stick endows one with umthalathala - good luck.
3. Umhlonyane = Artemisia afra, 
African wormwood (medicinal)
4. Umnqayi = Mystroxylon aethiopicum, kooboo 
berry (used in traditional ceremonies)
5. Ingqwangi = Telophorus zeylonus, bokmakrrie. According 
to Rev. Davies (in Godfrey’s Bird-lore, 1941) the place where 
ingqwangi is in the habit of calling is considered a good spot 
for a cattle-kraal, and the calling of the bird at the cattle kraal 
indicates that the cattle will increase. The bird is regarded as a 
rain-maker, and in times of drought one of these birds is killed 
and put in the fountain so that rain may be induced to fall.  
6. Another example is that given by Mabona: It is said that 
the first Xhosa explorers to the south sent scouts ahead to look 
for land suitable for habitation and were instructed to find areas 
where the four ritual trees umnquma, umthathi, umnqayi and 
umnga were abundant [these are wild olive - Olea europaea 
subsp. africana, sneezewood - Ptaeroxylon obliquum, Kooboo 
berry - Mystroxylon aethiopicum and the sweet thorn – Acacia 
karroo, respectively]. Mabona, M. 2004. Diviners and Prophets 
among the Xhosa (1593 – 1856). Lit Verlag, Münster.
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Economic Paradigms and Transitions
1. 1. A throughput model is one that goes from 
primary resources to garbage without attention to 
circulation. Annie Leonard discusses the problems in 
The Story of Stuff. http://www.storyofstuff.org/
2. 2. fungible (comparative more fungible, superlative most 
fungible). (finance and commerce) Able to be substituted 
for something of equal value or utility; interchangeable, 
exchangeable, All value is reduced to a currency value, 
and therefore is interchangeable. I can destroy a mountain 
because it’s work x dollars, and defence of the mountain 
often ends up in an argument about how to measure costs.
3. 3. http://www.amazon.com/The-Nature-
Economies-Jane-Jacobs/dp/0375702431
4. 4. For this area I love Donella Meadows on systems, 
particularly “12 ways to leverage a system” in “Thinking 
in Systems: A Primer”. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Twelve_leverage_points, http://www.donellameadows.org/.
5. 5. Due to the joys of mutual funds, most people invested 
in the stock market may have absolutely no idea what their 
money is supporting, and those in charge of investment look 
at profitability first and foremost. The information of whether 
an investment is a good idea is lost. Only monetary signals 
work, that is by costing bad projects money or making the 
economically unfeasible. Protest slows down development as 
does direct action.  What may on the surface be a profitable 
venture can be turned into a liability with sustained protest.



Autumn 2013  |  Langscape  9998  Langscape  |  Autumn 2013  

T e r r a l i n g u a
U N I T Y  I N  B I O C U L T U R A L  D I V E R S I T Y

Share your voice for  
biocultural diversity!

www.terralinguaubuntu.org

Introducing Terralingua Ubuntu: a space for Terralingua members 
and friends to come together as a community, connect, and work 
together to sustain the biocultural diversity of life. ¶ From the word 
ubuntu in the isiXhosa and isiZulu languages of South Africa: 1. 
humanity or personhood, achieved through interconnectedness with 
other people and community; 2. an African philosophy of humanism, 
grounded in the notion that human identity and dignity arise out of 
respect, concern, compassion, generosity, and reciprocity toward others-

-family, neighbors, ancestors, community, and the human race at large.

Become a Terralingua member, and join 
a vibrant worldwide network of biocultural 
diversity supporters and champions. Our new 
membership system offers several options for 
both paid and free membership, so that all can 
share their voice. Members receive our news, 
can enjoy our elegant magazine Langscape, 
participate in our discussion forum, receive 
discounts on our publications, and more. 

EMERGING PARADIGMS IN A CHANGING WORLD SERIES, PART 2 

Weaving Tradition and Innovation
Guest Editor | Kierin Mackenzie

CALL FOR EXPRESSIONS OF INTEREST

The challenge we put out in this next volume is how we can we weave tradition and 
innovation together to actively transform our current global paradigm. Current global 

paths have led to large scale destruction of biological and cultural diversity globally, often 
through processes that are genocidal and ecocidal in nature. We are looking for authors 

who, through their roles as students and innovators of techniques both ancient and recent, 
can see where changes can be and are being made for a more resilient future in which 

biocultural diversity will thrive. In this call for contributions, we would like to appeal to a 
wide diversity of voices, including students and innovative people from all walks of life. 

DEADLINE FOR EXPRESSIONS OF INTEREST: December 1, 2013

link to contributors’ guidlelines 
(http://www.terralinguaubuntu.org/Langscape/contribute-an-article).

Contact the Editor: Ortixia Dilts, ortixia@terralingua.org

Are you subscribed 
to Langscape?

 
Join Terralingua’s 

membership to receive 
Langscape.  

If you enjoyed this 
issue please consider 

making a donation to 
Terralingua so that we 
may continue this work.

www.terralinguaubuntu.org
www.terralingua.org

Share th e Knowledge
take part in the Langscape movement

La n g s c a p e



Whether or not humankind is going to succeed in transitioning into the Ecozoic Age 
depends ultimately on our individual and collective courage to commit to a more holistic 

worldview that is based on valuing biocultural diversity for our own and our planet’s well-being. 
For such a transformation to occur, a few key elements must be present. We must accept the fact 
that change as an inalienable part of life, and we should not always be trying to avert it at any cost. 
We must be realistic about the scope and scale of what should be done to correct the course, as 
well as what each of us is capable of doing. We must also expand our notion of community from 
a group of people united by their geographic or genetic proximity, to a broader global community 
inclusive of other like-minded individuals and groups united by their recognition of the value of 
biocultural diversity as the very “pulsating heart” of Nature. Ultimately, we must move toward a 
biologically and culturally rich world not only through our work, but more importantly by changing 
our own thinking and actions to be guided by principles of reciprocity, respect and reverence toward 
each other and the planet. Only through such comprehensive transformation of our own nature 
could we hope to ensure that Nature remains bioculturally resilient for generations to come. u

~Gleb  Raygorodetsky, The World We Want


	_GoBack
	s Contributors
	Editorial: A quiet voice in changing times
	Ortixia Dilts

	Stories for a New World
	Felipe Montoya-Greenheck

	Bhutan’s Alternative to Material Growth: 
	The Environmental and Cultural Roots of Peace and Wellbeing
	Kevin Richtscheid

	Mundu ainaga na gatiru gake, 
We dance with what we have
	Sarah Wright

	Indigenous Biocultural Diversity in Times of Neoliberalism and Climate Change: 
	PRATEC-NACA, An Emerging Paradigm in the Andes
	Tirso Gonzales

	The Living Convention
	Natural Justice

	Noho ana ke akua i ka nāhelehele 
	(The god resides in the upland forest)
	The oli kāhea (entrance chant) as a Hawaiian biocultural expression
	Samuel M. ʻOhukaniʻōhiʻa Gon III

	LAND RIGHTS AND INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT:
	The Struggle of Marginalized Peoples against APECO  and the Pursuit of Alternative Development Pathways
	Jerome Patrick Cruz, Thomas N. Headland, Ph.D., 
Tessa Minter, Ph.D, Sophie Grig, MPhil., 
and Maria Gabriela Aparentado

	Rethinking Science Education: An Aboriginal Perspective
	Yvonne Vizina

	Voices from the Forest: 
Celebrating Nature and Culture in Xhosaland
	An Interview with Tony Dold by Ortixia Dilts

	The World We Want: 
	Ensuring Our Collective Bioculturally Resilient Future
	Economic Paradigms and Transitions: A Panel Discussion
	s Endnotes & Bibliography

