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Knowledgé

FEW ASPECTS OF human adaptation are as instru-
mental, and at the same time as difficult to define,
as indigenous knowledge. The concept 1s knowledge
with a technical and/or environmental component,
which has been labeled by the overlapping terms
traditional environmental knowledge, indigenous
technical knowledge, ethnoecology, folk science,
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and local knowledge. These terms all refer to locally
constituted understandings, innovative capacities,
and environmental practices utilized by indigenous
groups. These terms recognize a category of knowl-
edge apart from that generated and disseminated
by professional researchers, policy makers, mar-
keters, or development personnel. It generally ex-
cludes the use of information delivered from formal
institutions of knowledge. Day-to-day interaction
of people with their environment shapes problem-
solving strategies for indigenous populations and
guides practices as varied as agriculture, resource
management, health care, and environmental con-
servation.

The concern for indigenous knowledge arose
largely as a reaction to the ignorance, misunder-

Interaction with the environment shapes strategies for
indigenous populations in areas such as agriculture.

standing, and dismismissal of indigenous Practices
One reason was simple ignorance: explorers, m;
sionaries, colonial officials, and even develnpmem
experts consistently misunderstood the logic of
indigenous practices and hence dismissed them
A classic recurrent example is swidden (slagh and
burn) cultivation, widely believed to an indigengy;
practice ignorant of its environmental effects (de.
forestation). While swidden cultivation can some.
times lead to deforestation, it is now known that j;
was practiced productively for millennia in many
places, guided by indigenous knowledge of fallow
land management.

Corporations selling inputs such as hybrid seeds,
pesticide and fertilizer, and development projects
benefit from the image of hapless producers lack-
ing knowledge. It is also convenient for commercial
ventures and even local governments to neglect in-
digenous claims to the genetic resources they man-
age for commercial gain or funding.

SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH

Early studies of indigenous knowledge were con-
ducted primarily by anthropologists and other
social scientists, and were aimed at documenting
and understanding the nature, structure, and value
of non-Western knowledge systems. It revealed
an often surprising depth of knowledge and co-
hesiveness of the resource management strategies
and world-views of indigenous groups. In the
1960s and 1970s, key works in cultural ecology
lauded the knowledge underlying indigenous pro-
duction systems; they also showed how ecologi-
cal knowledge became culturally institutionalized.
For instance, Kofyar cultivators in Nigeria knew
how to maintain high levels of fertility on annually
cropped infields, while their institutions of house-
hold formation and festive work parties “knew”
how to mobilize labor to exquisitely match the de-
mands of local ecology. By the 1980s, indigenous
knowledge emerged as a major topic in its own
right, and since then, there has been an outpouring
of research on indigenous knowledge.

Several salient themes have emerged from this
work. One is that there is a vital social component
to indigenous knowledge. Within many indigenous
populations, knowledge is widely shared among



members of the group, and a tendency for relatively
high agreement on, for instance, ethnobotanical
knowledge. Indigenous knowledge is also closely
linked to social institutions. The household tends to
assume center stage in intensive smallholder culti-
vation systems, in large part because it is well suited
to the knowledge-intensive techniques required by
this form of cultivation. Indigenous knowledge may
even be embedded in cultural institutions that in-
dividuals themselves do not fully understand. For
instance, in Alpine Switzerland, researchers docu-
mented a complex mountain-wide system for man-
aging irrigation schedules that no individual irriga-
tor could describe.

Indigenous knowledge tends to be more holistic
and experiential than the professionalized knowl-
edge to which it is often contrasted. However, some
criticize this view on the grounds that it constructs
a false dichotomy berween Western/scientific and
indigenous epistemologies. Such a dichotomy holds
Western science as the standard of comparison,
while ignoring that all systems of knowledge are
culture-bound. Furthermore, attempts to define the
boundary of knowledge systems typically fail be-
cause knowledge and its reproduction are dynamic
and cannot be fixed. There is also considerable di-
versity among indigenous knowledge systems, and
just as many similarities as differences between in-
digenous and Western/scientific epistemologies.

It has become increasingly clear that indigenous
knowledge systems tend to be hybrid, incorporat-
ing elements of Western/scientific knowledge. This
hybridity is not, in general, a recent phenomenon.
Some of the most insightful work on indigenous
knowledge in recent years has provided historical
analyses of how indigenous production systems
have selected, altered, and adopted elements from
Western scientific knowledge. Examples are work
on Kenyan intensive terrace-farmers and Indone-
sian rubber cultivators.

POLITICS OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE

Several factors have led to a surge of interest back
towards treating indigenous knowledge as a distinct,
and even ownable, entity, and encompass and inter-
sect theories of rural development, bioprospecting,
and changes in intellectual property regimes.
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Bioprospecting

he move to capitalize on indigenous knowl-
edge contributed to a rise in “bioprospect-
ing” ventures, in which scientists from industri-
alized countries collected and analyzed plants
from tropical areas in search of medically valu-
able compounds. Bioprospecting endeavors
frequently culled the potential value of indig-
enous knowledge of local plants and animals
by working directly with indigenous farmers and
herbal healers. Indigenous groups were rarely
provided financial compensation for their con-
tribution to these ventures. In response to this
development, The United Nations Convention
logical Diversity (1992) promoted equi-

table sharing of the economic and commercial
benefits associated with the use of indigenous

knowledge and genetic resources. '
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Theories of rural development have changed con-
siderably over time. From the 1960s until the 1990s,
development initiatives were primarily oriented
towards technology transfer and “top-down” ap-
proaches. Characteristically, these approaches saw
practices based on indigenous knowledge as an 1m-
pediment to development, or at best, “festive and
folkloric dimension of cultural performance for tour-
ist development.” For instance, Green Revolution de-
velopment programs undermined the temple-based
rice fallowing system in Bali. However, the early
1990s saw the advent of the International Coopera-
tive Biodiversity Group (ICBG), a grants program
supported by the U.S. National Institutes of Health,
National Science Foundation, and Agency for Inter-
national Development. One of the program’s goals
was to foster development that capitalized on indig-
enous knowledge, especially of biodiversity.

DESKILLING AND DEMISE

Indigenous knowledge may be threatened, and in
some cases severely disrupted. Environmental de-
struction and the cultural pressures of modern na-
tion-states threaten the lifestyles and knowledge
systems of indigenous peoples. The introduction of
poorly understood technologies to indigenous culti-
vation systems may also prove destructive.

For example, researchers examining the effects of
the spread of hybrid maize in the United States have
suggested that this development led to “deskill-

ing” of farmers, or an interruption of knmwledgE
regeneration processes. Recent ethnographic spy.
ies among Telugu farmers in Andhra Pradesh, ;.
dia, shows that agricultural deskilling is quite g.
ferent from the natural replacement of one body
indigenous knowledge by another. Farmers nee ¢,
be constantly acquiring and revising their knowl.
edge to inform their decision making, and severy|
key factors can disrupt this process. in the Andhy,
Pradesh case, the disruption occurred in cotton cyl-
tivation, and the culprits were reliance on hybyig
seeds (which normally have to be repurchased each
year) coupled with an anarchic cotton seed market.
As farmers found themselves planting seeds of ques-
tionable identity and unpredictable performance,
they found it increasingly difficult to acquire the
requisite knowledge. Eventually, tarmers turned to
more or less indiscriminate mimicry of each other’s
cultivation practices, regardless of their efficacy.
Researchers probing the relationships between en-
vironmental and cultural change among indigenous
groups advocate allowing indigenous peoples to pre-
serve and regenerate knowledge 7 situ in their local
environments, rather than documenting knowledge
ex situ in computerized databases. Reflecting the
considerable diversity of indigenous groups and cul-
tural practices worldwide, indigenous peoples range
widely in their views regarding how best to regen-
erate their knowledge systems, and moreover, how
the ownership rights of knowledge and the genetic
resources it manages should be determined.
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