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         Indigenous Knowledge
Anthropological awareness in a modern economy
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What are the advantages and/or disadvantages, in a modern economy, of applying anthropological awareness of indigenous and traditional approaches to the relationship between human communities and their ecological habitat, locally and globally?
The International Fund for Agricultural Development, states that indigenous communities make up less than a 5% of the human population globally, however, they create 80% of the world’s biodiversity and hold tenure over 25% of the world’s land surface (IFAD 2022). Within this essay I shall explore a wealth of indigenous knowledge, according to anthropological ethnographic research. A case study will be used to emphasize the relationship between human communities and their ecological habitat. I aim to identify the problematic task of reaping the rewards of indigenous knowledge, whilst continuing to displace those communities and catastrophically impact on their cultural traditions, health and freedom. 
The Sapara people situated in Ecuador, will be my case study. I have chosen the Sapara people because of the rich biodiversity that exists in locations where they are following traditional, customary practice and protocols, regarding their ecological environment as their kin. 
My main objective is to compare the advantages of applying anthropological awareness to learn from indigenous relationships with their environment. The disadvantages of blanket solutions proposed by international government bodies such as the United Nations Declaration of Rights for Indigenous People (UNDRIP) will be examined in terms of their approach to defining and protecting indigenous people.
[bookmark: _Hlk127737639]Anthropologists have made many social and cultural discoveries during time spent with indigenous peoples, but how useful are these ‘discoveries?’ How have anthropological approaches helped to protect indigenous people’s habitat and basic human rights as equal members of humanity, and how have anthropologists hindered first Nations?
The evidence presented leads me to conclude, despite anthropological methodologies respecting indigenous knowledge, there is no clear indication that indigenous people have anything to gain from associating with anthropologists searching for solutions to unsustainable modern economies. Providing possible solutions to unsustainable living in capitalist economies is not the obligation of the world’s indigenous population.


Indigenous TRUTHS & capitalist propaganda.
Water is vital to our existence and the ocean makes up over 70% of the worlds surface. The ocean provides a crucial barrier to global warming. Approximately a quarter of human carbon dioxide emissions are soaked up like a sponge by the ocean, acting as temperature regulator for the planet. Plastic waste dramatically impacts on marine eco systems and causes global warming (Hogan. R 2020). Why does so much biodiversity and ecological sustainability exist in these small areas populated by indigenous people, whilst dominant consumerist cultures worldwide provide only 20% of the planet’s biodiversity?
Northeast Ecuador is home to the Napo moist tropical rainforest, which is one of the most biodiverse places on Earth. According to the Director of the Tiputini Biodiversity Station, Kelly Swing, “One hectare of Yasuni forest may contain up to 600 species of trees and over 100,000 species of insects,” 
The Sapara people live within the Napo rainforest. They are an egalitarian society that have proven to be the some of the best guardians of their traditional territories. They are an egalitarian society that follow a community based holistic approach to land and heritage. (Raygorodetsky.G 2018). Their relationship with their ecological habitat is balanced with their daily living, creating rich eco systems. Economic growth is not part of their cultural traditions. Despite having a population of over 2000,000 at the turn of the twentieth century, less than 400 remain today. This was mainly due to the demand for rubber that led to the enslavement of their people, the death of many animals, and the destruction of their jungle. Sapara territory is situated in wealthy oil blocks that the Chinese are pushing to expand. If China buy these oil blocks at least one indigenous community will be wiped out completely. Only four people remain within the Sampara population that can speak fluently in their native language. If their habitat is sold to the highest Chinese oil baron a cultural and ecological genocide will most probably commence. Currently the Ecuadorian government is supporting the extractive industry and reducing the rights of those opposing oil expansion. 
An anthropological approach to this problem presents two main issues. Firstly, a basic understanding of how the Sampara culturally relate to their environment and the traditional methods applied to generate biodiversity does not sustain economic growth. From an economic perspective, anthropological approaches fail to dehumanize or marginalize unprotected communities, preferring instead to regard all human experience as valid and of equal importance. Those determined to protect economic growth are heavily reliant on marginalizing indigenous communities standing in the way of profit. If these communities are presented as animalistic savages, they are overlooked or misunderstood by modern economies. 


However, ruthless oil companies hoping to secure profitable oil plots contained within Sampara territory could use anthropological approaches in a ruthless manner. The information gathered using anthropological methodologies could be used by Chinese oil barons to study how the Sampara people live and interact with their environment, enabling plans to remove the Sampara opposition to be more efficiently devised.  
Anthropologists have an ethical code of conduct to adhere to whilst conducting ethnographic studies. Tim Ingold pushed this further by recognizing the importance of participant observation, to avoid placing indigenous people under an entertaining microscope. Participant observations conducted by anthropologists explores the needs and knowledge of the people from their perspective. 
A personal example to demonstrate this point is during epileptic seizures I have a particular set of needs that change according to the type of seizure. If I have a seizure in a shop the staff immediately start following health and safety protocol, placing me on my front with a cushion placed under my head before calling an ambulance. If an anthropologist had studied my individual needs as an epileptic, they would be able to tell the staff that placing a cushion under my head can cause suffocation when convulsing and calling an ambulance would result in being stranded and disorientated miles away from home without the brain capacity to coordinate traveling home alone on public transport. A blanket health and safety policy is applied, despite every epileptic having different rituals and ways of coping with incredibly varied types of seizures.
I the same way the UNDRIP can benefit from anthropological awareness of indigenous communities and their relationship with their environment. As previously mentioned, indigenous relationships with their ecological habit overwhelmingly increase and sustain biodiversity. Participant observation of the Sapara people would naturally begin to tease out their traditional ways of serving their environment as much as their environment serves them. Anthropological awareness reminds modern capitalists that there are many factors to be considered in order to define, protect and provide for the entire world population of indigenous communities that need protecting from economic growth.
Regardless of the knowledge indigenous communities choose to impart, they are under no obligation to impart it to an economic system that has destroyed their natural habit, by completely disregarding the importance of their culture, traditions and right to personal freedom. However, anthropologist can bridge that gap of mistrust between indigenous communities and capitalist economies. From an ethical standpoint is it profitable for these communities facing cultural genocide and ecological catastrophe to be observed and encouraged to interact with the outside world? Perhaps their knowledge and sustainable eco systems stem from their lack of contact with unsustainable economic systems. Systems that place the environment at the bottom of the list regardless of the consequences to the future of indigenous populations or humanity. Sixteenth century Spanish conquerors came bearing gifts of smallpox, measles, and yellow fever epidemics that annihilated Sapara populations.
In the 1990s the Ecuadorian government officially recognized the Sapara, setting aside 320,000 hectares of land for their rainforest. This amount of land given to the original custodians is a meager 8% of their historical range.
Kevin Koeing is an environmental NGO that works with indigenous people to protect the Amazon, he stated that the Ecuadorian government considers Sapara rainforest as under populated and under-utilized wilderness that must be tamed (Raygorodetsky.G 2018). The 43 articles laid out in the UNDRIP manifesto are not a legally binding. It is merely a suggestion of what to aspire to. For example, China do not recognize indigenous communities, identifying them instead as minority ethnic. This leads to the indigenous community experiencing marginalization and a shutting down of their right to protest as protected indigenous communities. 
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Figure 1; sourced from www.urbansurvivalsite.com
In 2022 the world health organization cited over 7 million premature deaths per year worldwide, from exposure to air pollutants (see figure 1). China are the biggest producers of air pollution in the world (see figure 2) With their sights set on Sampara territory for oil drilling, China don’t seem to be changing their priority, i.e., economic growth.
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                           Figure 2; Sourced from www.climatetrade.com
Within our unsustainable economic framework, we clearly have much to learn from indigenous communities around the world. Agro forestry, crop rotation and water harvesting are just a few examples of ways in which indigenous people interact in an ecologically beneficial way with their living environment. Agro forestry for instance, involves planting trees to develop microclimates that protect crops against extreme conditions, and assisting the production of wood, food and medicine whilst reducing soil erosion. These are clearly advantages in terms of environmental sustainability, but what are the advantages of sharing this knowledge with Western anthropologists? It is important for anthropologists to remember the powerful repercussions their interpretations can have on a community as was the case with controversial anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon. Chagnon made over fourty ethnographic films depicting the lives of the Yanomami. His ethical conduct has been called into question on more than one occasion, perhaps the most memorable was deliberately creating a measles epidemic amongst the Yanomami to study their reactions to the illness without western medicine. He also exaggerated the violent activities, creating dangerous misconceptions of this relatively peaceful egalitarian community. Fortunately, Chagnon is rarely taken seriously by contemporary scholars, and as anthropologist Lori Allen reminds us, while ever media attention remains on sensationalized accounts of savages and petty conflicts surrounding ethical practice, we fail to appreciate the true potential of anthropology (Aljazeera. 2013) they are missing out on an opportunity to learn how to become custodians of their environment. Allen states that self-serving, melodramatic story telling produces dangerously simple misconceptions that can have dramatic repercussions not only on anthropology but on the Yanomami themselves. Obviously, this kind of anthropological approach has no awareness or consideration for indigenous knowledge, placing them at a public disadvantage by exadurating the use of sex, drugs and violent behavior, Chagnon’s publicity was guaranteed but his academic integrity lays in ruins. 
Anthropologists can identify the correlation between cause and effect. For example, in Chicago it was noted that many people were struggling to eat, access to decent healthcare and education. Anthropological awareness has shown that this has happened because the Chicago population are living within the legacy of deindustrialization (Aljazeera 2013).
Organizations such as UNDRIP are at least attempting to see beyond sensationalized dramas and distorted stereotypes, aiming instead for a greater anthropological awareness of how people live and struggle for better lives. UNDRIP outline indigenous rights to self-determination, well-being, traditional knowledge and a healthy environment.  
The 43 articles set in place by UNDRIP were well received by first nations, who are more interested in developing the ability to share political decision-making than in establishing new grounds on which to sue the government. Because of the planetary boundaries we are now exceeding, global discourse is now more anthropologically aware and moving towards a greater recognition of the role indigenous knowledge and biodiversity conservation. Indigenous people’s scholar John Waterhouse claims the future of the planet lies with the indigenous ways of living, because they have mastered the art of living on earth without destroying it by continuing to teach and lead by example (Aljazeera 2013).
Article 14 of UNDRIP on providing an educational framework for indigenous people is designed to be responsive to Indigenous people’s own languages in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning to capture their distinct and delicately nuanced rights (Global Citizen UN 202). UNDRIPS guidelines encourage us to immerse ourselves authentically in the living eco systems of indigenous people, not as spiritual or ethical tourists but as fellow human beings in search of a deeper connection with humanity and our environment.
Preservationist approaches are sometimes in danger of reducing the wealth of indigenous culture to a mere human relic of civilization. A relic that allows dominant cultures to take a tour around living indigenous museums when in need of a nostalgic trip to rediscover the value of indigenous people.
Anthropological perspectives consider the cultural and environmental needs of a community alongside their complex social networks and circular economies. More contemporary economists are now females that fail to prioritize the profit margin growth, such as Kate Raworth who developed her theory on donut economics (see figure 3). Donut economics considers social foundations and the ecological ceiling, whilst providing a safe and just space for humanity. The social foundations such as food, health and gender equality, are balanced against the ecological ceiling that contains environmental issues like climate change, biodiversity loss and freshwater withdrawals. These exist inside and outside the donut but a just space for humanity is the donut itself. 
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                          Figure 3:  KATE RAWORTHS DONUT ECONOMICS DIAGRAM 
                                      SOURCED FROM www.voice of youth.com
These anthropological approaches to the economy are helping nonindigenous communities rediscover their kinship with nature. Afterall we are part and parcel of our environment, we are not separate from nature, humanity is a part of it.  These contemporary economic systems that are being developed, such as donut economics do not make space for economic growth. Most intelligent people have concluded that if economic growth and consumerism on an industrial scale is no longer sustainable, it is better to focus on what we can safely sustain and protect the future of humanity. 
Currently the most progressive anthropological approach is that of the new materialists. New materialist such as Karen Barrad and Donna Haraway, agree that removing humancentric approaches that place the human as the most important living entity on the planet not viable. Instead, New Materialists propose to implement an ethos that places every single living entity on equal footing, from the dirt on the ground to the bird in the sky to the human it defecated upon. This kind of anthropological awareness is very close to the philosophy of many indigenous communities that regard their environment as their kin. The Bajau are a good example of natural new materialists. They are water nomads and regard the sea as a member of their family, taking care of it and relating to its needs like kin. Within this system there is no concept of economic growth, it is not needed. We find ourselves at a point in time that requires a complete overhaul of our priorities and opportunities to repair our relationship with nature that we have come to regard as a separate entity. Kate Raworth’s economic strategy considers ecological sustainability whilst including human needs and rejecting the desire for unsustainable economic growth. 
Offering blanket solutions for a complex network of cultures, traditions and skill sets, fails to recognize the labyrinth of individual requirements that anthropologists are qualified to identify. 


In conclusion the advantages of anthropological awareness are the facilitation of more cohesive relationships with our ecological environments and a more empathic. Proactive approaches to indigenous oppression are increasing, with contemporary scholars realizing indigenous populations may be the key to human survival on the planet. With use of indigenous knowledge, it is possible to triple the planet’s biodiversity, but only if modern economies are prepared to humbly accept who is in the driving seat of environmental sustainability. This can be achieved if economic growth is placed in the passenger seat. The planet does not need more capitalist societies behaving in a parasitic manner, engrossed in their own self-importance. I like to think I am part of the solution but as a woman that grew up in urban capitalist environments, I am probably part of the problem…. now, where did I put my cigarettes?
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