Assignment: Essay – Will Bullock
Exploring how the environment can be understood using ethnographic examples

When exploring our conception of the environment it can be easy to give an imposed etic understanding of the way in which our culture treats and is related to the environment. People of industrialised countries may intuitively take their relationship to the natural environment as a means to living and as such they need to maintain it to survive, though that rarely reflects their behaviour. Less developed nations as well as smaller communities may have profoundly distinct beliefs regarding the environment, though their tendency to rectitude is equal to any other societies’. By mediating between these social norms, we can collate our views of the world to develop an ideal understanding of the environment and how we as humans and animals live in accordance with it.
The Kogi, for example, are a native group who live in North Colombia whose spiritual beliefs connect closely to their environment beliefs as with many other faiths. They believed that the ultimate creator of the nature[footnoteRef:1] was ‘The Great Mother’ Aluna, who is said to be responsible for maintaining order within nature. Furthermore, they believed that Earth was a living being and that humans were its children and so harm to one’s environment is a harm to ones’ kin. They also refer to those outside of their community as the ‘Younger Brothers’ certainly meaningful language expressing the Kogi people’s view of the mainstream world as naïve, and this is reflected in their understanding of other civilisations as being materialistic and unsustainable towards living nature. (Oyeniyi, 2022) [1:  Nature is a particularly speculative term and so for simplicity here I am taking it equate the environment] 

In an attempt to fight against the ‘Younger Brothers’’ neglect of the creation of Aluna they allowed a crew of British Broadcasting Corporation employees to platform their message to the world in a plead for change. One of the Kogi members stated in the documentary ‘From the Heart of The World – The Elder Brothers’ Warning’ that one should not cut down trees, like a human being they can hurt too, like chopping ones’ own leg off (Ereira, 1990). The Kogi’s message was simple and highly poetic and yet unsurprisingly didn’t impact everyone else’s lifestyle substantially due to them being severely outnumbered making up around only 1/500,000 of the worldwide population (DANE GOV, 2018).
Realising that nothing was improving the Kogi took to contacting Ereira to make a follow-up documentary, ‘Aluna’, in 2012 where they give their final warning to Younger Brother. This documentary was filmed by the Kogi themselves and really comprehensively shows off the way in which they feel so strongly about the Earth as a living being and how it should be protected as such. (Molinare, 2012)
As mentioned earlier, Aluna is the creator figure who is said to regulate nature. Kogi people express their recognition to The Great Mother not just through their respect to the environment and their encouragement towards The Younger Brother to do the same but also in their clothing, wearing all white to symbolise the purity of Aluna’s creation.
Comparisons have been made between the Kogi peoples’ concentrated divination and Plato’s conception of the attainment of the world of ideals (Ereira, 1990). Plato theorised that with extensive philosophical contemplation we could reach an understanding of the underlying ‘ideals’ or ‘forms’ of profound ideas such as morality and objects (Plato, c. 427-347 BC). Similarly in practise, the Kogi people dedicated their divination to the exploration of the world around them and how much balance is needed both in the Earth and its children’s’ behaviour. They gained a beautiful account of how Aluna maintains order within nature and develop highly idealistic notions of environmental ideas. 
It is clear that the Kogi do not take the planet we live on at face-value, expressed both in their language and actions. Another indigenous group whose relationship with the environment is a lot more thoughtful than most peoples’ is the Mbuti people of the Congo. Similar to the Kogi people’s conception of nature, The Forest People (of which they are often called) viewed that they were part of the planet and so harming ones’ arm fundamentally strays no further in consequence than of harming one’s garden. As Sahlins put it ‘Money is to the West what kinship is to the rest’. While the idea of Western society is overwhelmingly unclear this message anthropologically emphasis the disparity between materialism and authenticity in these cultures.
Unlike the Kogi though, The Forest People utilise the commodities of the Forest to suffice their fundamental needs such as shelter, food, clothing, and water. Interestingly, in their language they use the words for ‘mother’ and ‘father’ to refer to the Earth as they benefit from its commodities, as would a child from their parents. (Turnbull, 1985)
Ultimately, how we treat the environment is not just how we treat the Earth and its commodities, but how we treat each other. What connects so many of these smaller communities in general is their attitude towards their family and friends. For example, The Forest People think those who are referred to as family needn’t be blood relatives. It is less an a priori conception of family as being those connected to your biologically but more so those who serve each other and most importantly collectively, those who serve the environment.
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