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A prospective change: Traditional indigenous relationships with their ecological habitats


The notion of the economy, the climate and the relationship between humanity and the rest of the planet, is not something that has gone unnoticed in the last centuries. Climate change is a hot topic, debated amongst world leading scientists, and there have been great efforts to tackle the fallout of this immense ecological change of the planet.
Our current Western economy has been spread out throughout the world, mostly focused on the idea of production. The history and values that Euro Americans held in the past, and even to an extent to this day, is the cause of much of the spreading of the capitalistic economy, focused on monetary value. Classically our economy focuses on factors of production, the idea of land as a commodity, as well as labour, capital and entrepreneurship. Land being used as a resource and make products, labour to help produce those products, capital to increase the production rate and methods of that production, and finally, entrepreneurs which set up businesses and ideas (Hayes, 2019, Tejvan Pettinger, 2018). Individuals are also encouraged, from a young age, by schools and other means to create ideas to sell products, a cycle of promoted innovation. This innovation then encourages ideas and solutions to produce products or to solve problems that were caused by this very way of thinking (Tema and TEDx Talks, 2020). 
In the 1950s the popular idea of Modernisation theory was solidified in America by Walt Whitman Rostow, who helped advise President Richard Nixon (Bevan and UWTSD Students' Union, 2021). He encouraged the idea of economic growth in a five-step plan, to change less-developed ‘traditional’ indigenous living individuals to emulate the more capitalistic Western viewpoint (Bevan and UWTSD Students' Union, 2021). This route, and push for economic growth, could be excused by the concept of social evolution, an inevitability of growth. A notion of progress that has been questioned heavily in academic circles (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021). The idea of growth, especially economic growth, is something that is heard a lot in government and businesses which encouragement of continual growth, with an aversion to stagnation. This illusion of growth, challenged by Greta Thornburg 2019, is a steppingstone in challenging preconceived notions, that are excusing harmful actions. (Bevan and UWTSD Students' Union, 2021, Haraway and San Francisco Art Institute, 2017). 
An example of the extreme impact that human beings have had on the planet is the defining of this global era by geologists as the Anthropocene. Posthumanist theorists such as Donna Haraway also suggest that there are certain times in history where humanity began to change fundamentally, calling for the idea of the Plantationocene, where plantations began to monocrop and destroy ecological environmental habitat and biodiversity, valuing continuous effectiveness of products (Haraway and San Francisco Art Institute, 2017). As well as the Capitalocene, with the notion of extraction of resources and trade routes moving those resources, and emphasis on capital (Haraway and San Francisco Art Institute, 2017). 
This continual failing of the current system in place and the extreme climate crisis has led to many scholars questioning and redefining new theories. Arturo Escobar proposed the post development theory, which took inspiration from traditional societies, and claims that development never worked (Bevan and UWTSD Students' Union, 2021). He is only one of the few scholars in last few years that has proposed a different way of understanding, that challenges the status quo. 

One of the key factors implemented in this new wave of sustainable and environmental thinking is indigenous knowledge. Indigenous knowledge was previously seen as unimportant and uneducated, coming from a society that is not as developed as the traditional global North capitalistic, scientific point of view (Graeber, Wengrow 2019). Though this viewpoint is clearly an extreme example of how some thought in the past, it has not until recently truly been debunked and questioned. Now there is a lot of global attention and activists discussing how integral and unique indigenous knowledge can be to environmental efforts. 
But how can indigenous knowledge truly help sustainability, locally and globally?
Indigenous people have an extremely unique and close relationship with their local ecology. The environment surrounding them providing basic food shelter and medicine, which means that they are the first to feel extreme changes in the local environment and is a part of the environment rather than separate. 
Hindou Oumarou Ibrahim is from a pastoral, herding, nomadic community in Chad, called the Mbororo (Ibrahim, 2021, Sherwood-O’Regan, 2019). She is a climate activist, and speaks much on the importance of indigenous knowledge (Sherwood-O’Regan, 2019). She speaks of how her community is integral and vital to the balance of the ecosystem, and that they are cohabitants. They know when to feed the cattle so that they might not run into predators, or if there is scarcity they might feed the predators, so the rest of the cattle are left alone (Ibrahim, 2021). The dwindling resources of the past few years is especially indicated in their own essential freshwater resource Lake Chad, that at one point Ibrahim describes being as 25,000 km² of water, then later 1200 km²: 90% has disappeared, (Ibrahim and TED Talks, 2020, Sherwood-O’Regan, 2019). This dwindling resources makes it more challenging, and the communities vie for the few that are left, causing conflict. Furthermore, many individuals, typically the men of the communities go to big cities to find jobs and give money back to their families at home, many of them either not coming back or not finding jobs, leaving the women and children in a vulnerable position (Ibrahim and TED Talks, 2020, Sherwood-O’Regan, 2019). This movement of people from so-called countryside to city life is not necessarily uncommon and is seen not only in Africa and other areas that involve indigenous communities that are struggling, but historically even in developed countries, people are encouraged to move from countryside to cities for jobs (Bevan and UWTSD Students' Union, 2021).  This means that many indigenous and other communities lose knowledge and their culture, due to the lack of people to continue them. However, the people left behind still have innate knowledge of their own ecological systems; Ibrahim uses her grandmother as an example, she says that her grandmother can tell the weather extremely accurately, not only on that day, but for a few months. This her grandmother can tell because she understands her local ecology, due to the thousands of years of indigenous knowledge. She looked at the plants, insects, flowers and the feeling of the wind that all indicate patterns which she can tell the weather from, better than any meteorologist (Ibrahim and TED Talks, 2020).
To tackle this climate and community crisis, Ibrahim invited scientists to discuss how different types of indigenous knowledge could further the understanding and interconnected works of the local and wider ecology (Ibrahim and TED Talks, 2020). The collaborations between scientists and indigenous communities produced a map of where certain resources and plants could be found, and demonstrated how each individual web of the ecosystem was connected (Ibrahim and TED Talks, 2020). This encouraged not only indigenous communities to speak up and share their knowledge, but in particular allowed the women within those indigenous communities, who are constantly part of the land, to demonstrate their knowledge. Ibrahim states:
“….as Indigenous Peoples, we are the most impacted, but we are not only the victims. We are also the solutions… We are showing them an initiative… and offering them to come with us to implement it – our solutions are nature-based, and based on our traditional knowledge.” (Sherwood-O’Regan, 2019)
This can be a great example of how indigenous knowledge and scientific practice can benefit many different communities, including further understanding ecology and how each part of the local habitat plays a crucial part in repairing, recovering and stabilising healthy ecologies and ecological habitat. As well as, understanding the unique and beneficial ways that human beings can develop sustainable relationships within their own ecology but also learn how to repair that environmental damage that is equally as important. Another people that are a prime example of how indigenous knowledge has a unique way of understanding the world around them, benefiting harmony and balance of their local ecology, is the Kogi of Columbia.
The Kogi live in the Sierra Nevada de Senta Marta Mountains. These people had been isolated for centuries, moving up to the mountains that were separate from the rest of Colombian society, with the self-imposed isolation breaking only in the 1980s (Ereira, 2023, Reddy, 2013). This was because the Kogi had recognised that the current climate and world around them had significantly shifted from what they knew and could no longer stand by without doing something (Ereira, 2023). The first step of this was to renew contact with the supposed outside world, and one of the individuals who came in contact with the Kogi was Alan Ereira; he along with the Kogi produced a feature length documentary to spread their message. 
“We are the Mama, with knowledge of all things material and spiritual, we know that you are destroying the world, you need our help” (Ereira, 2023, 03:40-03:50)
This message from the Mamas (leaders), was the beginning of a long process of the Kogi people trying to communicate and teach a sense of urgency to the rest the world that things needed to change (Ereira, 2023, Jini Reddy, 2013) . To convey this message two documentaries in total were made, as well as an ongoing project with UNESCO called Building Bridges, each trying to understand the unique ways that the Kogi view not only the world through their local ecology, but the further universe (Ereira, 2023, Jini Reddy, 2013). The unique understanding of the Kogi, and especially the Mama, shows unfathomable depth. The Mama say that they draw their understanding of what the environment and further planet needs comes from Aluna (Ereira, 2023, Jini Reddy, 2013). Aluna is a cosmic consciousness that envelops all things around the planet and the universe (Jini Reddy, 2013). 
This unique way of understanding the ecology and environment around them, they see and explain the whole ecosystem as a body which has each individual part that is essential, and has a different role to play. Each part can also negatively be affected by something that is going on elsewhere, echoing this interconnected concept of a wider ecological system (Ereira, 2023). This understanding is one of the reasons why the Kogi have had great success in reinforcing and recovering a lot of the damaged land surrounding their mountains, and many projects reclaiming old pastoral land have yielded good results (Ereira, 2023). The Kogi explained that it is not necessarily them that do all the hard work, but rather the land that tells them how it needs to be recovered (Ereira, 2023). When compared to many other different reforestation projects around the world that have not seen too much success, it is clear that the Kogi are doing something significantly different to make what they do work (Ereira, 2023). 
This is the main purpose for the Bridges project and other associated works; to combine indigenous knowledge with scientific understanding, and for the Kogi to teach different scientists and academics how to better understand extremely nuanced ecology and environmental differences around them, and hope to potentially repair them across the world (Ereira, 2023). However, it is not yet over: a lot of hard work and time has gone into understanding the Kogi way of thinking, but in some ways it is extremely difficult for individuals with completely different backgrounds of the fundamental understanding of the universe to grasp the same ideas. The language barrier is also a problem: language itself has many different nuances and can miss a great deal in translation. This does result in a lack of practical applied knowledge, however this does not mean that the project is not a success, rather that many academics and scholars have been more outspoken and not only on the inherent benefits of the Kogi’s indigenous knowledge, but other indigenous groups that are also struggling and seeing the destruction that comes of climate change. 

These are only a few examples of indigenous knowledge being essential to understanding their own local environment but also furthering the ideas and understanding of worldwide ecology, benefiting communities that are struggling and feel the change most of all through the turbulent times of climate change and the ecological destruction. In a sense, it is this change of perspectives, as well as the practical knowledge, that is just as important locally and worldwide. 
However, there are factors to consider when engaging with indigenous knowledge. A common theme and trope during the 1980s and 70s, pushed by potentially well-meaning activists, and others, is the idea of the noble savage. The notion of indigenous people being spiritually and physically more connected to this worldly ecology, rather than just people who have a fundamental different way of looking at the world which can benefit their own local ecology (Zent, 2012). It is easy to sensationalise indigenous people as something more, when seeing certain results and arguments presented, but they should never be put on a pedestal or something more than human. The fact is that many different cultures and histories are naturally extremely different approach to the surrounding ecology. As well as the fact that many indigenous people no longer live complete in isolation and have more so-called modern lifestyles, living on the border on traditional and non-traditional (Zent, 2012). 
Essentially, it simplifies an extremely complex relationship that indigenous people have with the surrounding environment and the rest the world, they have complex ways of both gathering themselves and the nature around them that are each unique to the different group (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, 2019). And therefore should be respectively understood as each indigenous knowledge being unique and different.

Though there is much to be said about local environments and prospective change in the homelands of indigenous groups, it is something else when there is a lack of knowledge of local environments, for example in Britain where biodiversity is significantly low, and the local ecology has been extremely damaged throughout the ages. The Wetland Project describes how local knowledge in the past and potentially in the future can benefit and further an understanding, as well as cohabitation of the wetland area and ecology. As previously mentioned, potentially the greatest thing to change is one’s perspective to the environment and ecological habitat, so to change the way one ‘thinks about wetland, one needs to think like a wetland’ (Dillon et al., 2012). Management and wildlife conservation is very generalised, having a set of codes and regulations for the entire area of the wetland, rather than local and historical experiences governing the immediate reactions to specific areas that require intervention (Dillon et al., 2012). The idea of human intervention, in these days, consists of maintaining a status quo, even though wetland itself is constantly changing its ecology and structure. In a way humans tackle the problem of local ecology objectively, taking from pre-established ideas of what it should look like, rather than using the full experience of creatively thinking differently of how this living, breathing ecology works and is changing throughout (Dillon et al., 2012). Using local and lived experiences with wetland and how it can change, the individual can therefore react in time with the changes of the wetland. These lived experiences change perspectives, and ignore the regulations of assumed scientific knowledge (Dillon et al., 2012). Bringing together the people who are most involved with living with wetland, gathering a living from them and in constant contact with the environment around them, there is potentially a suggested balance that can be achieved and a local level of constant change and adaptation to those who know it. This can achieve a higher level of managing overall general goals by bringing together scientific knowledge with local understanding, being with the wetland and ‘thinking like wetland’ (Dillon et al., 2012). 

All these examples encourage a new perspective of how we might tackle the issues of climate change at a local ecology level as well as potentially at a national or global one. The indigenous people of the world are the most integrated and intertwined with their local environment, meaning that on the local level, when certain changes need to be acted quickly upon, as with the wetland, their understanding of the environment and the species within it creates a new unique perspective and a knowledge of how to act. This idea of prospective change is the most vital notion one can take away from indigenous knowledge. However, as mentioned before, it is a danger to lump all indigenous people together, as each has a unique history and way of approaching their local ecology, and their own oral histories and people with their own personality and knowledge to share. Furthermore, not all types of practical knowledge can be easily transferred: an environment requires specific understandings, but the way that one can use this specific understanding looks at the lived experiences of the people who live within it. Moreover, at the global level the ideas and prospective change is perhaps the most valuable, the constant damage and way that even people who are not connected with their local environment think about how they are placed amongst their local and worldly ecology. 
One way academics perhaps have challenged the status quo and incorporated anthropological awareness and knowledge is through the post humanistic movement of academia for example new Materialitie. 
These theories focus mostly on how materials have an active agency and how our own bodies are a part of the material world (Attala and Steel, 2019, Coole and Frost, 2010). Jane Bennett proposes a concept, Vital Materialisms where she states that objects have a certain agency, with the notion of things having power and working separately as its own sense of action (Bannatt, 2010, 18). Another core example of new materiality is presented by Karen Barad, proposes Agential realism, where she uses quantum theory to explain how the core structure of materials are Intra-Action; materiality is constantly re-produced within the phenomenal of existing (Attala and Steel, 2019). These are only a few theories that work within the new materiality. Many of these theories also take inspiration and can be seen in many indigenous cultures. The Kogi view the ecosystem as a body with each interconnected web affecting each other including human beings, this could echo a lot of similar beliefs to new materialism (Ereira, 2023). The core belief of decentralising human priorities and existence and emphasising other species and point of view, and the emphasis on the material world and the agency of that material, all change the fundamental beliefs and practices stemmed from the enlightenment that has been significant influence on Western thinking (Attala and Steel, 2019). This way of thinking can also be encouraged in everyday life, with people changing the fundamental interactions with their local environment and ecology. With new Materialities being a potential way of navigating indigenous understanding and beliefs and Western ideas, so that indigenous peoples, academic, scientists and nonindigenous people can potentially create a deeper understanding of each other, and their relationship with the environment. 
This anthropological awareness of how different worlds, especially in their own interactions with their ecology, inspires new theory and new ways of thinking to create a necessary prospective change so that we can potentially change. All these theories and indigenous knowledge that change the very fundamental way that us as human beings interact not only with the environment but with the material and ourselves, as a more grounded and interactive being with the rest of the ecological world. This can be a step in the right direction to live sustainably with our local and worldly environment. 
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