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Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts Robin Wall Kimmerer’s article on ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’[footnoteRef:1] published in BioScience in 2002 with Deborah Rose’s article on ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’ published in The Australian Journal of Anthropology in 2005.[footnoteRef:2] Both articles were written in the early 2000s and were concerned with how to situate traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) from indigenous cultures alongside Western thought and systems of knowing. Robin Wall Kimmerer focused on the importance of integrating of TEK in science education while Deborah Rose examined indigenous concepts through the philosophical lens, exploring the broader meaning of indigenous knowledge and humanity’s place in the living world.  [1:   Robin Wall Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, BioScience, 52.5 (2002), 432–438. ]  [2:  Deborah Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, The Australian Journal of Anthropology, 16.3 (2005), 294–305.] 


Background of the writers

Robin Wall Kimmerer is an academic and scientist from the Potawatomi nation located in the United States.[footnoteRef:3] Her work on restoration ecology and sustainability issues has focused on developing co-operation between indigenous and scientific communities.[footnoteRef:4] Deborah Rose (1946-2018) was an Australian ethnographic researcher of the Australian Aboriginals. Her work was situated at the intersection of anthropology, multispecies studies and environmental justice.[footnoteRef:5] Both scholars have had careers as university professors: Robin Wall Kimmerer at SUNY (State University of New York)[footnoteRef:6] and Deborah Rose at Australian National University and Macquarie University.[footnoteRef:7] Deborah Rose and Robin Wall Kimmerer are writers who incorporated their own experiences from teaching or field research into their literature. Their backgrounds stand in stark opposition to one another: Deborah Rose was a Westerner engaging with indigenous communities and Robin Wall Kimmerer is an indigenous person bringing TEK to Western education and frameworks.  [3:  Robin Wall Kimmerer, About Robin Wall Kimmerer (2020) <https://www.robinwallkimmerer.com/about> [accessed 6 November 2023].]  [4:  Kimmerer, 2020.]  [5:  Eben Kirksey, ‘Obituary: Deborah Bird Rose (1946–2018)’, The Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology, 22:1 (2021), 81-83, <DOI: 10.1080/14442213.2020.1867956>.]  [6:  Kimmerer, 2020.]  [7:  Edinburgh University Press, Deborah Bird Rose (2023) <https://edinburghuniversitypress.com/deborah-bird-rose/> [accessed 6 November 2023].] 


Style of writing and sources

Robin Wall Kimmerer and Deborah Rose wrote with distinctly different styles. In ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, Robin Wall Kimmerer presented clear and logically structured arguments for incorporating TEK into mainstream science education. She defined TEK and then compared and contrasted TEK to SEK (scientific ecological knowledge). Robin Wall Kimmerer thoroughly addressed the question of why TEK should be included in biology courses, offering evidence of its reliability, biological insights and value as a culturally diverse relational framework. She used a wide range of secondary sources, from established scholars such as the ecologist Madhav Gadgil[footnoteRef:8] to studies on information provided by TEK such as knowledge provided by Inuit hunters.[footnoteRef:9] To add further credibility to her arguments, Robin Wall Kimmerer used her own teaching experience as a primary source of information. She devoted a substantial part of her article to discussing her ‘Land and Culture’ course for environmental biology students at SUNY, providing examples of how TEK could be included in mainstream classroom settings.[footnoteRef:10] Her analysis of teaching TEK in mainstream biology education included her observations on how her students received the lessons, such as their enthusiasm for multi-cultural perspectives and corresponding frustration at the lack of opportunities for cross-cultural exchange.[footnoteRef:11] In keeping with her background as a scientist, Robin Wall Kimmerer approached her subject rationally and methodically, establishing a solid case for the integration of TEK in biological education. [8:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, pp. 433-435. ]  [9:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 434. ]  [10:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 436. ]  [11:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, 436-437.] 


In contrast, Deborah Rose’s discourse is less argumentative and more exploratory. Deborah Rose introduced her paper as an analysis of how indigenous Australian concepts could contribute valuable perspectives to Western eco-philosophical thinking.[footnoteRef:12] Like Robin Wall Kimmerer, Deborah Rose utilised her own experiences in the field with the Aboriginal people as a primary source of information to support her thinking. She pointed out early on in her article that her analysis is based on her research in the Northern Territory of Australia.[footnoteRef:13] Her use of the first-person voice was more frequent than Robin Wall Kimmerer. Deborah Rose interspersed her writing with examples from her ethnographic research such as the classification of the uses of plants and quotes from the Aboriginal people in relation to their knowledge and observations of phenomena in the natural world. She called the Aboriginal people her ‘teachers’[footnoteRef:14] and provided information on her own experience in the bush with the indigenous community, such as within the activity of foraging[footnoteRef:15]. Deborah Rose also cited numerous secondary sources, such as the work ecofeminist philosopher Val Plumwood.[footnoteRef:16] Unlike Robin Wall Kimmerer, Deborah Rose was not arguing for a particular approach to indigenous knowledge but intended to re-situate the human through her research. She presented a kaleidoscope of ideas and her discourse is much less methodical and rational than the one written by Robin Wall Kimmerer. In keeping with their backgrounds, Deborah Rose wrote like a philosopher and ethnographic researcher whereas Robin Wall Kimmerer wrote like a teacher and scientist. [12:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 294.]  [13:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 295.]  [14:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 303.]  [15:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 297.]  [16:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 297.] 


Traditional ecological knowledge versus philosophical ecology

To effectively compare and contrast the articles written by Deborah Rose and Robin Wall Kimmerer, it is important to discuss whether they were dealing with the same subject. Robin Wall Kimmerer clearly concentrated on TEK as her subject. ‘Traditional ecological knowledge’ is part of her article title, and she stayed close to the examination of TEK throughout her writing, from initially defining TEK to looking at its role, potential contributions and implementation in science education. On the other hand, the term TEK is only used once in Deborah Rose’s paper, in relation to the work of anthropologist Julie Cruikshank.[footnoteRef:17] This raises the question of whether Deborah Rose was examining TEK as her article subject. Fikret Berkes, an anthropologist and prominent researcher of TEK, offered this definition of TEK: [17:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 294.] 


A cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with one another and with their environment.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Fikret Berkes, Johan Colding and Carl Folke, ‘Rediscovery of Traditional Ecological Knowledge as Adaptive Management’, Ecological Applications, 10.5 (2000), 1251–1262 (p. 1252) <DOI: 10.2307/2641280>.] 


Deborah Rose discussed TEK in relation to the Aboriginal people’s ecological observations. She used other terms which are synonymous with TEK such as indigenous ecological knowledge. But she also referred to indigenous philosophical ecology, metaphysics, patterns and connectivities. At the time of her writing, TEK had already gained substantial traction, through the work of the Fikret Berkes and other researchers.[footnoteRef:19] Fikret Berkes noted that some researchers find the word ‘traditional’ problematic due the connotations of backwardness and may prefer the term ‘indigenous knowledge’.[footnoteRef:20] Deborah Rose referred to ‘indigenous ecological knowledge’ in her article yet the title of her article clearly indicated her intention to examine philosophical ecology, moving beyond the investigation of knowledge to a wider range of inquiry encompassing the relationship between humans and the more-than-human world. In contrast to TEK, philosophical ecology is less clearly defined. Deborah Rose was influenced by the work of the philosopher Erazim Kohak who believed that the way that we experience nature is a fundamental question in ecophilosophy.[footnoteRef:21] Deborah Rose’s article examined the benefits of TEK but also situated the human within a holistic system of sustenance and reciprocity- what she called a ‘metaphysics of pattern, benefit and connection.’[footnoteRef:22] As she was concerned with the metaphysical implications of indigenous knowledge, it seems that she made a specific decision not to use the term TEK in the analysis of her ethnographic research. [19:  Berkes, Colding and Folke, ‘Rediscovery of Traditional Ecological Knowledge as Adaptive Management’, p. 1251.]  [20:  Berkes, Colding and Folke, ‘Rediscovery of Traditional Ecological Knowledge as Adaptive Management’, p. 1251.]  [21:  Erazim Kohak, ‘Varieties of Ecological Experience’, Environmental Ethics, 19.2 (1997), 153–71 (p.162) <https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.5840/enviroethics199719228> [accessed 7 November 2023].]  [22:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 296.] 


Distinct focus of decentring

Robin Wall Kimmerer argued for the decentring of SEK while Deborah Rose argued for the decentring of the human being. Both writers attempted to weave indigenous knowledge into the Western worldview. The word ‘weaving’ is part of the title of Robin Wall Kimmerer’s article which supported the inclusion of TEK in science education. She considered TEK on par with SEK in terms of empirical value and reliability. Throughout her article she gave ample evidence of TEK as an accurate and insightful body of knowledge which ‘rivals’[footnoteRef:23] scientific knowledge, such as the indigenous songs with multispecies information and the indigenous people’s knowledge of nature patterns. She also pointed to the role that TEK could adopt in cross-validating scientific hypotheses.[footnoteRef:24] For Robin Wall Kimmerer, greater recognition of TEK would pave the way for greater representation of indigenous people in the scientific community as well as foster collaborations between indigenous communities and Western scientific initiatives.[footnoteRef:25] Rather than viewing TEK and SEK as mutually exclusive, she supported an interweaving of both systems of knowledge. An example of such integrated education in biology classrooms could be teaching the indigenous names of plants alongside the Linnaean ones.[footnoteRef:26] Robin Wall Kimmerer decentred SEK towards an acceptance of TEK as an equal partner. [23:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 434. ]  [24:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 435. ]  [25:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’,  p. 435.]  [26:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’,  p. 436. ] 


In contrast, Deborah Rose did not aim to decentre Western scientific knowledge specifically but embarked on a more holistic endeavour of decentring Western anthropocentrism.[footnoteRef:27] Her article was written as a response to Val Plumwood’s call to situate the human ecologically.[footnoteRef:28] In her exploration of situating the human, Deborah Rose’s writing was interwoven with examples of the human observations of the non-human world: crocodiles, birds, rivers, fish and many other plants, animals and features of the Aboriginal landscape. For example, an Aboriginal elder explained to Deborah Rose that they were alerted to the impending arrival of cold weather when they saw crocodiles eat mud or stones to prepare for the cold.[footnoteRef:29] Her analysis imparted a sense of deep connectivity and entanglement of life in which it would be impossible to isolate the human being. Deborah Rose wrote: [27:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 302.]  [28:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 295.]  [29:  Deborah Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 297.] 


Aboriginal people have an interest in ensuring the well-being of swifts and crocodiles, for example; if they were lost, the information they convey would also be lost. Self-interest and interest of others are fully entangled in networks of direct and indirect sustenance, communication, sharing and care.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Deborah Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 301.] 


The Aboriginal people’s knowledge of crocodiles is TEK but instead of using the term TEK, Deborah Rose called it ‘knowledge based on observations of ecological patterns’.[footnoteRef:31] Deborah Rose continually reframed TEK as knowledge arising from an entire communicative system which does not depend on human sentience or agency alone. For example, she mentioned that during her ethnographic research of plants she discovered many plants which were not directly useful to humans but nourished other forms of life.[footnoteRef:32] Through her ethnographic research, Deborah Rose discovered approaches which offered alternatives to the Western tendency towards prioritising human needs and actions.[footnoteRef:33] The Australian Aboriginals taught her to see a profound interconnectedness, a system of mutual benefits in which life is for all species. [31:  Deborah Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 297.]  [32:  Deborah Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 296.]  [33:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 303.] 


Recognition and approach towards indigenous holism

Robin Wall Kimmerer and Deborah both recognised indigenous holism but approached the subject differently. As Robin Wall Kimmerer was arguing for the inclusion of TEK in science education, she focused on the intellectual value of TEK. In her comparison of TEK to SEK, she noted that TEK cannot be divided from the spiritual and social aspects of the indigenous culture.[footnoteRef:34] Robin Wall Kimmerer pointed out that TEK is more than just a system of knowledge; it is a relational and ethical framework. She wrote that TEK is ‘born of a long intimacy and attentiveness to a homeland and can arise wherever people are materially and spiritually integrated with their landscape’.[footnoteRef:35] This integration with the landscape meant that nature is treated subjectively rather than objectively.[footnoteRef:36] However besides her reference to the indigenous oral traditions and the observation that indigenous people as hunter-gatherers are the resource users themselves, she did not provide further details on the holistic practices associated with TEK. Robin Wall Kimmerer did not describe any of the rituals, spiritual beliefs and cosmologies on which TEK is founded. She observed that many students were disappointed by the lack of multicultural perspectives in the scientific curriculum.[footnoteRef:37] Although Robin Wall Kimmerer argued for the incorporation of diverse worldviews and that TEK should not be regarded as solely data, for much of her article she concentrated on the epistemological value of TEK. Indigenous holism took a backseat as she extolled the value of TEK as long-term data which offered reliable biological information and insights.[footnoteRef:38] For Robin Wall Kimmerer, TEK is a broad body of knowledge which blurred the distinction between science and humanities.[footnoteRef:39] She argued for the acceptance of TEK as an equal partner alongside SEK, and therefore the broader question of how to situate indigenous holism did not feature in her analysis. [34:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 434.]  [35:  Robin Wall Kimmerer, ‘Native knowledge for native ecosystems’, Journal of Forestry, 98.8 (2000), 4-9 (p. 6) <https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/native-knowledge-ecosystems/docview/220815572/se-2> [accessed 14 November 2023]]  [36:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 434.]  [37:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 437.]  [38:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 433.]  [39:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 435.] 


Similar to Robin Wall Kimmerer, Deborah Rose warned against utilising TEK as data to serve Western knowledge systems. Deborah Rose focused on indigenous holism as a philosophical ecology with the potential to open dialogues with Western worldviews.[footnoteRef:40] She listed three pattern types found in indigenous ecological knowledge: ‘concurrence in time, concurrence in both time and space and sequential recurrence.’[footnoteRef:41] Processes of patterning are helpful in exploring situatedness.[footnoteRef:42] For Deborah Rose, the Aboriginal people’s understanding of communicative events pointed to an entire matrix, ‘meta-patterns’ which reveal a whole system of connectivities and mutual benefits.[footnoteRef:43] The communicative matrix also linked to indigenous identity and sense of belonging through the concept of country. Deborah Rose approached indigenous holism through an exploration of country not as nation-state but an area which the indigenous people knew and identified with, composed of their relationships with the more-than-human world. Deborah Rose discussed the words ‘country tells you’ to show a distinct view of agency within indigenous perspectives.[footnoteRef:44] Although the word ‘animism’ was not used specifically in Deborah Rose’s article, her examination of country reflected the animistic orientation within the indigenous worldview. Early on in her paper she also mentioned totemism as a metaphysical approach to ecological knowledge.[footnoteRef:45] Through her discussion of the communicative matrix which does not give priority to humans, Deborah Rose provided more insight into indigenous holism than Robin Wall Kimmerer. [40:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 294.]  [41:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 297.]  [42:  Christina Hughes and Celia Lury, ‘Re-Turning Feminist Methodologies: From a Social to an Ecological Epistemology’, Gender and Education, 25.6 (2013), 786–99 (p.786) <DOI: 10.1080/09540253.2013.829910>.]  [43:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 301.]  [44:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 299.]  [45:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, p. 296.] 


Decolonisation as a missing link

Both Robin Wall Kimmerer and Deborah Rose stated their aim to bridge indigenous knowledge with Western worldviews. They approached the subject enthusiastically, arguing for the acceptance of indigenous knowledge, within mainstream education as proposed by Robin Wall Kimmerer, or in dialogue with Western philosophy as proposed by Deborah Rose. However, both scholars gave very little recognition to the long history of colonialism responsible for the oppression of indigenous knowledge and the indigenous people overall. Robin Wall Kimmerer mentioned in her article that nearly every university in the country (United States) is located on the ancestral lands of indigenous people.[footnoteRef:46] She also pointed out that TEK should be protected and situated appropriately in cultural frameworks.[footnoteRef:47] While she pointed out the risk of extracting TEK as data, she did not highlight the problems inherent in the positivist approach of Western science. On the other hand, she referred to it in a positive manner, citing Madhav Gadgil’s observation that modern science has been ‘extraordinarily successful in furthering human understanding and manipulation of simpler systems.’[footnoteRef:48] Robin Wall Kimmerer preferred to show the collaborative potential of TEK and SEK rather than addressing the more difficult question of how to bring TEK and SEK together in an ethical framework with recognition of the injustices of colonialism and system manipulation. [46:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 437.]  [47:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 437.]  [48:  Madhav Gadgil as cited by Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 433.] 


It is also surprising that decolonisation was also missing from Deborah Rose’s article on indigenous ecological philosophy. Deborah Rose mentioned the West’s hegemonic anthropocentricism which morally separated humans from nature and places them on a directive rather than responsive orientation. She observed that indigenous knowledge arises from a deep relation to the land, yet she did not touch upon the issue of land injustice which is intricately linked to the engagement of indigenous people and their knowledge systems. Scholars such as Eve Tuck and K. Wang Yang have argued that decolonisation must address the repatriation of land.[footnoteRef:49] Relations to land are key in the examination of how to situate the human in ecological terms. Deborah Rose and Robin Wall Kimmerer both approached the integration of TEK and SEK idealistically without sufficiently recognising how any attempt towards reconciliation and greater collaboration must include sensitivity towards environmental injustice and traumas from settler colonialism. Decolonialisation is an uncomfortable topic yet both authors would have strengthened their arguments by confronting the subject. [49:  Tuck, Eve and K. Wayne Yang ‘Decolonization is not a metaphor’, Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, 1.1 (2012), 1–40 (p.7).] 


Strengths and Weaknesses

Robin Wall Kimmerer wrote a strong and persuasive article for the integration of TEK in mainstream biology education. Her arguments reflected her extensive experience as a teacher, scientist and indigenous person. She pointed out the benefits of weaving TEK alongside SEK, citing numerous examples of how the two knowledge systems could be combined. She acknowledged that the applications of TEK was beyond the scope of her paper.[footnoteRef:50] Although she described TEK as inseparable from its cultural, ethical and spiritual frameworks, she gave very few examples of the ritualistic practices and cosmologies which are central to indigenous holism. Robin Wall Kimmerer warned against exploiting TEK for its empirical value yet for most of her article she presented TEK as an intellectual and epistemological partner rather than a way of life. In this sense, and perhaps as a reflection of the reality of mainstream education, Robin Wall Kimmerer was fitting TEK within a SEK-dominated system rather than creating the true partnership she was advocating for. Her treatment of TEK and SEK’s interweaving was optimistic and possibly too idealistic, as shown by her avoidance of addressing the colonial injustices and positivist systems which have led to the suppression of TEK in the first place. Yet her conclusion was clear: TEK deserves a place in modern education. [50:  Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action’, p. 434.] 


Deborah Rose’s paper took on a more ambitious task: to re-situate the human ecologically. Her discussion was replete with examples of communicative events within the living world along with the indigenous people’s descriptions and explanations related to them. She effectively argued against anthropocentric hegemonism by building a rich picture of ecological entanglement with widespread benefits. However, her discourse was ambiguous at times and hard to follow, largely due to the vagueness around key elements of her argument. Her article would have benefitted from a more thorough explanation of philosophical ecology and metaphysics, as well as greater discussion and more examples related to totemism. Deborah quoted a lot of the Aboriginal people’s words, but she offered few examples of their rituals and holistic practices. It is not clear what was her answer to re-situating the human. In her conclusion she offered four areas for further dialogue: subjectivity, reciprocal responsibilities, kinship with nature and the ecosystem’s calling of humans into relationship and activity.[footnoteRef:51] Knowledge from the land was integral to Deborah Rose’s discussion but liked Robin Wall Kimmerer, she did not make the link of how degraded or occupied land has destroyed indigenous knowledge. [51:  Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, pp. 302-303.] 




Conclusion

Deborah Rose was a Western researcher and Robin Wall Kimmerer is an indigenous one; through their work they moved from opposite ends of the spectrum towards the same goal: greater integration between indigenous and Western worldviews. Both articles dealt with TEK but Deborah Rose’s examination was part of a larger philosophical discussion on how to situate the human. Robin Wall Kimmerer argued well for the acceptance of TEK in mainstream education but in doing so, her focus was more anthropocentric with little attention to decolonisation and the practical integration of indigenous frameworks. In contrast, Deborah Rose’s discussion presented a less human-centric outlook. Her approach to indigenous holism would have benefitted from an expanded discussion around key terms such as philosophical ecology, greater detail on indigenous worldviews such as totemism and a look at the role of decolonisation. Both authors are respected experts in their field who wrote thought-provoking articles in favour of indigenous knowledge.
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