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Dear Readers, 
 
The cover of this Compas Newsletter 
shows a traditional Voodoo healer in Benin 
treating a woman. In this case, healing 
involves medicinal plants, consecrated  
powder, a sacred forest and a skilled 
healer. The back cover also shows prac-
tices used to heal the soil, crops and  
animals. The photograph on this page 
shows the ‘pulse diagnosis’, an important 
tool in Indian and Tibetan traditional 
health practices.  
 
These pictures and the articles in this newsletter reflect the great diversity of concepts, approaches and practices 
that still exist related to healing people, animals, plants and environments. Vitality and health have a dimension be-
yond the purely physical and biological level. In most traditional cultures people believe that to maintain the vitality 
and health of human beings, plants, animals and environments, they have to address forces both in the natural and 
spiritual domain.  
  
In their work, the Compas partners appreciate the strengths and challenge the weaknesses of traditional practices 
and cultural heritages. Understanding the cosmovision of modern and traditional cultures is a major challenge for 
anyone working with development. In each situation, the best combinations between traditional practices and prac-
tices from other parts of the world can be identified through a process of participatory assessment and develop-
ment. Compas seeks to enhance this exchange of concepts and approaches between different cultures. 
 
The views expressed in this Compas Newsletter may provoke readers to react, either in support of or challenging 
certain approaches or positions. We would like you to send us your reactions, opinions and contributions and become 
part of this intercultural dialogue. In this issue, you can find this discussion on pages 42 and 43. 

 
Katrien van ‘t Hooft, Bertus Haverkort, Wim Hiemstra 
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Experiences with endogenous development 
The Compas partners have now been collaborating for three 
years. Their experience with enhancing endogenous development 
continues to grow as they gain more insights in to indigenous 
worldviews, and learn from working with traditional practices. 
We invite all our readers to participate in an exchange of experi-
ences, exploring the methodological implications of working with 
cosmovisions and endogenous development.  
 
Questions to be addressed might include the following: 
• Why and how have development agencies started to work 

with culture and cosmovision? 
• What reasons do rural people have to avoid or to establish 

relationships with ‘outsiders’, to share their knowledge and 
to test and improve their traditional practices? 

• What are the conditions for them to be open for such a col-
laboration? How do traditional leaders operate in this re-
spect? 

• What steps were taken to establish a fair and mutual working 
relationship between the rural people and outside develop-
ment agencies? 

• How can intellectual property rights be protected?  

• Which indigenous practices have been documented, how was 
that done and how were they used to enhance endogenous 
development? 

• How was the co-operation between traditional spiritual lead-
ers and outsiders in documenting, testing and improving of 
indigenous practices? 

• What were the different steps involved? Which participatory 
tools like for example PRA, PLA, PTD, or RAAKS, were found 
(not) useful? 

• Which traditional practices have been put to test, and which 
methods were used to test and improve their effectiveness? 
Which criteria were used, how were the results assessed and 
measured? 

• In what way can you show results? 
• What are the difficulties, risks and pitfalls in enhancing en-

dogenous development? 
• Which traditional concepts and practices have been particu-

larly relevant for wider sharing and testing? 
Before writing a comprehensive paper, we invite readers to send 
an abstract or outline of the proposed paper. Please send your 
reactions as soon as possible. The next issue of the Compas 
newsletter will be published at the end of 2000. 
(E-mail: compas@etcnl.nl) 

Call for contributions for next issue 
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Vitality, health and cultural diversity 
 

Darshan Shankar and Bertus Haverkort 

In most traditional cultures people believe that, to maintain the health and vitality of human be-
ings, animals, plants and environments, they have to address forces in both the natural and the 
spiritual world. This editorial presents some concepts and practices relating to health and agricul-
ture in different regions of the world. In the Compas programme we are looking for ways to en-
hance the strengths and challenge the weaknesses of the traditional practices. 

Vitality is the energy to sustain life. It is 
the essence of health. Every living organ-
ism, and every part of it, has vital energy. 
Its most basic mechanism is the desire to 
survive as an individual and as a species. 
Before the advent of the western sci-
ences, medicinal practice as applied to 
human beings, animals and plants was 
probably very similar in all parts of the 
world (FAO 1984). The healing art con-
sisted of two major elements that were 
often used in combination: the application 
of natural products and an appeal to spiri-
tual forces. Natural products include ex-
tracts or decoctions from leaves, roots, 
oils, fats, animal parts or insects. Appeals 
to spiritual forces involved incantations, 
symbols and sacrifices among other ritu-
als.       
      These practices are still very common 
in many cultures throughout the world. 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) es-
timates that 70 to 80% of the people in 
developing countries use traditional medi-
cine as a major source of health care. We 
do not have quantitative data about the 
use of traditional methods of treating pest 
and diseases in crops and animals, but 
there is reason to believe that this per-

centage falls within the same range. 
     Most traditional cultures accept that 
the vitality of human beings, animals, 
plants and environments are interrelated. 
Moreover, only when different needs at 
the physical, mental and spiritual level 
are balanced, is well being and vitality 
possible. Ironically, the recent studies of 
indigenous knowledge and practices usu-
ally follow the Western tradition of spe-
cialisation in human, animal, plant or en-
vironmental elements.  
 
Health and agriculture 
In this editorial we present some concepts 
with respect to the health and agriculture 
of different regions of the world from an 
endogenous perspective. First, we will 
present practices and concepts from Af-
rica, Latin America, China, India, and 
from the North Atlantic region, based on 
literature studies and the articles pre-
sented in this newsletter. Then we will 
present some possibilities for a way 
ahead: participatory assessment of differ-
ent practices and intercultural dialogue. 
     The authors of the articles in this 
newsletter have chosen various entry 
points: human health care, organic agri-

culture, natural pest control, food and 
nutrition, traditional livestock practices, 
codified traditions such as Ayurveda, and 
folk knowledge. Some articles emphasise 
how traditional agricultural practices are 
related to human health. Several authors 
also draw the conclusion that understand-
ing the local perceptions related to vital-
ity and health has played an important 
role in their work with people, crops and 
livestock.  
 
AFRICA 
Many African cultures have a holistic per-
ception of health and vitality. In this per-
ception five entities are considered: God; 
the superhuman and ancestral spirits; 
mankind; biological life forms like animals 
and plants; and finally all phenomena and 
objects that do not have a biological life 
(p 24,25). De Smet describes (p.26) how 
these entities are always included in tra-
ditional African health care. In addition to 
these five entities there is a ‘vital life 
force’ that permeates the whole universe 
(Mbiti, 1969, Erdsieck 1997).  
      For Africans every person, plant, ani-
mal and natural phenomenon is a carrier 
of the divine. God is the source and the 
ultimate controller of the vital forces, 
while the spirits have access to some of 
these forces. A few human beings have 
the knowledge and ability to tap, manipu-
late and use the vital forces, such as 
medicine (wo)men, witches, priests and 
rainmakers. The vital life forces can be 
benevolent or malevolent, and used in 
both positive and negative ways (Figure1). 
The role of witches, and to a lesser ex-
tent, diviners, is to address the ‘negative’ 
powers. They can cause or cure a curse 
given to a person, an animal or a location. 
The priests and traditional healers nor-
mally use ‘positive’ spiritual powers. In 
order to appease the gods, people have to 
perform rituals and make sacrifices.  
       
African disease perception 
According to Morris and Bossard (both 
1996), Africans distinguish between four 
causes of disease. First, the natural cause 
of disease, equated with 'acts of God'. 
Second, there are diseases related to 
moral or ritual infringement, like sexual 
abuse, stealing, killing or ignoring taboos. 
The third kind of disease is associated 
with either witchcraft or sorcery. Finally, 
there are diseases associated with spirits, 

Villagers in Southern Benin proceed to the field where a ceremony will be held to address Mami-
Wata, a water spirit. 
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like the ancestral spirits. 
     Fairhead (in Pottier, 1993) describes 
how farmers in Zaire make a link between 
human health and crop health. The 
amount of blood is an indicator used in 
evaluating the state of human health. If a 
person has too little blood, he or she is 
weak, depressed and needs a rest. A per-
son with too much blood may become 
tense, experience headaches and get ill. 
Similarly, plants with too little water are 
weak, uncompetitive and have low yields. 
Plants with too much sap become overex-
tended and are prone to sudden death.  
     In this newsletter Millar describes 
(p.36) how farmers in northern Ghana dia-
logue about the enormous complexities in 
their lives, related to drought, pests, 
spiritual energies, death, and ancestors. 
For them 'life' equals with 'spiritual en-
ergy'. Failure to understand and appreci-
ate these complexities has led to a great 
number of failures in the co-operation 
between African rural people and out-
siders.  
 
Traditional systems challenged  
In many African societies both traditional 
and modern health systems exist. Nor-
mally people consult both systems, though 
for different reasons and during different 
stages of the disease. Certain diseases are 
believed to be better treated by one of 
these systems. Kaarehed and Odhult 
(1997) describe how the Keiyo and Marak-
wet in Kenya believe that female infertil-
ity, diarrhoea and mental illnesses can 
only be treated by traditional healers, 
while respiratory infections, accidents and 
fevers are best treated by modern medi-
cine. In spite of increased interest in the 
technical aspects of traditional health 
care, forms of true co-operation between 
the two systems are rare. Traditional 
healers may refer to modern medicine, 
but the reverse is rarely the case.  
     As described in de Smet (p.26) there is 
a tendency in the Western oriented bio-
medical tradition to focus on the risks and 
play down traditional African medicine 
and the expertise of traditional healers. 

We cannot deny the drawbacks of tradi-
tional medicine, which include incorrect 
diagnosis, imprecise dosage, low hygiene 
standards, the secrecy of 
some healing methods and 
the absence of written rec-
ords about the patients. 
Though there is certainly 
cause for concern, it is un-
fair to pass judgement on 
African healing systems on 
the basis of their worst out-
comes. Concerns about ro-
manticising the traditional 
practices have to be taken 
serious, however. The arti-
cle about Waris Dirie (p27) 
shows the struggle against 
female genital mutilation in 
Africa. She is an example 
of a courageous Somalian 
woman who challenges the 
negative and strengthens 
the positive aspects of the 
traditional practices. 
 
LATIN AMERICA 
In the age-old Andean cul-
tures, the central life force 
comes from the Pachamama, or Mother 
Earth. Similarly, according to the Mayas in 
Central America, life forces derive from 
the milpa, the plot where the sacred 
maize crop is grown. The role of sacred 
maize is similar to the role of rice in the 
Chinese worldview (p. 22).  
      Both Andean and Mayan cultures con-
sider vitality and health to be the result 
of living in harmony with the laws of soci-
ety, nature and the divine world. Disease 
can be caused by a disturbed balance in 
body, the family, the community, nature 
or the spiritual world. The same principle 
applies to animals and crops. Therefore, a 
good crop does not only depend on the 
application of appropriate technologies, it 
is also dependent on the social and spiri-
tual activities of the people themselves 
and the rituals they perform. Another set 
of human and animal disease is caused by 
air or 'wind'. These winds are both physi-

cal and metaphysical, the latter being 
influenced by bad spirits.  
      In the Andean communities diets, cli-
mates, constitutions, infections, emotions 
and energies can either be ‘hot’ or ‘cold’ 
and they may disturb the health balance 
(Olivera et al. p. 8, San Martin et al. p.38, 
Miranda Zambrano, p.16). The hot and 
cold categories play a major role in tradi-
tional health practices all over Latin 
America. Diseases from the hot category 
are treated with cold herbs and foods, and 
vice versa. 
 
Traditional healers 
The diagnosis of disease by traditional 
healers is not limited to direct observa-
tion and tests. Many supernatural methods 
are also used, such as ‘reading’ an egg or 
maize seeds in Mayan traditional health 
systems, or coca leaves in the Andes. 
Sometimes special animals such as guinea 
pigs are used for diagnosing disease in 

humans or large animals.  
      In the Andes people say ‘healing hands 
are a gift from the gods‘. Humans as well 
as animals can be treated by the same 
healer. There are no schools or other for-
mal training centres for learning tradi-
tional healing practices. Often the healers 
combine their activities with another pro-
fession, such as housewife, carpenter or 
farmer.  
      Preventive and curative measures are 
in line with the holistic view of health and 
disease. They combine the use of herbs 
with certain symbolic and mystical activi-
ties. Along with the medical treatment, a 
ritual is needed to re-create adequate 
spiritual conditions for a healthy life. At 
the same time many families opt for a 
combination of western and traditional 
healing methods ( p.8).  
 
 

Q’echi’farmers in Guatemala engage in a ceremony to ask God and the Tzul
taqá, the sacred mountain-valley, for a good harvest and health of animals. 
Candles are placed in the four directions, incense is burned and prayers are 
recited. 
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Figure 1 
The links between 
people, spiritual 
leaders and the 
spiritual world 
with its positive 
and negative 
forces according 
to the Umbundu 
people in Angola 
(Bossard 1996) 
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CHINA 
The ancient Chinese had already docu-
mented their concepts of vitality and 
health in classical works like I Ching, the 
Book of Change, more than 3250 years 
ago. The Chinese concept of vitality is 
vital life force, or Chi, which lies at the 
very heart of traditional Chinese medi-
cine. Reid (1996) explains that the Chi-
nese perceive human beings in three di-
mensions of existence: jing, or body, chi 
or energy, and shen, spirit or mind. It is 
assumed that the mind controls energy, 
and energy controls the body, to ensure 
that the body produces energy to sustain 
the mind. 
      Energy in humans and animals is an 
electromagnetic force that functions by 
virtue of the dynamic polarity between 
the two basic energies yin and yang. 
These forces are opposite and at the same 
time complementary. They are 
not only present in human and 
animal bodies, but in all ele-
ments from the planetary 
macro cosmos to the organic, 
cellular and molecular micro 
cosmos.  
      Traditional Chinese medi-
cine endeavours to facilitate 
the harmonic balance between 
body, energy and mind with 
nutrition, herbs, acupuncture, 
massage, meditation and other 
holistic methods. It aims to 
restore the natural patterns of 
the human energy system, to 
weave it back into its proper 
position in the great web of 
life. The article on page 22 
indicates how massage, pres-
sure and puncture of certain 
points of the body in Mayan 
traditional health practices, 
show striking similarities with 
these Chinese health prac-
tices. 
 
INDIA 
In the Indian medical tradition, health can 
be explained with a single Sanskrit word, 
Swasthya.  This word refers to 'a state of 
equilibrium' with respect to body tissues, 
metabolic processes, the senses, the mind 
and the soul. Ill health occurs when this 
equilibrium is lost. Vitality is expressed on 
different levels. At the level of the body 
tissues vitality is reflected in features like 
a glowing body; at the level of senses and 
mind in signs like alertness, at the level of 
soul in a deep inner sense of peace.  
      In the classical traditional Indian 
worldview, the greatest manifestation of 
nature is Prithvi, or Earth,  which evolves 
into Jal, or water and then into Agni, or 
fire; then to Vaayu, air or wind and fur-
ther into Aakash, space or ether. Higher in 
the order come mind, time and direction, 
and finally Atma, the soul. Only the soul is 
eternal and unchanging. All other forms 
change. Time and direction are changing 

entities; the mind changes and evolves. 
This can last for thousands of years. Ex-
cept at the level of the soul, nature is 
constantly changing.  
     For human beings to understand and 
experience these various states of nature, 
they must use their senses and minds. 
These are the instruments of the eternal 
soul, which is considered to be the real 
self. Minds live on as 'spirits' after the 
body dies, good or evil according to their 
inclination, but even spirits have a life 
span and die when the mind has no desires 
left.  
These concepts apply to the diverse Indian 
folk traditions as well as the codified tra-
ditions, such as Ayurveda. In this newslet-
ter FRLHT (p10) presents an example of a 
folk healer who draws on his long experi-
ence with herbal medicine and a divine 
intuition to treat large numbers of pa-

tients. In agriculture, Balusubramanian (p. 
30) describes how traditional Indian plant 
science, Vrkshayurveda, can help farmers 
develop eco-friendly pest control tech-
niques. Upawansa (p. 18) describes how in 
Sri Lanka a mixture of traditional knowl-
edge, astrology and Buddhist beliefs has 
resulted in a number of practices to pre-
vent crops being damaged by wild ani-
mals.  
     In the Indian health perception, physi-
cal ill health may have an external cause, 
like a snake or insect bite. Injury is also 
caused by external mental beings like 
'spirits' but this is not a usual or common 
affliction. The influence of the stars and 
planets on mental and physical health is 
also acknowledged as well as the impor-
tance of spiritual aspects in healing.  
 
 

North-Atlantic region 
Western bio-medicine, which focuses on 
the material aspects of life, has evolved 
into a cosmopolitan medicine over the last 
decades. Western science has narrowed 
research to those parts of reality that can 
be measured and objectively quantified. 
Nature has been de-mystified as a reality 
that has no meaning beyond the utilitar-
ian. It can be manipulated, modified and 
reconstructed to suit the needs of human 
beings. Humanity has the capacity to dis-
cover, create and transform reality: 
therefore humanity is the sole source of 
values and meaning (van der Wal, 2000). 
      This worldview has also influenced 
Western agriculture, which has evolved 
towards mass production with high levels 
of external inputs in specialised, large-
scale production systems. Nature is modi-
fied to suit the needs of farmers. Mono-

cultures and low genetic di-
versification result in crops 
and animals vulnerable to 
pests and diseases. A wide 
range of chemicals and vac-
cines are used to treat and 
prevent these problems.  
 
Western disease  
perception 
In Western concepts, health 
is looked upon as the absence 
of disease. Health services 
are therefore disease ori-
ented. Diseases are under-
stood as the result of changes 
in the body caused by mi-
crobes, viruses or chemical 
imbalance. Genetic factors 
also play a role, as well as 
low resistance due to dietary 
deficiencies, pollution and 
stress.  
      Remedies are generally a 
combination of measures to 
cure the symptoms, to re-
move the cause of the infec-
tion and to prevent it from 

returning. Mental illness is mainly treated 
with drugs. As a result of impressive tech-
nical progress, world food production has 
increased worldwide and survival rates for 
many diseases have improved. A basic 
question that still needs to be answered is 
the extent to which these technical solu-
tions are sustainable and widely applica-
ble. There are serious environmental ef-
fects, and many of the necessary inputs 
are inaccessible to the majority of poor 
rural people. Yet, practitioners of West-
ern based science throughout the world 
tend to look down on indigenous knowl-
edge systems. This has resulted in serious 
erosion of traditional practices over the 
past decades. 
 
Parallel developments 
In the West a growing number of people 
are looking for a more holistic approach to 
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Some healers combine traditional knowledge with Western knowledge. Tradi-
tional healer Murthy interprets X-rays before handing over herbal medicines to 
the patient. 
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agriculture, food and health care. The 
influence of organic farming, health foods 
and alternative health practices is in-
creasing in Europe and North America. 
Alternative medical practices such as Chi-
nese acupuncture or Indian Ayurveda, are 
increasingly accepted. Holistic approaches 
to agriculture are also increasing in impor-
tance (Hiemstra and Andeweg p28). Mean-
while, Laban (p32) indicates how the more 
holistic concepts from ancient cultures in 
Europe and the Middle East presently in-
fluence the ‘alternative medicine’ prac-
tices in the Western countries. However, 
co-operation between these alternative 
approaches and the dominant bio-
medical, veterinary, and plant sciences is 
still very limited. 
     A growing number of modern scientific 
insights into physics, mechanics, biology 
and psychology allow for a holistic scien-
tific approach. Mind and matter are no 
longer considered separate entities. Their 
interconnectedness is scientifically ac-
cepted. It takes a while, however, before 
these insights are translated into new 
technologies and social systems.  
     In their quest for ecological 
sustainability, agricultural policies in the 
Western countries now focus more on the 
efficiency of input use in integrated and 
organic farming. For the poor farmers in 
the complex rain-fed areas of the South 
‘low external input and sustainable agri-
culture’, or LEISA, is an effective option. 
Even the main international agencies, 
such as FAO and World Bank, now empha-
sise the importance of LEISA and indige-
nous knowledge. 
     These new experiences and insights, 
and the expressed needs of consumers in 
the Western societies, confirm that peo-
ple in the North Atlantic region are dy-
namically researching sources from differ-
ent cultures to maintain their vitality. 
Across the globe, the mainstream materi-
alistic concepts, as sketched by van der 
Wal, are no longer the only accepted view 
on health and agriculture.  
 
The way ahead 
Today Western science is the dominant 
economic and political culture in most 
parts of the world. It tends to ignore what 
it does not understand and demands vali-
dation based on its own logical frame-
work. Though the technical rationale of 
traditional practices may not always be 
clear to outsiders, one need not insist on 
knowing the rationality behind each par-
ticular practice. Attempts at validation of 
traditional practices should rather concen-
trate on observing their results under the 
prescribed circumstances and conditions.  
     At the same time, as Ramprasad indi-
cates (p.32), the increased scientific con-
firmation of traditional wisdom, especially 
in relation to nutrition, can help to under-
stand and re-introduce these practices.  
     Moreover, in several cultures sophisti-
cated traditional theories exist, both oral 

and written, which can provide a rational-
ity that seeks to explain these practices. 
One can also come closer to understanding 
traditional practices if a ‘diversity of pow-
ers’ is considered. Mantras, or reciting 
specific verses, have to do with the pow-
ers of sound, auspicious moments with 
astrological forces, botanical ingredients 
with the forces in plants, sacred persons 
with supernatural powers. (Haverkort, 
1999).  
      Documenting traditional knowledge 
and publishing it in the public domain may 
also help to prevent patenting and biopi-
racy, a major obstacle to the research on 
traditional practices (p. 43).  
       
Major challenge 
Many traditional healers and leaders are 
active in preventing and curing diseases in 
crops, animals and people. They may have 
their limitations, as some healers may be 
ill trained, be ill intentioned or demand 
too much in return for their treatments. 
But local traditions also have their 
strengths. A major challenge is to appreci-
ate these strengths while challenging their 
weaknesses. In each situation, the best 
synergy between traditional practices and 
other practices can be identified through 
a process of participatory assessment and 
development. FRLHT describes the efforts 
in this direction with traditional human 
health practices in India. (p.8)    
      Understanding the cosmovision of dif-
ferent cultures is also a major challenge 
for development workers. Exchanging con-
cepts and approaches between cultures 
may lead to improvements in traditional 
and modern practices in health and agri-
culture. Some exchanges in the Compas 

programme are described on p. 44 of this 
newsletter. Van Binsbergen (p. 12) de-
scribes his personal process of 
intercultural dialogue, how a white intel-
lectual interpreted the process of becom-
ing a traditional African healer. 
      Despite the dominant position of West-
ern science, there is a strong presence of 
holistic and traditional practices and ap-
proaches in North, West, South and East. 
Often we encounter combinations be-
tween the two approaches. All cultures 
seek to understand nature, but there can 
be differences depending on the specific 
ways people use their senses and mind. It 
is ethno-centric to think that only one 
particular cultural experience is possible. 
The authors in this newsletter are pre-
senting some interesting insights and de-
velopment approaches. Much has still to 
be learned. The Compas partners invite 
the readers to react to the experiences 
described in this issue. We hope many of 
you will share their ideas and experiences, 
to pinpoint risks and potential, and stimu-
late future initiatives. 
 
Compas 
P.O. Box 64 
3830 AB  Leusden 
The Netherlands 
F: +31 4940791 
E: compas@etcnl.nl 
 
FRLHT 
50, MSH Layout, 2nd Stage, 3rd Main, Anan-
danagar, BANGALORE 560 024, India     
F: +91 80 3334167 
E: darshan@frlht.ernet.in 
 
(references see page 46) 

‘The celestial influence on people, animals and plants’, a mandala by the German mystic Hildegard 
von Bingen (1098-1179). The harmonious relationship between mankind and nature according to Cos-
mic Law is depicted in this European medieval representation 
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The small-scale producers in the farming 
communities of the Mantaro Valley have 
developed mixed production systems, 
where crops are combined with animals. 
Each family has small parcels of land on 
the hill sides and these are often located 
in different ecological zones. The use of 
various types of crop enables farmers to 
minimise climate risks and protect their 
self-supplying production system. Native 
crops like potato, corn, ulluco, oca, 
mashua and tarwi are sown together with 
the beans, barley, wheat and oats intro-
duced by the Spanish 400 years ago.  
      Among the animals raised are sheep, 
cattle, chicken and other fowl, cuyes 
(Cavia porcellus), pigs, donkeys, llamas 
and alpacas. Women are usually responsi-
ble for them.  
      Animal husbandry has many functions 
besides the purely productive ones. It pro-
vides the family with economic security, 
manure, traction and transport, and has a 
specific cultural significance. The live-
stock production courses in agricultural 
schools do not take this wider context of 
family animal husbandry into account. On 
the contrary, they emphasise getting the 
maximum productivity from each animal. 
This only partially reflects the economic, 
social and cultural function of livestock.  
 
Cosmovision and animal husbandry 
In Andean society, the Pachamama, or 
mother Earth, is considered to be the 
source of all life. It has two dimensions: 
time and space. In the spatial dimension 
there are three worlds: Kay pacha or this 
world, Hanaq pacha or upper world, and 

Huku pacha or underworld. The dimension 
of time comprises: Nawpa pacha or first 
times, Qepa pacha or contemporary times, 
and Musuq pacha or new times. (Garcia, 
1996). 
     For Andean people, animals are like 
them, they are their peers, brothers and 
life companions. They believe that the 
animals have come from the upper world 
as a gift from the Gods, to give their skin, 
flesh and blood. In return, man must take 
care of them.  
     The people of the Andes are very sen-
sible in this. They do not feel they are the 
owners of nature; rather they consider 
themselves part of it: "We raise the ani-
mals and the animals raise us, it means 
caring and nurturing in the same way as a 
mother treats her daughter". 
 
The festivity of Santiago 
As a result animal health is part of daily 
identity and practice in the Andes. This is 
reflected in many of the myths and rituals 
that express respect for nature and its 
deities. In the communities of the Mantaro 
Valley, there are many celebrations that 
support animal husbandry, such as the 
festivities of Santa Ines in January, the 
Carnival in February or March, San Lucas 
on October 18 and Santiago on 24 July.  
     The origin of the festivity of Santiago 
dates back to pre-Hispanic times. After 
the Spanish conquest, the image of the 
disciple Santiago, a Catholic patron saint, 
was included in the Andean festivity. The 
main reason for festivity is to ensure ani-
mal health and reproduction. Each family 
is involved in these celebrations. They 

include several rituals, such as tying col-
oured ribbons on the ears of animals. Ritu-
als are accompanied by songs and dances 
appropriate to the animal in question. The 
ritual continues with fruits and sweets 
being thrown to the animals, and festivi-
ties end with a communal dance. 
 
Natural & supernatural diseases 
Andean families are seriously concerned 
when an animal dies, not only because of 
the physical loss, but because there are 
also spiritual implications. The 
Pachamama is perceived as being the 
source of fertility and life, and is there-
fore in charge of animal health. A balance 
must be maintained between man, ani-
mals, nature and supernatural beings. Dis-
ease is seen as a signal that there is no 
longer a balance between these elements.  
      The families identify and classify ani-
mal diseases in both supernatural and 
natural categories. Six types of supernatu-
ral diseases are identified. First, illness is 
seen as a punishment from God for a 
crime committed by the animal's owner 
and which may lead to the animal's sudden 
death.  
      Another supernatural illness can occur 
when the owner has not paid tribute to 
the sacred mountain. A third type of su-
pernatural disease is caused by dead an-
cestors who roam in lonely places. This 
can affect animals that graze in the area 
and cause itching, wounds and rashes. 
Animals can also contract diseases if hu-
man conflicts lead to revenge. Here the 
idea of the ‘evil eye’, when someone 
looks at a young animal in a harmful way, 

Animal health practices in The Andes 
 

Edgar Oliveira and Emma Nuñez 

In traditional Andean cosmovision,  
nature is man's basic ally. This vision 
is reflected in the relationship of  
mutual respect between man and  
nature.  In the traditional animal 
health practices, medicinal plants and 
other natural resources are combined 
with supernatural and religious-magical 
elements. In this article, the organi-
sations in the Giarec network present 
examples from the Mantaro Valley, 
Peru. 
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is important. 
     Other supernatural diseases occur be-
cause the animal has chosen to follow his 
masters into death. 
     The last type of supernatural disease, 
and a very frequent one, is caused by 'bad 
air' or ‘bad wind’. Farmers distinguish be-
tween many types of wind. Each can cause 
disease in all domestic animal species ex-
cept the llama. Villagers attribute this to 
the llama’s intelligence and its Andean 
origin, which helps it avoid places where 
these phenomena are active. 
 
Cold & hot diseases 
The people from the Central Peruvian  
Andes also distinguish between ‘cold’ and 
‘hot’ natural diseases. This system of clas-
sification is also used for foods and medi-
cine. The terms hot and cold do not refer 
simply to the temperature of the illness or 
medicine, but also to other characteris-
tics. For example symptoms considered to 
be hot are sweating, body fever, thirst, 
dark urine and feces, and constipation. 
Cold diseases are characterised by stom-
ach cramps and pains, accumulated gases, 
clear urine, diarrhoea, and chills. 
     Farmers have a variety of treatments 
and recipes to cure sick animals. It is com-
mon to see that, when animals are af-
flicted by a cold disease, they are given a 
medicine that is considered hot, and vice 
versa. An example is the case of tympany, 
or bloat, in ruminants which is caused by 
eating too many tender leguminous 
plants. These plants are considered cold 

foods.  
      This illness is treated by orally apply-
ing hot remedies such as kerosene, deter-
gent and different types of oil. Sometimes 
the animals are given human feces to 
smell, in order to make them burp. They 
are also walked uphill. This makes their 
bellies move and forces the gas out of the 
stomach.  
      Another stomach illness is caused by 
eating too many dried corn stalks. These 
are considered to be hot. The cure is a 
cold remedy, like water from boiled lin-
seeds or a bath with 'puchisca' water.  
 
Traditional diagnosis  
Many traditional methods are used to di-
agnose sicknesses. There are two types of 
diagnoses. The first type is based on di-
rect observation and some empirical ex-
aminations to assess the mood of the ani-
mal, its temperature, the colour of its 
urine and its feces, as well as specific 
symptoms such as foaming at the mouth. 
      The other type of diagnosis is based on 
magico-religious elements, like reading 
coca leaves and interpreting dreams, ex-
traordinary events, or omens. When the 
illness affects large domestic animals, the 
healer may also resort to jubeo, which is a 
specific form of diagnosis in which the 
patient’s body is rubbed slowly with a 
guinea pig (cavia porcellus). Preferably 
the cuy should be black in colour. The 
diagnosis is then made after interpreting 
the cuy's entrails. (Rösing 1990) 
 

Traditional healing 
Traditional healing practices 
are usually based on medici-
nal plants, minerals and 
other biological products. In 
addition rituals to ask for 
health are performed, to 
please the spirits of the hills, 
the community and the Gods 
that protect the animals. 
Sweets, coca, animal fat, 
alcohol, fruits, flowers and 
candles are used for this pur-
pose.  
      Nowadays, the treatment 
is not always based on tradi-
tional medicine. Modern vet-
erinary services and animal 
health promoters have left 
their impression. Many fami-
lies have opted for a combi-
nation of modern and tradi-
tional treatments. The vet-
erinary treatments most fre-
quently used are baths and 
antiparasitic medicines, as 
well as vaccines against the 
major contagious diseases.  
 
Giarec's actions 
Giarec has been set up by 
the members of three non-
government organisations 
and three research insti-

tutes. These jointly carry out participative 
research and training programs. Giarec 
also participates in the Compas Platform 
Huancayo, which aims at strengthening 
farmers’ practices and cosmovision to pro-
mote an endogenous development process 
in the area. 
      The NGO’s Yanapai and Redes, to-
gether with Veterinarian Institute of 
Tropical and Height Research of the Uni-
versity of San Marcos, have focused their 
activities on traditional animal health 
practices. Part of this ethnoveterinary 
research is descriptive, collecting infor-
mation on the farmers’ cosmovision and 
the related concepts of health and illness 
in animals.  
      The other part of this research in-
cludes participative studies to enhance 
the effectiveness of some promising eth-
noveterinarian practices. In this research 
strategies of Western science are in-
cluded. In this way several medicinal 
plants for the control of internal and ex-
ternal parasites in cattle have been stud-
ied.  
      The third non-government organisa-
tion, Idea Peru, is working in the region of 
Miravalle, carrying out participatory ex-
periments to improve forage production 
and conservation systems.  
      The work of the organisations within 
Giarec is based on the farmers’ concept of 
integrated animal husbandry, which takes 
into account human society, nature and 
the supernatural forces. In this way, 
Giarec aims to revitalise farmers’ culture 
and the solidarity that has always charac-
terised it.  
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The Catholic figure Santiago, the central element in the popu-
lar annual ritual to ask for animal health and production, is 
displayed in the local church 
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Ancient knowledge that includes folk healing serves millions of people suffering from all sorts 
of diseases throughout the world. Mr. Narayana Murthy is a living example of this tradition. 
He lives in Narasipura, a village some 45 kilometres from Shimoga, Southern India. Thousands 
of people go there and the tiny village has become synonymous with the folk healers’ family.  
FRLHT, together with thirteen other non-governmental organisations, is supporting  the devel-
opment of these local health traditions, which are largely ignored by the Indian government.  

Vaidya, or healer, Narayana Murthy is a 
middle-aged farmer from a Brahmin com-
munity. Although he did not receive any 
formal medical education, he acquired 
knowledge about medicinal plants from 
his father’s younger brother. For the past 
eighteen years he has been seeing pa-
tients every week on Thursdays and Sun-
days. His entire family is with him on 
these days.  
      Vaidya Murthy has restricted his prac-
tice to Thursdays and Sundays as these 
days are considered to be Siddhi varas, 
days that give good effect in the written 
tradition of Indian medicine.  
 
Health and disease 
According to Vaidya Murthy  health is a 
reflection of a balanced physical and men-
tal state. He considers changing food hab-
its, food grown with chemicals, activities 
of the individual, and inheritance as the 
main factors that cause disease. Vaidya 
Murthy has his own way of diagnosing ill-
ness. Patients are asked where they feel 
pain. He also relies on modern techniques 
such as X-rays and blood counts. If a diag-
nosis is difficult he relies on his intuition.  
      Vaidya Murthy does not charge his pa-
tients when he treats them. He does not 
seek any reward or publicity. He sees his 
skills as a blessing from God and his fam-
ily’s main source of income is agriculture. 
Patients are allowed to put money into 
the hundiyal, a metal box with a small 
opening usually seen in temples and relig-
ious places. What is collected is later used 
to meet the expenses of the community 
temple. 

Faith and rituals  
An essential element in Vaidya’s approach 
to healing is his faith in God and the fact 
that his services are free of personal and 
material gain. 
     Vaidya Murthy sometimes treats more 
than 500 patients a day. He says that he is 
able to make a diagnosis quickly and pre-
scribe the right medicine not only because 
he has had 18 years of experience but also 
because of the effect of the poojas, or 
offerings, performed for the community 
deity. The blessing of this community de-
ity, Lakshmi narasimha, influences the 
patient’s well-being and the efficacy of 
the medicine given by Narayana Murthy.  
 
Collecting medicines 
The Murthy family has established 30 
acres of forest with medicinal plants and 
tree species. When Mr. Murthy takes visi-
tors there, he shows them the trees he 
climbs to collect the medicines. These 
include species like Rauvofia serpantina, 
Garcenia indica (Goa butter kokum), ter-
minalia arjuna (Arjun), Alstonia scholaris 
(Dita bark) and Writea tincoria.  
     On Wednesdays and Saturdays he col-
lects the raw drugs required for next day’s 
practice. Most of the time he travels deep 
into the forest and personally collects the 
roots and bark. He does this irrespective 
of weather. He is in late middle age but 
this has not yet hindered his activity and 
altruism. When he returns in the late eve-
ning he carries heavy loads of medicine – 
bark, roots and leaves - enough to treat 
hundreds of people. He uses about 40 spe-

cies, though his knowledge extends to 
more than a hundred medicinal plants, 
including their properties. Among these 
species there are ten plants that are very 
commonly used. 
      Vaidya Murthy views plants as living 
and life-giving organisms. He uses a spe-
cific ritual when he collects plant parts. 
This ritual is known as pradhakshina, and 
means ‘encircling the divine body of the 
plant’. In this way he prays that the medi-
cine will be effective and asks the plant’s 
permission before he takes the parts that 
contain medicinal properties. The ritual 
also includes prayers for the patients who 
come to him for treatment.  
      Mr. Murthy wants to make the forest 
into a popular herbal garden that will 
benefit ailing people and meet the grow-
ing demand for raw herbal medicines. He 
also plans to build a traditional hut, so his 
patients can have a moment of rest in the 
garden.  
 
Prescriptions 
The medical prescriptions are simple. The 
Vayda gives the non-processed ingredients 
to his patients. Sometimes he puts a small 
quantity of medicine on the tip of his 
tongue to help him decide which concen-
tration is best. Each prescription will con-
tain one major ingredient given by the 
Vaidya himself, and a few ingredients that 
are available in every household, such as 
pepper or cumin seeds.  
      The medication is prescribed for a pe-
riod of between one and 90 days, depend-
ing on the patient’s conditions. Most pre-
scriptions are accompanied by strict in-

Healing hands of Shimoga 
 

A.Hafeel and Suma T.S. 
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structions about food. Vaidya Murthy’s 
wife, son and two daughters are with him 
during the days of consultation, to give 
food instructions and explain the patients 
about the preparation and dosage of the 
medication. In this way Vaidya can see all 
his the patients in one day and meanwhile 
his children learn about traditional health 
care practice.  
     At the same time students and a pro-
fessor from the Government Ayurvedic 
Medical college in Bangalore are learning 
and recording Murthy’s treatments. They 
stay in his village and he shares his knowl-
edge with them. 
 
Diseases treated  
The patients who attend his surgery come 
from all types of social and economic 
background and they include ayurvedic 
and allopathic doctors. The queue begins 
to form around 6 o’clock in the morning 
and sometimes much earlier. Many of the 
patients come from far away.  
     The consultation room, which has been 
in use for several generations, also func-
tions as a store for coconuts and areca 
nuts. Vaidya sits on a wooden bench 
among the baskets of medicine he has col-
lected. After all these years, and in spite 
of contact with modern medical science, 
his consultation room has never lost its 
traditional and simple appearance.  
     Around 70% of the patients who come 
to him have been diagnosed as having dif-
ferent forms of cancer, and consider this 
their final hope. There are also patients 
with kidney stones, ulcers, heart prob-
lems, asthma, and diabetes. Some pa-
tients carry laboratory reports or hospital 
discharge summaries. Vaidya’s one-day 
medication for kidney stones and his medi-
cine for heart blocks are well-known in 
Karnataka and neighbouring states. 
     According to the patients, their belief 
in the good heart and genuine mind of the 
Vaidya is an essential part of the healing 
process. They insist that they ‘only want 
medicine from his hands’. 
 
Supporting vaidyas 
FRLHT works together with 13 grassroots 
NGO’s in a programme to revitalise local 
health traditions. Their activities include 
identifying the practitioners and their 
practices, and facilitating meetings among 
folk healers and knowledgeable house-
holds. Other activities are directed at con-

serving the natural resources used 
in the traditional health care 
practices, and undertaking activi-
ties to validate and promote 
these practices.  
      The NGO’s also help low-cost 
clinics that support local healers 
and ensure that their services are 
easily accessible to the communi-
ties. One such clinic functions 
with the help of the CCD, the 
Covenant Centre for Develop-
ment, a grassroots NGO in 
Madurai that works with approxi-
mately 40 villages. 
      FRLHT is seeking to give more 
recognition to outstanding folk 
healers such as Vaidya Murthy, 
through combined efforts involv-
ing vaidyas, local NGO’s and local 
sponsors. In the last three years 
nine awards have been given to 
native village-based healers, both 
men and women, in the states of 
Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil 
Nadu. The awards include 10,000 
Rupees and a statue of Lord Dhan-
wanthari, the God of medicine. 
  
Assessing traditions 
In 1998, an exercise in documenting 
and assessing local health traditions 
in 13 field locations in Southern In-
dia was started under the Compas 
programme. With the help of local com-
munities, local healers and grassroots 
NGO’s, the practices of more than a thou-
sand native healers and more than two 
thousands household practitioners were 
identified.  
      Selected practices of local practitio-
ners were subjected to participatory as-
sessment with practitioners of other 
health traditions, folk healers and commu-
nities. In this way FRLHT hopes to provide 
inspiration to other NGO’s, communities 
and government agencies, to gain recogni-
tion for these traditions, and to stimulate 
their conservation. 
 
Source of last hope 
Vaidya Murthy is a simple man who, like 
other vaidyas, honours the great tradition 
of serving those who see him as their last 
hope of recovery. He is considered to be a 
great humanitarian by both patients and 
villagers. We heard one old woman saying: 

“We don’t want to worry about any dis-
ease, we have Bhattovur, the respected 
man, in our village”.  
      This worldview of ‘serving health care’ 
has remained unchanged throughout the 
years, and, when strengthened and revi-
talised, may well have a healthy future. 
 

 
 
 
 

FRLHT  
Foundation for the Revitalisation of Local 
Health Traditions 
50, MSH Layout, 2nd Stage, 3rd Main,  
Anandanagar 
BANGALORE 560 024, India  
T: +91 80 3336909 / 3330348 
F: +91 80 3334167  E: darshan@frlht.ernet.in 

 

Healer Murthy selects raw drugs from barks, roots and 
leaves. These were collected with ‘pradhakshina’, or 
‘encircling the divine body’ of the plant. In this ritual the 
plant is asked permission to take medicinal parts of it. 
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African sayings and development 
 

A. Cihyoka Mowali and M. Ansay  

The great historian of Black Africa,  
Joseph Ki-Zerbo, used to say that it is 
impossible to develop other people. You 
can only develop by yourself, be the 
author of your own development. This 
article describes the experiences of a 
small community in Kivu, in the Peoples 
Republic of Congo, that is developing its 
capabilities in the context of two old lo-
cal sayings. We might interpret these as 
the ‘culture of exchange’ and ‘the culture 
of alliance between herders and farm-
ers’. 

Bukavu is the main city in the Eastern part 
of the Democratic Republic of Congo, near 
Rwanda. It is ruled at the moment by 
‘rebels’, opponents of President Kabila. 
      In this area there are many ‘micro-
nations’.  Mwami, the local king, is the 
main traditional authority. One of these 
micro-nations is Bushi, part of the ‘Shi’ 
country. This mountainous area, some 
1000 to 3000 meters above sea level, is 
situated on the Western bank of Lake Kivu 
on the borders of Rwanda.  
 
Complex situation 
Problems in the area are complex and in-
terconnected: hunger and disease, unem-
ployment, lack of education, poor soil fer-
tility and heavy losses of cattle are com-
pounded by war and general insecurity. 
The region has also experienced frequent 
population movements. After the geno-
cide in Rwanda in 1994 more than one 
million refugees passed through the area. 
Recently, in January and February of 
2000, outbreaks of violence between 
herders and settled farmers were re-
ported in the Northern part of Kivu, with 
more than 200 deaths.  
      The Bushi area is densely populated, 
over 105 inhabitants per square km, and 
problems of land tenure are part of every-
day life. People are engaged in agricul-
tural or pastoral activities.  Pastoralism 
affords great prestige and is traditionally 
run by men. This activity is now a cause of 
a social divide. The conflicts between 
farmers and breeders are intense espe-
cially in the months of August and Sep-
tember when herders and herds make the 

journey from the upper mountains to the 
lowlands in search of green fodder. In this 
process crops are often destroyed.  
 
Development? 
In 1987, Augustin Cihyoka Mowali co-
ordinated social activities for young peo-
ple in Bukavu. He observed: “In this hilly 
region agriculture and breeding are sepa-
rate activities. People are experiencing a 
situation of chronic food shortage and 
malnutrition. This is worsened by the war 
situation. Progress towards a better nutri-
tion would be the most visible output of 
any development activity. In this situation 
Western products are either too expensive 
or too difficult to obtain”. 
     Augustin Cihyoka is convinced that 
tradition is not obstructing development. 
In fact it may be the corner-
stone on which a better life can 
be built; a forgotten treasure 
from which a vast quantity of 
recipes and behaviours can be 
drawn.  
     There are two sayings that 
sum up the driving force behind 
the Bushi communities brought 
together as AGEEP-Bushi, the 
‘Association des Groupements 
d'Eleveurs pour les Echanges Entre Paysans 
du Bushi’. The first saying is Kagala. In the 
local language, Kagala means ‘exchange’. 
The second refers to the ‘Alliance be-
tween hoe and cow’. The communities 
have decided to base their development 
on the culture of exchange and the cul-
ture of alliance between herders and 
farmers. 

A culture of exchange 
In 1987 Cihyoka Mowali started a small 
livestock farming project in Kajeje vil-
lage. In 1993 a small farm, ‘la Ferme de 
Kajeje’ was constructed. It became known 
locally as ‘the hut of the peasant’.  
      Over time farmers and herders in the 
area around Kajeje became aware that 
their activities complemented each other. 
One way of stimulating this was to collec-
tively discuss ancient proverbs, like the 
Peulh proverb from West Africa: ‘The 
vegetables feeds the animals, the animals 
feed the vegetables’.  
      It was then decided to promote the 
exchange of products from agriculture, 
like cassava and beans, with products 
from breeding, like milk and manure.  
This notion of exchange was ritualised on 

special ‘Kagala days’, when 
‘those who know’ gathered 
to exchange their experi-
ences and insights. Over the 
years many of these meet-
ings have taken place. In 
1999 there were 32 and most 
of them were held in the 
‘hut of the peasant’.  
During these meetings many 
things were discussed, in-

cluding problems relating to health, land, 
seeds, animal husbandry, gender aspects, 
professional training, and the manage-
ment of common lands. The motto was 
‘Working together is harvesting together’. 
 
A culture of alliance 
Many other local proverbs refer to the 
alliance of the cow and the hoe. For ex-

 
‘Working  
together is 
harvesting  
together’ 

Young farmers work with Augustin Cihyoka Mowali on 
the performance of pastures. In exchange they receive 
manure from the pastoralists Ph

ot
o:

 M
ic

he
l A

ns
ay

 



Newsletter – July 2000 
15 

ample, ‘To fence your fields is a sign of 
peace; to leave it unfenced is to be pro-
vocative’ and ‘You shall not swear at a 
cow. Rather speak gently and make allu-
sion to her being a good milker’.  
     The traditional king tried to put an 
end to the food shortages by allocating 
both cows and fields to the people. In this 
way, he encouraged the integration of 
farming and breeding as a way of preserv-
ing peace between neighbours. 
     Traditionally the 27 December is ‘The 
day of the cow and of peace’. This event 
is preceded by a Kagala 
meeting. During these 
meetings it is discussed 
how to ‘cultivate to-
gether’. Young farmers 
contribute to improving 
the performance of pas-
tures. In exchange they 
receive manure that 
increases the yields of 
cereals and potatoes.  
     In the beginning the farmers used the 
manure mainly for export crops. Later it 
was also supplied to the women for subsis-
tence farming.  
     Later pastoralists and farmers, who 
had met during the Kagala meetings, de-
cided set up ‘peace corridors’. They 
would fence the vegetable and cereal 
fields, before herds passed through the 
area. 
 
One medicine 
In the very beginning, the first subject in 
the Kagala meetings was animal health. 
Traditional veterinary medicine was seen 
as an important entry point towards im-
proving the health of the animals. Step by 
step, however, these concerns increased 
in scope. People started to look at both 
animal and human medicine and analyse 
the relation between soil conservation, 
plant diseases and health. 
     Again local sayings provided a basis for 
this. Human responsibility towards envi-
ronment is expressed, for example, in the 
traditional acknowledgements made while 
standing in front of a spring or a tree: 
‘You are my father, you are my mother. It 
is from you that I am drawing water. It is 
from you that I am drawing firewood’.   
Another saying reflects the notion of the 
‘Alliance of medicines’ in the broadest 
sense of the word: ‘To treat four times: 
the man, the animals, the plants, and the 
soil’. Here the concept of the relation 
between the health of soil, plants, ani-
mals and humans, or ‘One medicine’ ap-
pears to be culturally founded. 
 
Projects and experiments 
In the Kagala meetings participants de-
cided to take such sayings as the starting 
point for a number of projects. Men and 
women are very willing to work together 
in a variety of groups, with different op-
tions and programs.  
     Traditional herbal recipes were pre-

pared and tested. These included reme-
dies against mosquitoes, rheumatism, fun-
gal infections, diarrhoea, scabies, internal 
parasites, stomach pains, anaemia, bron-
chitis, and diabetes. Malnutrition in chil-
dren was treated using the traditional 
‘sokam’ flour, a mixture of banana and 
cereals.  
      Other groups prepared extracts of sev-
eral plants, like tobacco (Nicotiana taba-
cum), to combat insect pests. Other ac-
tivities included action against erosion 
and the dissemination of nitrogen fixing 

plants to improve 
soil fertility. 
     Nowadays the 
main problem faced 
by the pastoral com-
munities is war. Sev-
eral herds of cattle 
have been de-
stroyed. Small ani-
mal husbandry, with 
rabbits, poultry, or 

pigs, provides one way of maintaining 
some animal husbandry activities.  
According to a woman: "It is easier to flee 
from the battle ground with a basket con-
taining rabbits or a small pig than with a 
cow. These animals open the way towards 
a return to our ancestral pastoral activi-
ties which are the pride of this society”. 
      Treating animal disease has remained 
an important project activity, however. In 
1999, a total of 554 sick animals were 
treated. Over the years various traditional 
recipes were tested against common dis-
eases, like diarrhoea and internal para-
sites in both small children and young ani-
mals. Diseases of humans and animals that 
originate in the same way are treated 
with the same product. 
  
Groups and activities 
Several groups have been established as a 
result of the Kagala meetings. The 
Karhanda group, for example, produces 
and sells soap, runs small street shops, a 
seed bank, and carries a stock of staple 
food, especially cas-
sava, beans, and ba-
nanas.   
      The Murwana 
group consists of 103 
women specialised in 
rabbit husbandry. 
They are experiment-
ing with agricultural 
techniques and veteri-
nary plants. The group 
Kajeje is a mixed 
group with 99 mem-
bers, all peasants 
working in agricul-
ture. The Cubaka 
group is composed of 
men who are trying to 
promote the breeding 
of rabbits and pigs. 
They have a rabbit 
hutch to select the 

best males for breeding.  
      One group that expresses the general 
feeling very well is the ‘Association of 
sport and breeding’, called Jeka, or 
‘Youth and Environment in Kagala’. Group 
members are boys and girls from both the 
countryside and the town. The 67 mem-
bers want to take care of themselves and 
to contribute to the family budget. Gar-
dening is their main activity and they are 
supervised by the traditional  ‘people who 
know’.  
      In the hut of the peasant there is also 
a small library for those young people who 
do not go to school. This ‘school of the 
herders’ has a supply of reviews and book-
lets and some 25 people attend it every 
day.  
 
Experiment in development 
The most amazing thing in this experi-
ment in development is that it is still go-
ing on despite the ordeal the country is 
going through. Somehow a criterion of 
self-development has been touched  with 
these people, who are facing the most 
adverse conditions. 
      People are becoming increasingly con-
vinced of the truth of concepts like ‘One 
medicine’, ‘The power of exchange’, and 
of ‘The complementarity between hu-
mans, animals, plants and soil’.  
The collaboration between herders and 
farmers for the sake of peace, which en-
hances soil fertility and the nutrition of 
people, appears to be the characteristic 
of sustainable development in this area. In 
this process, old sayings and traditional 
knowledge have become an important 
development tool. 
 
Michel Ansay,  
Faculty of Veterinary Medicine 
University of Liège 
E-mail: mansay@ulg.ac.be 

 
‘To fence your fields 
is a sign of peace;  
to leave it unfenced 
is to be provocative’  

 

Tobacco leaves are dried, to be chewed by women. Men usually smoke 
the pipe. Tobacco is also used as an insecticide 
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Traditional food and healing 
 

Gloria Miranda Zambrano and Juan José García Miranda 

Talpuy has been working with indigenous farming communities in the Mantaro Valley, Cen-
tral Peru, for about 15 years. Recently, together with Compas, it has been focusing on the 
Andean cosmovision of traditional food and medicine. This article presents the perceptions 
rural women about the relationship between food and health. 

Talpuy started working on the relationship 
between food and health after an event 
organized in 1997 by the Club of Mothers 
and Young People in the area. The event, 
a ‘Contest to rescue traditional foods’ 
lead many women to reflect on the food 
available in their area. As one woman put 
it: “ We have so much here and we did 
not realise it! We barely need the city!”.  
      César Paredes Alfaro, a high school 
student observed:  “In spite of the limita-
tions of the countryside, our lands and 
animals give us the food we need to pre-
serve our health. The prayers and the cul-
ture of sharing of our parents also help. It 
is us, the young people of the villages, 
who have to rescue and develop what has 
been lost, always thinking about the fu-
ture...”  
 
Andean food 
Fortunita Romero, Marina Porras, María 
Ames, Coronación Salcedo and Olga Re-
migio live with their families in the com-
munities of Santa Rosa de Potaca, 
Carhuapaccha and Viquez. Altitudes in 
their villages range from 2,800 to 3,700 
meters above sea level. They expressed 
their ideas about the relation between 
food and health. They indicated that in 
the communities of the Mantaro Valley 
food is consumed in order to preserve the 
health of the people, as well as the land 
and the animals. Moreover, food is used in 
rituals and festivities in order to preserve 

the health of Pachamama, or Mother Na-
ture. 
     In every village particular habits exist 
associated with the potatoes, corn, 
meats, fruits, herbs, vegetables, and 
other Andean foods. With these foods one 
can live in good health; other foods can 
make people sick or even kill them. There 
are different types of food: food that is 
eaten on a daily basis, food consumed 
every now and then, food for festivities, 
food for guests, food to cure diseases and 
food to pay Taytacha, or Father God.  
     According to the Andean classification 
system, plants and animals are organised 
in opposite pairs, like top-bottom, male-
female, and cold-hot. Foods are classified 
in a similar way for their use in the treat-
ment of diseases. For example, ‘cold’ 
foods are used to cure ‘hot’ diseases and 
vice versa.  
 
Perception of health and disease 
According to the Andean cosmovision, 
people are healthy if they work, consume 
good food and if they live in harmony with 
Nature, animals, community, family and 
friends. When there is harmony with 
Pachamama, there is peace and prosper-
ity.  
     When a person falls ill, it is a sign that 
there is no harmony between the 
Pachamama and one’s body, soul and 
spirit. In order to get well, one can re-
ceive treatment from traditional healers, 

like the layas or indigenous priests, the 
‘ones who know’. These healers can help 
their patients by asking the sacred hills, 
the sky and the sun to return health. In 
return the patient has to promise to mend 
his or her ways. 
 
Food for healing 
The great variety of food available in the 
Andes does not only provide nourishment, 
but also good health. An example of a 
healing food is tocosh, a type of rotten 
potato that has a high natural antibiotic 
content. Tocosh is used for bronchial dis-
eases. Other traditional foods like dehy-
drated potatoe, or chuño, are used by 
people who need to build up their 
strength after being ill. Roasted skunk and 
cat meat are used for bronchial and lung 
problems. These meats, as well as pigeon 
soup, can also help cure anaemia.  
      When women do not want more chil-
dren they will eat the meat of a female 
cuy (cavia porcellus), an indigenous spe-
cies of guinea pig. If they want to have 
more children, their husbands will drink 
the soup and eat the meat of a male cuy, 
an animal with many sexual hormones.  
      All over the Mantaro Valley nervous 
diseases are cured with a cordial, a drink 
made from wild flowers, which is sold in 
markets and at street corners. Herbal teas 
can be used for good or evil. The herbal 
tea called rakiraki is used to separate 
people, just as the ratarata tea is used to 
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join them. There are also forbidden food-
stuffs according to the patient’s age. 
Young boys should not eat too many eggs, 
for example, because this can lead to 
them liking sex too much when they be-
come adults. 
 
Living food 
In these Andean communities there are 
many customs involved in producing, har-
vesting and storing food. Food is treated 
like a living being. The women explain: 
"We care for our food at all times, for it is 
sacred. If we have no food, if we waste or 
spill it or do not respect it and love it, 
then the Taytacha gets upset and angry". 
“Pachamama tells us when we should sow, 
harvest, or if there will be enough rain. 
Animals, flowers, plants, even the water 
and the clouds give us signs. When we lift 
a stone and see drops of water under it, 
then we know it is time to start sowing”. 
     “We believe that everything in Nature 
is alive. That is why the corn, potatoes, 
the water, the sun and moon can feel, and 
be happy or sad. When you throw a rock 
into the lake, it gets angry and hail will 
fall”. “I feel sad when we sell or exchange 
our potatoes and hope they will be well 
taken care of”. “One must only take what 
food is necessary and never waste it or 
give peoples’ food to the animals. If we do 
that, we will have problems during the 
next harvest. Things will be scarce or will 
be spoilt. Moreover, we must never mix 
raw potatoes with cooked ones, for that is 
like putting a living man next to a dead 
man”. 
     During the harvest, people in the An-
des prepare pachamanca, which is a tradi-
tional dish from freshly harvested prod-
ucts cooked with heated stones under the 
ground. "When we eat from the pacha-

manca, we taste the sweetness of corn, 
beans and the potato. Everyone helps eve-
rybody else and we exchange food. The 
pachamanca can also tell what will hap-
pen. If there are too many heated stones, 
there will be a period of scarcity. If the 
meat is not well cooked when the pacha-
manca is opened, a member of the family 
will die”. 
 
The sacred coca leaf 
Coca leaves are always present on the 
altars. It is an indispensable food offering 
to the Pachamama and the Saints. It is 
also a tranquilliser and medicine for indi-
gestion and coughs. Coca is also used to 
diagnose disease and to see what will hap-
pen in the future. During a ritual those 
who can read coca leaves observe their 
shape, colour and the way the leaves fall. 
      By exchanging foodstuffs with other 
communities, the people consume prod-
ucts grown at different altitudes. "Since 
we almost always eat without spices, we 
taste their different flavours. We can tell 
which community has produced the corn, 
beans or potatoes. We know them from 
their taste, colour, shape, size and their 
softness when cooked.” 
      "When we have harvested more food 
than we need, we exchange it with other 
communities. In this way we complement 
and vary what we eat. Before we leave to 
make the exchange, we pray to find food 
and that our neighbours will receive us 
well. When we pass a Tayta Cruz, a cross 
on the top of a hill that protects the vil-
lage, we place a small stone beneath it. 
Then we say: “Make me find potato and 
corn!” Only then do we go on to make the 
exchange or buy what we do not produce 
ourselves. 
 

Something is happening 
Not all communities practice these cus-
toms and many of them are being lost. 
Many children are undernourished. The 
institutions that donate food, like the Na-
tional Program of Food Support, are often 
conditioning their food aid to the support 
to a political party.   
      According to the women: “We think 
that receiving food is not good. Generally, 
the food we receive is of a lower quality 
than the food we produce ourselves. Many 
times the food arrives dirty, sometimes is 
has expired or is contaminated. We waste 
time and neglect our land when we wait 
in line to receive these donated food-
stuffs. They give us bread today and hun-
ger tomorrow.” 
      Sometimes the rural families, espe-
cially the youngest ones, prefer to sell the 
dried vegetables and the eggs of their 
chicken to buy noodles and rice in the 
market. Unlike their parents, they do not 
believe in the importance of rituals and 
how food can provide possibilities for 
health and healing. They say: “You live 
way behind, mother, just sow! Why do you 
pray and give thanks to Pachamama if the 
potatoes will grow anyway!” 
 
Projects with food and health 
Faced with this situation, many institu-
tions are presently developing projects 
based on Andean cosmovision and culture. 
Some universities and rural development 
government organisations, that once con-
sidered Andean culture and technology as 
an obstacle for development, are now be-
ginning to take more interest in the mat-
ter.  
      Talpuy has assumed this task in the 
Mantaro Valley in a cooperative way, and 
has joined the Compas-Huancayo Plat-
form. The organisations in this platform 
are committed to revitalizing the Andean 
culture, cosmovision and technology in 
order to promote sustainable human de-
velopment.  
      In the case of Talpuy, we have been 
working on food technologies and the re-
lationship between food and health. These 
traditional food technologies, used to pre-
vent diseases, may help to reduce the 
level of undernourishment and disease.  
      In this way, we can promote the con-
sumption of Andean food crops as well as 
revitalise aspects of traditional Andean 
medicine. 
 

 
 
 

TALPUY 
Apartado Postal 222 
Jr. 2 de Mayo, no. 336 
San Carlos, HUANCAYO, Peru          
T/F: +51 64 216889 
E: gloriamiranda@hotmail.com 

The laya, or traditional  healer, buries a gift in the agricultural field, to pay the Pachamama after 
the harvest 
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Testing indigenous techniques to protect 
crops from wild animal damage 

 

G.K.Upawansa 

In Sri Lanka, there used to be no competition between traditional shifting agriculture practices and wildlife habitats. 
Game was actually a by-product of farming and many traditional practices were designed to protect crops from the 
damage caused by wild animals. ECO collaborates with farmers and other agencies to evaluate the effectiveness of 
these traditional practices and to explore how they can be used in present day farming. 

Before 1850, agriculture in Sri Lanka con-
sisted of forest-based shifting cultivation 
in the uplands and small-scale paddy 
farming in the lowlands. Since then land 
use has changed considerably. In the wet 
zone forests, large tree-crop plantations 
have replaced shifting cultivation. In the 
dry zones extensive irrigation projects 
have been promoted for paddy farming. In 
the process poor farmers have been driven 
into more marginal lands and today these 
areas are often close to wild life reserves.  
 
Wildlife as by-product 
The traditional shifting cultivation prac-
tices did not compete with wild life habi-
tats. Wild animals were a major source of 
food and a by-product of traditional farm-
ing. Farmers would leave gaps in their 
fences to lure and trap game.  
      Today restrictive wild life regulations, 
which are extended beyond the bounda-
ries of the parks, prevent farmers from 
shooting and domesticating wild life. As a 
result animals such as the wild boar have 
been able to multiply freely in agricultural 
areas.  
      In modern land use wild life habitats 

are under threat and wild animals are 
seen as a danger to crops. At the same 
time modern agriculture is unable to come 
up with ways of protecting crops from 
wild animals. It is therefore useful to 
study and evaluate the relevance of in-
digenous techniques.  
     There are three categories of tradi-
tional practices to protect crops from wild 
animal damage. The first group is based 
on astrology, the second on the powers of 
the spirits and Gods, and the third in-
volves the chanting of verses and the use 
of specific symbols. Often these different 
practices are combined.  
 
Astrological practices  
In every village there is at least one as-
trologer who reads the ancient texts and 
gives people advice when they are trying 
to plan important events. Some astrolo-
gers are generalists, while others special-
ise in health, agriculture and helping trav-
ellers.  
     The simplest astrological method to 
prevent wild animals damage is to begin 
fencing early on Monday morning some 30 
minutes before sunrise. A branch from a 

particular tree is cut in one slash and di-
vided into four short sticks. Three sticks 
are pegged down facing east. A fourth 
stick is tied across the others with a vine 
that gives off a milky fluid. Soon after-
wards a small area is cleared and a few 
seeds are sown. This practice is still in use 
in many dry zone areas.  
 
Spirits and Gods 
During an ECO workshop on indigenous 
practices Mrs Siriyawathie, a 58 year-old 
farmer, recounted her experiences. “After 
threshing I always used to put some paddy 
aside for the pooja, or offering, in the 
Dambulla temple. After offering milk rice 
to Lord Buddha and praising the Gods, I 
used to pray that my crops would be pro-
tected from rats and insects. But rats 
went on damaging my crops. Then I de-
cided to make a separate offering to the 
god Vishnu. The following season, I made 
my first offering in the Dambulla temple 
as usual. Then I prepared milk rice and 
took some paddy, flowers, oil and incense 
to the Devale, another temple dedicated 
to the Gods. I performed the offerings and 
prayed that my crops would be protected. 
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The author (left) meets with a spiri-
tual leader and a Buddhist monk. The 
effect of yantras, or ancient symbolic 
drawings, to control pests in rice is 
tested in the farmer’s fields 
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I then handed over the paddy. This would 
be used during the special offering with a 
large gathering. That season no rats dam-
aged my fields. Now, I make this offering 
every season and I believe it helps keep 
my crop safe.” 
   In the Kandalama and Minneriya area 
farmers believe that unless a coconut is 
hung to please the Minneriya God, wild 
elephants will damage their crops. There-
fore, each season almost every farmer 
performs an offering and hangs a coconut 
in the field before cultivation begins. They 
also participate in the communal rituals 
held at the temple.  
     Similar rituals are performed in other 
areas. In Manampitiya, for example, all 
farmers visit the temple and make offer-
ings before they start cultivating their 
crop. Then each farmer receives a coco-
nut, which is hung in the fields to keep 
wild animals away. After the harvest, 
farmers put aside some paddy and perform 
a ritual in the field for the same purpose. 
The harvest must not be consumed before 
this ritual has been performed. 
 
Pirith, mantra and yantra 
Pirith is Buddha’s teaching for laymen and 
involves chanting specific verses in a 
group. Each verse deals with some aspect 
of good living. Some of these prescriptions 
are used for crop protection. The verses 
are used to charm sand and water. These 
are then sprinkled thinly over the field. 
Sometimes symbols are painted on an ola 
leaf and hung in the corners of the field. A 
pirith is more effective if the one who 
performs it leads a pious life and refrains 
from robbery, sexual misbehaviour, eating 
animal protein or drinking alcohol. 
     The repetitive chanting of mantras, 
which are specific sounds, cause a vibra-
tion in the environment. This influences 
the spirits to bring about the desired ef-
fect.  In the mantra Gods or religious lead-
ers, like Lord Buddha or the Prophet Mo-
hamed, can also be called upon and their 
great achievements are recalled.  
     A yanthra can be described as a sym-
bolic drawing liked by a particular spirit. 
Drawing a yanthra involves following cer-
tain laws. If these laws are not carefully 
followed not only will the yanthra have no 
effect, but evil things may happen. For 
the spirit to occupy the yanthra it has to 
be enlivened with specific verses, or man-
tras. 
 
Experiences 
Mr.E.M.Bandara is a traditional healer, 
who knows very old and powerful mantras. 
His knowledge comes from his forefathers. 
Each mantra is different and depends on 
which animal is being addressed. When 
elephants are threatening the crops, the 
mantra must be accompanied by placing a 
charmed coconut flower in the middle of 
the plot. If the animal concerned is a wild 
boar, a glowing fire stick is charmed and 
dipped in the paddy field.  

      To prevent a rat attack sand and peb-
bles are taken from the field and these 
are then charmed. The sand is then sprin-
kled over the field while pebbles are bur-
ied in each of the corners. Charmed peb-
bles are also buried in each corner of the 
field to ward off monkeys. Birds are kept 
away by burying charmed mustered seeds 
and sand in the centre of the field.  
 
Training centre  
The ECO training centre is a biodynamic 
farm almost entirely surrounded by pine 
forests. Damage from wild boar, porcu-
pines, rabbits and monkeys are inevitable. 
One evening in 1995 water charmed by a 
Buddhist priest at the Doluwa Kanda tem-
ple was sprinkled around the farm. A local 
individual with specific spiritual power 
was chosen to sprinkle the water, while 
chanting special verses. During that season 
no wild animal, insect pests or disease 
damage was observed on the farm. Wild 
boars only came into those areas of empty 
land that remained uncultivated. 
      Professor Perera of the Animal Hus-
bandry Department at Peradeniya Univer-
sity describes his surprise: “We were con-
ducting some on-farm experiments and 
were on the verge of giving up because of 
the repeated damage caused by wild ele-
phants. Then we met a villager who told 
us about someone who could protect the 
fields using mantra. I did not believe it, 
but I met the man and told him of our dif-
ficulty. He agreed to go to our 
farm and attend to the prob-
lem. Staff of the experimental 
site provided the materials 
needed in the ceremony: just 
one coconut. He used some 
lime to paint figures on the 
coconut, then chanted man-
tras and hung the coconut in 
the direction in which the ele-
phants used to enter the site. 
Since then the elephants have 
not come to the site and we 
have been able to continue 
our work.” 
 
ECO activities 
ECO believes that indigenous 
practices can be tested and 
refined to support the process 
of endogenous development. 
ECO therefore makes an effort 
to understand, test and im-
prove those indigenous knowl-
edge practices that have per-
sisted in different locations. 
Together with farmers we test 
the techniques for efficacy. 
Then we promote the tech-
niques that have been shown 
to be effective.  
With the help of the University 
of Peradeniya and using mod-
ern designs, ECO is now con-
ducting a series of experi-
ments to determine the effec-

tiveness of indigenous practices. Past ex-
periences, however, have shown that it is 
difficult to present statistically accepted 
results. It appears that new methods have 
to be developed. 
      In this process reluctance to share spe-
cific indigenous knowledge with people 
from outside the community must be un-
derstood. Therefore, ECO works within a 
basic framework of indigenous education. 
We advocate the training of local individu-
als usually chosen from among the sons 
and daughters of the village, or from rela-
tives and friends. This counteracts the 
suspicion of intellectual piracy. 
      In this process ECO has come across 
many people who are willing to share their 
knowledge and practices, not with outsid-
ers but with others engaged in similar 
fields. Therefore ECO has established con-
tacts between indigenous practitioners. It 
organises training activities and provides 
such assistance as transport and library 
facilities. This is yet another way of sup-
porting traditional practices, in the proc-
ess of exploring how they can be used in 
present day farming.   
 
ECO 
Hyneford, Dekinda,  
NAWALAPITIYA, Sri Lanka 
T: +94 8 223012 / 226082 
F: +94 8 232517 
E: pasasa@sltnet.lk  

Farmer showing a charmed scarecrow for protection from 
wild elephants 
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This article provides an overview of the bond between man and animals among traditional cultures in 
Africa and India. The strong bond, based on the cosmovision of the pastoralists, determines their 
ideas about health and disease.  

In academic circles, pastoralism is usually 
explained as a way of life that depends on 
grazing animals on native pastures. At a 
meeting of the World Herders Council 
(Conseil Mondial des Eleveurs) held in 
Burkina Faso in 1998, however, Fulani and 
Tuareg pastoralists came up with a much 
more poignant definition: ‘Pastoralists are 
people who have a social relationship with 
livestock’. 
      An intimate relationship with animals 
is indeed one of the most distinguishing 
characteristics of pastoral cultures. While 
in the industrialised world it is common 
practice to consider food-producing ani-
mals as machines, pastoralists experience 
their animals as fellow creatures and es-
sential partners in the struggle for life.  
 
Identity 
The myths of origin of pastoral cultures 
indicate that either they, or rather their 
primeval ancestors, were created by God 
to take care of particular animal species. 
The Raika, a traditional pastoral caste 
from Rajasthan in India, believe that the 
first Raika was made by Lord Shiva to look 
after the first camel. The Raika continue 
to believe that camel herding is their heri-
tage in spite of the fact that it no longer 
generates enough profit to make a living.  

The myth of creation among the Fulani in 
West-Africa provides another example. 
‘God created the animals. Afterwards he 
created people and assigned a certain 
function to each group. Suddenly he real-
ised that domestic animals had not yet 
been entrusted to anyone and he immedi-
ately created the Fulani-cowherds. From 
that time the lives of the Fulani have 
been closely linked with their cattle’. 
(Conseil Mondial des Eleveurs, 1999). 
     On the basis of this myth, the Fulani 
believe that their primary duty is to serve 
their cattle. In turn their herds will give 
them all they need. They regard the cow 
as a mother because it is through her, and 
her alone, that life is possible. In  several 
other African cultures, such as the Maasai, 
the Dinka and the Nuer, as well as in Hin-
duism, similar attitudes can be found. 
 
Prestige 
For the Turkana pastoralists in north-
western Kenya, cattle constitute the 
prime indicator of wealth. They figure 
prominently in legal procedures, social 
events, dance and are considered to be a 
source of healing. The Turkana are not 
interested in breeding cattle for sale. 
Their main interest is possession. Cattle 
are exchanged for women and are impor-

tant in developing profitable relationships  
with other cattle owning Turkana.  
      Bantu speaking peoples in Eastern and 
Southern Africa give their cattle names 
and create praise poems for them in the 
same way as they do for important mem-
bers of their communities. In some cases 
they bury their dead in the cattle kraal.   
      A Bantu father must give a cow to his 
daughter when she marries. This cow can-
not be sold or slaughtered. It must supply 
milk for the daughter’s children and magi-
cal protection is provided by the bracelets 
and belts woven from the hairs of its tail. 
 
Camel pastoralists 
But it is not only cattle that inspire deep 
affection and gratitude among their keep-
ers. Camel pastoralists have similar feel-
ings about their animals. An Afar pastoral-
ist from Ethiopia is quoted as saying: “If a 
son dies, he is buried, but life goes on and 
maybe you will have another son. But if a 
camel dies, then everything comes to a 
halt and without movement there is no 
life and the household breaks 
down” (Teka, 1991). 
      This comment suggests that the strong 
human-animal bond among pastoral cul-
tures is based on mutual dependence. Re-
ligion is a major factor in shaping this 
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Building on pastoralists’ cosmovisions 
 
Ilse Köhler-Rollefson and Hanwant Singh Rathore 
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bond. People who believe in spirits have 
the closest association with their livestock 
and see themselves as being on an equal 
footing with their animals. On the other 
hand monotheistic religions, like Islam and 
Christianity, promote a feeling of human 
superiority over animals and preach that 
man should rule over all creatures.  
     Studies among different Tuareg groups 
have shown that the more distant their 
contact with Islam the more intense and 
sentimental their relationship is with their 
animals. For example, sub-groups that 
have not come under the influence of Is-
lam reject the idea of eating camel meat, 
whereas those who have been converted 
to Islam have few qualms about selling 
camels for slaughter (Spittler, 1983). 
 
Ritual 
Ritual is another important determinant in 
the interaction between pastoralists and 
their livestock. Animals are an essential 
component of seasonal and life cycle ritu-
als, like the ceremonies associated with 
birth, circumcision and wedding. Mean-
while, in order to ensure that the herd 
will thrive, certain rules have to be fol-
lowed. As a result, animal husbandry is 
often strictly ritualised.  
     Good examples of this can be found 
among the Gabra and Rendille of Northern 
Kenya who do not allow women or sexu-
ally active men to milk the camels. Only 
ritually pure males - young boys and old 
men - are allowed to perform this task. It 
is believed, for example, that the disease 
of camel calves known as Saam can be 
attributed to the fact that ritually impure 
men have been involved in the milking of 
the calf’s mother. 
 
Disease perception 
In Africa and India illness amongst humans 
and livestock is explained by natural or 
supernatural forces. Illness caused by 
natural forces is the result of a distur-
bance in the physiological equilibrium of 
the individual. Illness can also be caused 
by supernatural forces and here sorcerers, 
witches and other agents, such as Gods or 
evil spirits, are involved.  
     The ethno medicine of the WoDaaBe in 
Niger, for example, has a category of ‘ills’ 
that is engendered by evil forces or the 
violation of a taboo. These ‘ills’ are dif-
ferent to specific ‘diseases’. Disease is 
conceptualised as hot, cold or contagious. 
Evidence suggests that, when applied to 
livestock, the category hot refers to con-
tagious diseases such as anthrax or 
blackquarter. More chronic conditions, 
such as parasitism or nutritional deficien-
cies, fall into the cold category.  
     Accordingly, there are also two op-
tions for treatment. Common diseases, 
such as diarrhoea, cough, fractures and 
birth problems, fall within the domain of 
the village animal healer. This person will 
treat animals in a rational way, either 
with herbal preparations or western medi-

cine.  
      On the other hand, if there is an unex-
plained outbreak of an unfamiliar disease, 
a spirit-medium, or Bhopa, will be con-
sulted. A Bhopa is a person in whom a God 
becomes manifest after he has induced a 
state of trance. In this condition the 
Bhopa, who might be an ordinary pastoral-
ist, comes into close contact with super-
natural powers and as such is able to pro-
vide help. He is not only approached for 
animal disease but also plays an important 
role in human psychological problems and 
alcoholism (Rathore et al., 1999).  
 
Gender differences 
Among the Raika pastoralists in India, men 
have the most ethno-veterinary knowl-
edge and they are the ones responsible for 
herding.  
      Among the Samburu pastoralists of 
northern Kenya veterinary care is also 
mainly the responsibility of the men.
Elders with specialised knowledge may be 
called upon when there are certain types 
of disease. In addition each clan has a 
specific type of veterinary skill. While 
men typically deal with diagnosis and the 
choice of treatment, women collect and 
prepare the various herbs used in these 
traditional remedies. Because they do the 
milking, women are often the first to no-
tice behavioural changes and other initial 
signs of disease.  
      Traditional vets or the ‘men of knowl-
edge’ among the Beni Amer pastoral group 
in Ethiopia are usually older men and in 
most cases they are herders themselves.  
Accordingly, the Beni Amer ethno-
veterinary knowledge is widely shared 
among males. One can argue, however, to 
what extent women are in fact ignorant of 
men’s knowledge and vice versa. 
 
Changing dynamics 
In many parts of India and Africa the pas-
toralist way of life is under pressure. Atti-
tudes towards livestock change with each 
new generation. Population growth and 
the invasion of grazing grounds have 
changed the pastoral way of life and today 
more and more pastoralists are entering 
the wage economy. Due to this labour 
drain women and children are obliged to 
assume herding responsibilities. Fre-
quently, when pastoral children have ob-
tained some schooling, they lose interest 
in herding and look for other types of em-
ployment. Among Africans with western 
education there are many who scoff at 
traditional ways.  
      Livestock treatments in many pastoral 
societies are a mixture of old and new. 
Traditional medicines and techniques are 
often substituted by modern veterinary 
drugs and vaccines. Apart from their use-
ful effects, the growing demand for West-
ern pharmaceuticals has been responsible 
for eroding traditional authority structures 
and social roles in animal health care. 
Women are less often called upon to col-

lect and prepare traditional medicines.  
 
Including cosmovision 
There is a wide divergence in the evalua-
tions of pastoral animal husbandry prac-
tices amongst outsiders. Anthropologists, 
who try to understand the perspective of 
pastoralists and who spend extended peri-
ods of time with them, are usually deeply 
impressed. But animal scientists, politi-
cians and development agencies, that use 
western models of animal production as a 
yardstick, despair about lack of productiv-
ity and commodity output. It almost 
seems as if these two perspectives and 
knowledge systems are incompatible.  
      But the Western approach to animal 
production now receives increasing criti-
cism for ecological, animal welfare and 
public health reasons. By comparison, tra-
ditional pastoral systems are refreshingly 
different. Most pastoral systems include 
elements of social justice, because they 
have ways of distributing the benefits of 
animals among all members of a society. 
Moreover, the extreme diversity of pas-
toral cultures has also resulted in a high 
degree of domestic animal diversity. This 
diversity may eventually have to come to 
the rescue of the genetically narrow high 
performance breeds of the West. 
      These intriguing aspects of pastoralism 
are a consequence of a cosmovision where 
people and animals are basically equal. As 
parts of God’s creation they have the 
same right to live. From all this it is obvi-
ous that, in pastoral cultures, the meaning 
of livestock transcends that of a ‘means of 
production’. Rather there is an intimate 
relationship between livestock, human 
identity and world view.  It remains a ma-
jor challenge to ensure that these aspects 
are included in livestock development 
projects. 
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The editors of the Compas newsletter came across a study 
in which traditional Maya medicine was compared with the 
Chinese medical system. This fascinating study is published 
in Spanish. Here we present a summary. 

Hernan Garcia, Antonio Sierra and Gilberto 
Balam are a group of medical doctors who 
have worked for many years with rural 
health programmes in the Southern part of 
Mexico. Over time it became obvious to 
them that rural people in Mexico had very 
different notions about the cause and 
treatment of disease than the medical 
doctors trained in the Western tradition. 
Initially they felt that these traditional 
concepts were obstacles to community 
based health education programmes.  
 
Unfamiliar logic 
In the course of their practical work these 
doctors consistently encountered com-
ments, such as: “My sister was struck by a 
‘wind’ and her face became swollen. As 
this is not a disease of you doctors, I did 
not talk about it, and brought her to a 
traditional healer. There she was cured in 
a few hours”. “My wife is pregnant. She 
cannot eat the foods recommended by the 
doctors as they are cold foods”. “I can not 
wash my hands, because I have just come 
from my work and they are now hot”. 
     On the basis of these and many other 
statements the doctors realised that there 
was a consistency in the perception on 
health and disease among the Mayan rural 
population. When compared to the West-

ern knowledge system these ideas, which 
originated in pre-hispanic times, are based 
on an entirely different logic and struc-
ture. 
      The doctors were interested and de-
cided to take a closer look. They started 
to work closely with some local healers in 
the provinces of Yucatan and Campeche. 
Slowly they discovered that the notions 
and concepts in the traditional Mayan 
medical knowledge system formed an in-
tegrated and logical whole. It is perceived 
as fragmented and diffuse by outsiders 
because of the way individuals present it. 
 
‘Camino Real’ 
Initially the study was very difficult. The 
doctors used Western bio-medical catego-
ries in their attempt to observe and un-
derstand the Mayan perception of health. 
This proved a very difficult exercise. For-
tunately, two of the team members were 
familiar with the Chinese medical tradi-
tion. This background gave rise to the idea 
to base the study on Chinese medical con-
cepts and not on Western ones. Though 
Chinese and Mayan health concepts are 
not equivalent, they do show striking simi-
larities. Once they were on this track, the 
doctors became very enthusiastic. They 
found that many of the Mayan concepts 

could be understood by comparing them 
Chinese concepts.  
     Over the course of three years some 40 
workshops were held to deepen the under-
standing of Mayan concepts and practices. 
The workshops were attended by healers 
such as herbalists, bonesetters, and mid-
wifes. A group of traditional healers who 
came from the Campeche region and who 
called themselves Camino Real, or ‘The 
Right Way’, started to work with the 
medical doctors. Camino Real has been 
closely involved in systematising tradi-
tional health procedures. In fact, they are 
the ones who deserve the credit for this 
work. 
     As their work developed, the team 
began to abandon many of its prejudices. 
They were able to seriously look at con-
cepts that could not be explained by 
Western bio-medicine, such as ’hot’ and 
‘cold’ diseases, and illness due to ‘fear’, 
‘shame’, ’evil eye’, or ‘wind’. They also 
concluded that many of the traditional 
remedies were indeed effective. 
 
Mayan health perception 
In the Maya cosmovision mankind is con-
sidered to be a part of a whole. Therefore 
health is considered to be the result of 
living in harmony with the laws of society, 
nature, and the divine world. Disease is 
considered to be the result of a disturbed 
balance related to elements such as diet, 
climate, infection, constitution, emotion, 
and energies. Many of these factors can 
make a patient either ‘hot’ or ‘cold’.  
     The most important external factor 
that can cause imbalance is ‘wind’.  This 
can be caused by natural phenomena or by 
persons, animals, plants or even super-
natural forces. Diagnostic and curative 
measure are consistent with this concept 
and include natural, spiritual and social 
remedies. A central element in these 
treatments is ool, the word for energy or 
life force in local language.  
 
Traditional specialists 
There is no clear demarcation line be-
tween the traditional healers and domes-
tic medication. Moreover, most Mayan 
traditional healers belong to the same 
social group as their patients. Treatments 

Mayan and Chinese health systems compared 

Comparison between Mayan (left) and Chinese (right) points for acupuncture on the front of 
the body 
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are usually carried out within the family, 
in the community, or with other patients.  
The traditional healers do not understand 
disease by focussing on specific organs, 
nor do they have knowledge of microbiol-
ogy. They rather interpret diseases as a 
response of the total body on some con-
straint in the natural, climatic, social or 
spiritual domain.   
     Mayan traditional healers are often 
specialised in a particular area of health. 
They can be specialised in spiritual mat-
ters, emotional affairs, the use of herbs, 
bone setting, massage or birth atten-
dance. There are also specialists in  ‘fear’ 
or in ‘greed’. Most traditional healers 
combine medical, psychological and spiri-
tual activities in some way. There are no 
schools or formal training centres where 
traditional healing practices can be 
learned. Often healers combine their ac-
tivities with another profession, such as 
housewife, carpenter, or farmer. 
     The J’meen is the traditional Mayan 
priest, in charge of maintaining traditions 
and cohesion within the community. He is 
especially in charge of agricultural mat-
ters. He ensures that the supernatural 
forces do not affect the milpas, the maize 
fields. In this way he protects the health 
of the communities that depend on these 
fields. He performs rituals to ask for rain, 
to thank the earth, or to clean the fields 
from bad spirits. 
 
Chinese healing methods  
Chinese traditional health emphasises con-
cepts such as the balance between the 
two basic opposite energies yin and yang. 
Another concept is that the human body 
consists of five internal elements: mar-
row, or jing, blood or xue, body fluid, or 
jin, energy, or qin, and the mind, or shen. 
Moreover, one part of body can reflect the 
whole system.  Different points on the 
ear, for example, represent all the organs 
of body. Diseases manifest themselves as 
either ‘cold’, ‘hot’, ‘weak’ or ‘heavy’.   
     Chinese medicine has particular func-
tion to balance between yin and yang, 
cold and hot, and weak and heavy. The 
most important elements of Chinese 
therapies are the use of herbs, massage, 
acupuncture, acupressure, and the appli-
cation of certain warm substances on the 
skin. Around 1000 medicinal plant species 
are used by the Chinese doctors.  
     Acupuncture and acupressure revital-
ise the energy points and channels in the 
body. There are zones where the vital en-
ergies concentrate, like the navel, the 
heart, and the head. Chinese massage 
functions to stimulate the circulation of 
the blood and limphatic liquids, to elimi-
nate toxins, and to stimulate the energy 
points. This results in more relaxed muscle 
tension, a restored balance between yin 
and yang, and increased vital energy. 
     Since the 1950’s, traditional Chinese 
health practices have been institutional-
ised into the formal education system. 

Becoming a specialist healer may take four 
to five years of full time study in a college 
or university. 
       
Mayan practices and Chinese  
insights 
In spite of these differences in formal 
status, many parallels can be observed 
between the Mayan and Chinese health 
systems. In the Chinese concepts, like in 
Mayan ones, nature is placed above human 
society. Both systems suggest a profound 
interconnection between mankind, the 
spiritual and the natural world. Both be-
lieve that if man behaves in conformity 
with the universal laws of nature, there 
will be a balance that brings harmony and 
health. Moreover, both systems attach 
great importance to the concept of basic 
life energy: the Mayan vital life force ool  
has its counterpart in the Chinese concept 
of chi.  
Though there are many similarities be-
tween the two systems, they are not the 
same. Comparing both systems, it seems 
that the Chinese system is more pragmatic 
and objective than the Mayan. Mayan tra-
ditional health practices contain more 
metaphysical elements, combined with 
rational explanations about the way the 
natural world functions. 
      There is, however, a large degree of 
similarity in aspects relating to philoso-
phy, mythology, religion, astronomy, the 
basic energy points, the calendar, and the 
concept of duality, like ying-yang and hot-
cold. Both cultures have sacred staple 
crops: maize for the Maya and rice for the 
Chinese. In both systems the diagnosis 
includes climatic, seasonal, geographic, 
social and emotional factors, while the 
mere biological and microbiological con-
cepts are unknown. In both systems herbs, 
massages, medical bandages and punc-
tures are applied. Also procedures are fol-
lowed to evict ‘bad winds’ in the Mayan 
context, or ‘perverse energy’ in Chinese 
healing methods. 
      The energy channels that are ad-

dressed during Chinese massage and acu-
puncture can be compared with the con-
cept of ‘wind’ that plays a major role in 
the Maya tradition of massage and punc-
tures. These winds pass similar channels in 
the body, and massage and punctures can 
provide important treatment. Comparing 
the points for punctures in Mayan tradi-
tional therapies has resulted in striking 
similarities with the Chinese points and 
energy channels.  
 
The way ahead? 
Traditional Mayan medical practices are 
actually fragmented, often combined with 
elements of Western medicine. The tradi-
tional practices are implemented with 
many limitations, under ideological pres-
sure and with severe scarcity of resources. 
They depend on oral culture and lack a 
homogeneous theory.  
      The doctors who wrote this book were 
surprised, however, about the therapeutic 
richness of the Mayan traditional health 
practices. In the course of several years of 
working and studying in the area, they 
have been able to detect many effective 
therapies. In some cases local treatments 
proved more effective than Western reme-
dies. But, in other cases, important mis-
takes and failures could be observed. 
      The researchers believe that studies of 
traditional practices can provide a broad 
vision of the history and culture of people, 
can help to understand the rural popula-
tion and improve communication. A study 
like this can help to reconstruct the tradi-
tional medical concepts and treatments, 
to build up good co-operation with tradi-
tional healers, to learn from them, learn 
with them, and to confront their knowl-
edge with other positions and approaches. 
 
Medicina Maya Tradicional, Con Frontacion 
con el sistema conceptual Chino 
Hernán García, Antonio Sierra, Gilberto 
Balam, EDUCE 1996 
 
EDUCE, Calle 13 # 260-E, Barrio San Román, 
24040 Campeche, Mexico 

 

Traditional Ma-
yan healer 
treats a patient 
in her home. 
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African herbs and 
healers 

 

Peter de Smet 

Many Africans believe that life forces are 
manifest in everything. This spirit or 
power is the essence of every living crea-
ture, natural event or inanimate object. 
These life forces all have their own per-
sonalities and cosmic place. Therefore, 
the preservation or restoration of health is 
impossible without them.  
      Traditionally, Africans use herbal and 
animal products as medicines, intoxicans 
and poisons in their struggle for survival 
and in their quests for religious experien-
ces. A healer’s power is not determined 
by the number of medicinal plants he or 
she knows, but by the ability to apply an 
understanding of the intricate relation 
between the patient and the world around 
him or her.  Unlike a doctor trained in 
Western biomedicine, the traditional Afri-
can healer looks for the cause of the pa-
tient’s misfortune in the relation between 
the patient and his socia, natural and 
spiritual environment.  
  
Diviners and healers    
Divination and healing are often practised 
by the same person, who has the power to 
deal with the spiritual realm. It is not sur-
prising then that diviners are generally 
listed as the most important traditional 
African healers. They look for disturbing 
events in the past, which can cause mis-
fortune if left untreated.  
      Many healers are specialised in one or 
more biomedical aspects, such as herbal-
ism, midwifery or surgery. There has been 
a tendency in Western medical journals to 
play down such expertise by focusing on 
the risks of traditional African medicines. 
Though there is a genuine cause for con-
cern, it is unfair to pass judgement on 
African healing simply on the basis of its 
worst results.  
 
Herbalism             
Common ailments, such as headaches or 
coughs, are considered to be diseases with 
natural causes. Their symptoms are 
treated at the household level, without 
resorting to magical practices. For other 
illnesses, or when a common ailment per-
sists, recourse is saught to divination in 
combination with herbalism.   
      African herbal medicines are applied 
to every part of the body in every con-

ceivable way. There are oral 
forms, enemas, fumes to be 
inhaled, vaginal prepara-
tions, fluids administered 
into the urinal tract, prepa-
rations for the skin, and 
various lotions and drops for 
the eye, ear and nose.  
 
Links with  
Western medicine 
Traditional healers are the 
principal professionals in 
health care services for the 
large majority of Africans, 
particularly in the rural areas. Surveys 
have consistently shown that most tradi-
tional healers are willing to learn more 
about Western medicine and to co-op-
erate to some extent with their biomedi-
cal counterparts. They presume that this 
may increase their prestige, recognition 
and income.  
     With the exception of traditional birth 
attendants, however, well-functioning 
programmes of collaboration between 
western and traditional health systems 
have been relatively scarce in Africa. No 
pilot project has ever reached the stage, 
where it could be implemented at the 
level of a national health system. One of 
the reasons appears to be opposition from 
the biomedical establishment.  
     Moreover traditional healers often do 
not want to be incorporated into the 
Western oriented primary health care sys-
tem as community health workers. They 
fear that this would look as if they ac-
cepted the superiority of Western medi-
cine, alienating themselves  from their 
traditional roots. Their clients might feel 
that the healer has lost control over the 
total healing process 
     Since different paradigms of health 
and illness stand in the way of real amal-
gation, Western biomedicine and African 
traditional medicine may remain apart as 
two parallel systems.  
 
Chemical and herbal medicines 
More than half of the Western drugs cur-
rently available are either directly or indi-
rectly based on natural substances. In Af-
rican societies herbal medicines are even 

more important, an essential part of tradi-
tional healing. Moreover, herbs can also 
play a significant role in the Western 
medicine practised in Africa. Herbal medi-
cines are readily accepted and widely 
used, and are much cheaper than Western 
synthetic pharmaceuticals.  
 
Intellectual property rights 
Ethnopharmacology is a form of Western 
science that can bring to light which tradi-
tional plants are effective and safe for 
incorporation into the formal health care 
system. 
      In this process Western drug develop-
ers must respect the intellectual property 
rights of the indigenous users of herbal 
medicines. They must provide adequate 
compensation for the sharing of that 
knowledge, as established in the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity.  
      If irreplaceable genetic resources are 
lost, traditional medicines and indigenous 
knowledge will also disappear. To prevent 
this from happening, prompt action is re-
quired at every possible level: local initia-
tives, support from NGO’s, scientific re-
search and active governmental support 
for international agreements to protect 
intellectual property rights. 
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In this article the author describes some characteristics of 
African traditional health systems, and some aspects of 
their link with Western health care.    
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Waris Dirie was born in Somalia. Until she 
was five years old she led a difficult but 
happy life. Her family were pastoralists 
and she herded goats. Then, according to 
tradition, her parents decided that she 
should be circumcised.  
     When she was thirteen years old, her 
father wanted to marry her to a sixty-year 
old man in exchange for five camels. 
Waris decided to run away from home. 
Her difficult and dangerous journey took 
her along desert paths to the capital of 
Somalia, Mogadishu. A few years later, as 
the servant of a Somali diplomatic family 
in London, she was discovered and be-
came a world famous model. She now fig-
ures in commercials for Benetton, Levi’s, 
Oil of Olay, and Revlon. 
 
Circumcision 
In her book Desert Flower, Waris describes 
in detail her own traumatic experience of 
circumcision. She recounts the excruciat-
ing operation, during which a large part of 
her genitals were removed, and her des-
perately painful recovery. Long after her 
circumcision she still experienced intense 
pain during urination, menstruation and 
sex.  
     When she was thirty years old she be-
came a mother and her life changed. In 
Somalian culture becoming a mother 
brings prestige and recognition. It was 
then that she realised how much her own 
mother and other Somali women suffered. 
The tortures of being mutilated as small 
children, delivering their babies with their 
vaginas sewn together, and, afterwards, 
having their vagina sewn up again, so they 
remain tight for their husbands. 
  
Any sharp object 
Circumcision is common practice in 28 
African countries. It is estimated that 130 
million women have been circumcised, 
about 2 million every year. The operation 

is often carried out under unsanitary con-
ditions by a traditional midwife without 
any measures to ease the pain. Cutting 
tools consist of whatever sharp object 
happens to be available: a razor blade, a 
knife, a scissors, a piece of glass or a 
sharp stone.  
      The extent of circumcision varies ac-
cording to region and ethnic group. The 
least impact is caused when just the tip of 
the clitoris is removed. This results in an 
incapacity to enjoy sex. The most ex-
treme form of female circumcision is 
known as infibulation. This involves the 
removal of part or all of the eternal geni-
talia and the stitching or narrowing of the 
vaginal opening. 
      The operation itself can lead to severe 
complications including shock, wound in-
fection, damage to the urinal tract or 
anus, tetanus, blood poisoning, HIV, or 
hepatitis B.  At a later stage other compli-
cations are common, like kidney infection, 
sterility, nerve pain, depression and pain 
during urination, menstruation, and sexual 
intercourse. 
 
Criticism and respect 
Waris decided to publish her experiences 
and to start a campaign against female 
genital mutilation. The United Nations 
Population Fund offered her the position 
of special ambassador against female 
genital mutilation.  
      Having a critical attitude towards 
genital mutilation does not mean that 
Waris has no respect for her own culture. 
In her book she writes that she thanks God 
every day for being an African. Presently 
she lives in New York and, when she ob-
serves the lack of community and family 
life there, she is proud to be Somalian.  
      She remembers the moments with her 
family: the evenings around the fire when 
stories were told and people sang, 
clapped their hands and laughed. When 

the first rains started, they were cele-
brated. Who bothers with something as 
essential as water in the West? It comes 
from the tap and you can let it run even if 
you decide to leave your kitchen. In Africa 
people have to struggle for food, while in 
the USA watching your weight is a major 
preoccupation. 
 
Why circumcision? 
Waris argues that neither the Koran nor 
the Bible mention circumcision. She main-
tains that the custom originates from the 
desire of ignorant and egocentric men 
who are determined to safe-guard the 
sexual favours of their wives. Mothers ac-
cept this custom because they are afraid 
that their daughters have little chance of 
marriage if they remain uncircumcised. 
      Her childhood in Africa taught Waris to 
appreciate the simplicity of life and its 
essence. It protected her from taking suc-
cess and celebrity too seriously. Living in 
the West has had one great advantage: 
peace. There maybe criminality but at 
there are no wars, like the ones that 
plague Somalia and many other African 
countries. Warfare, like genital mutila-
tion, is the result of a male obsession with 
territory and possessions. In these socie-
ties women are counted among these pos-
sessions. 
      Waris does not blame her parents for 
what happened to her. They were the vic-
tims of their own education and ancient 
cultural practices. She writes: “We now 
know that that women are not sexually 
obsessed beasts. Their loyalty can be won 
by tenderness instead of barbarian rituals. 
Time has come to leave ancient forms of 
suffering behind”. 
  
Desert Flower, 1998 
Waris Dirie and Cathleen Miller 
Virago Press, USA 
 
UNFPA (United Nations Population Fund) 
East 42nd Street, 220 
10017 NY New York, U.S.A. 
www.unfpa.org 
 
WPF (World Population Foundation) 
office@wpf.org 

Challenging traditions   
These are the experiences of Waris Dirie, a nomadic girl who 
became a top model and special ambassador to the United  
Nations Population Fund against female genital mutilation. 
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How to check the vitality of a plant, soil or animal? Several Dutch farmers participated 
in project to check parameters to answer this question. In this article, the search for 
enhanced life forces on an organic farm in the Netherlands is described.  

Learning to enhance life forces 
 

                     Wim Hiemstra and Hans Andeweg 

Close to the sea in the province of 
Fryslân, the Netherlands, Asse Aukes and 
his colleagues work as motivated bio-
dynamic farmers on 38 hectares of land. 
They produce potatoes, vegetables, like 
carrots and cauliflowers, and fodder 
crops. Around 380 goats are kept for milk 
and to provide manure for the mixed or-
ganic farm.  
      Bio-dynamic farming is a type of or-
ganic farming in which both the ecological 
balance in nature and its spiritual forces 
are acknowledged, and if possible en-
hanced. These life forces express them-
selves in the aura, or energy level, of the 
soil, crops, animals, humans and the farm 
as a whole. On a healthy farm there is a 
balance between the soils, crops, animals 
and people.  
 
Sensing life forces 
During 1999 Asse Auke and his colleagues 
participated in a project to increase their 
skills to sense life forces, and to 
‘communicate’ with their soils, crops and 
animals. In this project learning to 
‘measure’ life forces and to apply energy 
treatments are central objectives. Farm-
ers become more skilled in receiving sub-
tle information on the growth pattern and 
development of their crops, soils or ani-
mals. With this information they can de-
cide to apply certain healing practices, 
such as homeopathic treatments. This de-
creases the need for more physical control 
measures, such as organic pest control.  
      Seven farms in all parts of the Nether-

lands participated in the project. Six or-
ganic farmers and one conventional orchid 
grower with green houses were involved. 
Each farm was visited several times and 
the farmers spent two days together to 
share experiences. With the help of pen-
dulums, the farmers learned to pose sim-
ple questions to their crops and soil and to 
test their energy.  
 
Enhance energy 
Besides such energy diagnoses, different 
methods to improve energy levels were 
explored: music, placing certain symbols, 
or mandalas, on the soil, and homeopathic 
medicines such as bio-dynamic prepara-
tions. These preparations are a kind of 
homeopathic medicines, in which certain 
herbs are covered with an animal organ, 
like a deer’s bladder. This mixture is kept 
in nature for a few seasons to allow it to 
fill with cosmic forces. It is then applied 
to the compost heap, or sprayed on the 
crops and soil, at certain stages during the 
growing season.   
     Other healing methods include the 
treatment of crops or cattle through 
meditation using colours and cosmic en-
ergy. During the sessions farmers learned 
how to pay real attention, how to become 
wholeheartedly involved in an activity, 
and how to ask the correct questions and 
at the right moment. Each individual 
farmer developed his or her own prefer-
ence for certain healing techniques. 
 
 

Farmer’s experiences 
“We have been making bio-dynamic 
preparations for fifteen years” explains 
Asse Aukes, “but they did not bring me 
closer to the life forces in nature, which 
are essential in bio-dynamic farming. Be-
fore this course I relied mainly on my in-
tuition; now I have added other tools and 
can apply them more systematically. We 
first prepare ourselves for the communica-
tion and then concentrate on very con-
crete and focused questions. It depends 
on my mood whether or not I am able to 
get clear images. Interestingly, I have ex-
perienced that it is when I am under 
stress, and my mind is very active, that I 
have the most intense experiences. When 
I don’t expect anything ‘it’ happens: im-
ages emerge”.  
      “For instance, when there has been no 
rain for a long time and my crops are un-
der stress, I try to concentrate on them. 
Either on the whole plot, or if there are 
different varieties, I address each variety 
individually. After meditation, or concen-
tration, I ask specific questions such as: 
‘Are you all right? What do you need in 
this situation?’ The response comes to me 
in the form of images with messages such 
as: ‘It’s OK; leave us alone; the result will 
be fine.’ If that message is clear, I don’t 
worry and don’t irrigate for a while”.  
      “Some years ago, for example, the 
autumn season was very wet here. I went 
into the carrot fields and encouraged 
them to maintain their energy. When we 
tried to harvest the carrots on a dry day 
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between the rains, we were not very suc-
cessful. Then I got a clear image that 
within a week it would be fine. And that’s 
what happened. In general, when we har-
vest a crop, I try to prepare the plants by 
telling them that we harvest them to feed 
people.” 
 
Adjustment problems 
Hans Andeweg was the teacher on the 
courses. He explained that ‘radiation’ is 
one of the basic concepts. Every living 
organism has a radiation, which is similar 
to the ‘aura’ in human beings. The size of 
the aura is a measure of the health and 
vitality of an organism; more radiation 
means more health and vitality. Andeweg: 
”At first, I thought that vitality problems 
were always due to blockages in the life 
forces. But when I was able to come into 
deeper contact with trees, I learned that 
there was also another problem. Trees 
often do not know how they can adjust 
themselves to the changing environment. 
Life is a continuous process of trying to 
find the correct balance and adjusting to 
the changing environment.”  
     During the past millennia, nature has 
been able to adjust itself. But with the 
current dramatic changes in ecology 
across the globe completely new situa-
tions have emerged in many places. Air, 
soils and water now contain new chemical 
substances. We can speak of a decreased 
vitality, when there are blockages in life 
forces and when there are problems of 
adjustment. Healing nature means remov-
ing these blockages and solving adjust-
ment problems. 
 
Enhancing life forces 
Farmers and other people can 
help an organism to enhance 
its life force by means of an 
energy diagnoses. With the 
help of intuition and a pendu-
lum, we can check six pa-
rameters that help us define 
the vitality of an organism. 
First, the degree of contact 
with life energy and its organ-
ising principle; then the de-
gree of organisation and ad-
justment to its environment; 
the amount of life forces, the 
amount of dead forces or 
blockages, and the amount of 
hyperactive life forces or 
stress. The last parameter is 
the ‘radiation’, or aura, which 
is the total result of the first 
five parameters. 
     Another important con-
cept comes from the English 
biologist Rupert Sheldrake. He 
states that every living organ-
ism is organised within a 
‘field’ that forms the matter, 
the so-called ‘morphic field’. 
It is similar to the human col-
lective sub-conscious, which 

was described by the famous psychiatrist 
Carl Jung. Through resonance, the organ-
ism and its morphic field are kept in con-
stant interaction. For example, a forest 
has a morphic field and this is responsible 
for the organisation and development of 
the forest ecosystem. Experiences built up 
throughout the life of the organism are 
stored in the morphic field. When there 
are adjustment problems, we can say 
there is no optimal interaction, or reso-
nance, between the forest and its morphic 
field. 
 
Clear indications 
Andeweg: “It was interesting to notice 
that the farmers in the project were quick 
to learn how they could observe the radia-
tion of the soil by using their hands or a 
pendulum. In February 1999, 30 partici-
pants observed a radiation of between 120 
cms and 180 cms above ground level on 
their own farms. When they compared this 
with the radiation on the conventional 
farms of their neighbours, much lower 
values of between 20 and 70 cms were 
obtained. For the participating bio-
dynamic farmers this was a verifiable 
proof that their way of organic farming 
added more life forces to the soil.”  
      Aukes: “For me it is not so important 
to compare the aura of my soil with that 
of a conventional farm. I think that there 
are also conventional farmers who work 
very well with life forces, even if they are 
not aware of it. Yet, I am still quite uncer-
tain about my observations and find it 
hard to draw conclusions. Even so, some-
times I do get clear indications”.  

      “Last year during spring the cauli-
flower crop was not developing well. It 
had a kind of blue glow. Most conventional 
farmers would have seen the problem as 
well. It had been too cold for a very long 
time, with hardly any sun. I concentrated 
on the crop and asked what colour it 
needed. The colours deep red and yellow 
came as a clear response. So I mentally 
sent them these colours. That season, the 
growth and harvest was satisfactory. But I 
can’t say that it was because I sent the 
crop colours. It is crucial to develop 
enough trust to do the right thing at the 
right moment.” 
      Asse Aukes continues: “What suits me 
is to meditate in the crop field. Or to sit 
in a small hut, that we call ‘the little tem-
ple‘, at sunrise, and then ‘see’ all the 
crops and animals on the farm, and visual-
ise their development. But it is even more 
important to include the working relation-
ships among the people on the farm. 
Working in good harmony influences the 
life forces on our farm and gives each per-
son the room to develop his or her own 
potential“. 
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Asse Aukes showing young cabbage plants on his farm 
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Vrksayurveda: a tradition for today 
 

A.V. Balasubramanian, K. Vijayalakshmi and S. Sridhar 

All over the world efforts are being made to 
work towards ecologically friendly agriculture.  
Traditional pest control techniques, like the 
ones described in the classical texts of Indian 
plant science Vrksayurveda, may well be a 
central element in such efforts. These age-old 
eco-friendly techniques can be examined by 
farmers seeking to treat pests and disease 
conditions. The Centre for Indian Knowledge 
Systems (CIKS) in Chennai, India, is working 
to develop Vrksayurveda to meet today’s chal-
lenges. 

Prior to the introduction of chemical pes-
ticides, farmers used a wide range of tra-
ditional pest control practices.  These 
practices are rapidly disappearing in the 
process of adopting the high-yielding va-
rieties that require chemical inputs. In-
dian farmers have various innovative pest 
control techniques that are simple, cost 
effective, eco-friendly and easily adapt-
able. They include botanical, mechanical, 
and biological methods. In addition, many 
practices are supplemented with religious 
ceremonies and rituals. 
  
Vaatha, Pitta and Kapha 
The pest control techniques described in 
the original Vrksayurveda texts are rich 
and varied. They include methods like irri-
gation with herbal solutions, smearing 
with pastes, and fumigation. It is remark-
able that many of these ancient practices 
are still used by farmers. They also appear 
to be quite sound when we examine them 
in the light of Ayurvedic theory and princi-
ples.  
      The Ayurvedic classification of plants 
is similar to the classification it uses for 
human beings: we can distinguish between 
Vaatha, Pitta and Kapha constitutions. 
Each of these characteristics also exist in 
every living organism and, in health, are 
well balanced. 
      The Vaatha constitution, in both plants 
and humans, is slender and tall, light and 
dry. The Pitta constitution is medium in 
size, weight, colour and height and is 
warm and dry. The Kapha constitution 
refers to plants or humans that are short, 
bulky, humid and cold (see table). It is, 
however, common to find a plant or per-
son of a combined type, like the Vaatha-

Pitta type, Pitta-Kapha type, or Vaata-
Kapha.  
      In Ayurveda plant diseases are catego-
rised in two types: exogenous and endoge-
nous. Endogenous diseases are caused by a 
disturbance in the balance between Va-
atha, Pitta and Kapha in the plant.  Ex-
ogenous diseases are caused by external 
factors, such as pests, cold, hail, or light-
ning. Here we will focus on the endoge-
nous diseases. In this process, the Ayurve-
dic understanding of traditional farmers’ 
practices is important. For example, once 
we know that a treatment is effective be-
cause it regulates Vaatha, it opens up the 
possibility of enhancing the efficacy of 
treatment by trying out other substances 
that regulate Vaatha.  
 
New treatments 
We can also try to adapt treatments 
known from Vrksayurveda to new condi-
tions and situations. We will describe an 
example. Some time ago the Theosophical 
Society in Chennai noted that some 50 
mango trees in the campus were seriously 
affected by a pest called the ‘mango leaf 
webber’.  
      Several plants are well known in the 
Vrksayurvedic pharmacopoeia for their 
anti-helminthic properties.  So CIKS rec-
ommended a  recipe based on a mixture of 
neem oil, karanja (Derris indiga) and pun-
gam oil (Pongamia pinnata).  These ingre-
dients were mixed with a soap solution 
and sprayed three times. Another fumiga-
tion included seeds of vidanga (Emelia 
ribes) and kasturi manjal (Curcuma aro-
matica). As a result the disease was 
brought under control to a large extent.  
The trees flowered again, put forth excel-

lent leaves and a good yield.  
      At first glance, the prescriptions of 
Vrksayurveda may look extravagant.  The 
frequent mention of honey, milk and 
ghee, or clarified butter, might make one 
wonder if they are practical. However, 
many of these recipes are easy to put into 
effect. Even in cases where these rela-
tively expensive ingredients are specified, 
they are often used in quantities that 
make the effort very worthwhile.  
 
Two major classics 
When one encounters a farmer using a 
plant for pest control, how do we analyse 
and evaluate it? We can test it in the field 
to see if it works.  However, in terms of 
theory we would like to make a departure 
from the biochemical ‘active principle’ 
type of analysis. Ayurveda can help here, 
because the two major classics of Ayur-
veda, Charaka Samhitha and Sushrutha 
Samhitha, classify plants according to 
their pharmacological actions. Charaka has 
classified plants into fifty groups, accord-
ing to their action on the body. In the Su-
shrutha thirty-eight groups are described, 
according to the specific action of each 
plant on Vaatha, Kapha and Pitta. 
 
Working with Vrksayurveda 
In the scripts of the general classical In-
dian science, Ayurveda, there is a rich and 
extensive knowledge based on folk prac-
tices, classical texts, and the experiences 
of specialist practitioners. In classical 
plant science, or Vrksayurveda, there are 
also manuscripts and farmers’ practices, 
but there is not really a group of knowl-
edgeable experts.  This means that when-
ever we have to test out a prescription or 
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Dipping rice seedlings 
in a solution of Pudina 
leaves during trans-
plantation 
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recipe of Vrkshayurveda, a large gap has 
to be filled. This gap also arises because 
of the nature and structure of classical 
texts in the Indian tradition. Due to the 
oral tradition the texts do not provide the 
necessary details in the sense of a 
‘manual’.  
For example, a traditional recipe from to 
stimulate the germination of seeds is: 
“After besmearing with cowdung, the 
seeds are sprinkled with milk. They should 
be dried and then smeared again many 
times with powders of Vidanga (Embelia 
ribes) mixed with honey. They should then 
be sown and will sprout very soon.”   
     Questions arise here: What is the rela-
tive proportion of the various ingredients?  
How long should we dry the seeds? What 
source of milk should we use? How many 
times is  ‘many times’?  If this work were 
from an Ayurveda text, there would be 
various conventions that would help us 
unravel the above recipe. Moreover there 
would be practitioners that carry out 
these practices as part of a living tradi-
tion. Now we are obliged to carry out ex-
periments to find out these details.  
 
Strengthening prevailing practices 
In some cases effective practices used by 
farmers are also found in the descriptions 
from Vrksayurveda. One such practice for 
example is the Ural Marundu, literally 
meaning the ‘brewed decoction’. In this 
practice farmers fill up a pot with a hand-
ful of leaves from a wide variety of plants 
with known effect against pests. Then 
they add some cow’s urine and water. This 
pot is covered, buried, and left to brew 
for at least two weeks. After uncovering 
the pot, the liquid is separated and di-
luted at least ten times with water. The 
resulting ‘broad spectrum biopesticide’ is 
then sprayed on the crops to prevent and 
cure pests. In this case CIKS promotes and 
encourages this practice rather widely, 
adding new components according to the 

texts from Vrksayur-
veda.  
 
Challenging task 
Sometimes farmers 
come to us, seeking an 
answer to a desperate 
problem because they 
have been unable to 
find another solution. 
In such cases we rec-
ommend packages 
from Vrksayurveda, 
often with success, as 
in the case of the 
mango trees men-
tioned above. Intro-
ducing new prescrip-
tions and methods is 
the most challenging 
task facing CIKS, and 
has proved to be a 
very slow and time 
consuming one. Before 
widely recommending 
a prescription to farm-
ers we need to study 
various aspects and 
experiment with it for 
at least two or three 
crop seasons before it 
is standardised.  
      Currently we have 
tested prescriptions to 
improve the germina-
tion of seeds, to treat 
rice crops during trans-
plantation, and to secure 
the regulation and promotion of plant 
growth. We have moved our experiments 
from the laboratory to the farmers’ fields. 
These joint activities are based on the under-
standing that, if a farmer experiences an 
unexpected loss as a result of the experi-
ment, we will recompense him or her. Most 
of these recipes are very promising. We be-
lieve that through this work we are on the 
right track. By re-introducing the age-old 

eco-friendly techniques of Vrksayurveda we 
have found ways to meet today’s challenges.   

 
 
 

CIKS 
30, Gandhi Mandapam Road 
Kotturpuram 
Chennai, 600 085, INDIA 
F: +91 44 4471114 
E: ciks@vsnl.com 
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Vaatha Pitta Kapha 

Normal 
constitu-
tion 

Plants: 
Slender and tall; light in weight; a rough sur-
face.  The leaves wither or drop away with the 
slightest heat of the sun. 
Human: 
Slender and tall body, light in weight, rough 
and dry skin, prominent (bony) joints and an 
emaciated look. 

Plants: 
Can withstand bright light; weak branches; abun-
dant leaves and flowers; bear untimely fruits; me-
dium size and height. 
Human: 
Medium-sized body with medium strength, tendency 
to early baldness, copper coloured skin with plenty 
of pimples and freckles. 

Plants: 
Stout and bulky stems and branches; plenty of thick 
leaves; bear abundant flowers and fruits; house many 
creepers and climbers 
Human: 
Short and bulky body with good strength. Withstands 
stress better than Pitta and Vaatha. Blessed with 
many offspring. Adjusts well.  

Plant  
diseases 
 

Plants with Vaatha disorder are lean, de-
formed, full of knots and globules on the 
leaves, rough, dry and a loss of sweetness. 

Plants with Pitta disorder have yellow discoloration 
of leaves, premature fruiting, burning up of body 
elements. Leaves, flowers and fruits with worn-out 
appearance. 

Plants with Kapha disorder present deformity of 
leaves, slow maturing and less taste in fruits. 
 

Causes of 
disorder 

Plants run the risk of a Vaatha disorder, when 
fed excessively with dry and astringent sub-
stances; also during hot and dry summers 

Plants run the risk of a Pitta disorder when they are 
irrigated with pungent, sour and saline substances.  
 

Plants run the risk of a Kapha disorder when irrigated 
excessively with sweet, unctuous, sour and cold sub-
stances; also during winter and spring. 

Possible 
treatment  

Irrigation with flesh, fat, marrow and ghee; 
fumigation with neem, cow’s horn, horse's 
hair, ghee, Ativisha Aconitum oil, pig’s fat, 
Asparagus racemosus and Pinus deodara.  

Decoction of sweet liquorice (Glycyrrhiza glabra), 
mahua tree (Madhuca indica) and milk mixed with 
honey for irrigation. Decoction of Triphala mixed 
with ghee and honey.  

Roots and water mixed with a fermented preparation. 
Infusion prepared from Plaksha (Ficus arnottiana), 
Pilklan, Saptaparna (Alstonia scholaris), neem 
(Azadirachta indica), sweet flag, nut grass and rohi-
taka. 

Rationale Therapy involves ‘bulk promoting’ products, 
that are sweet, sour and salty in taste, and 
‘hot’ in potency, to counter dry and astringent 
Vaatha disorder.  

Therapy with predominantly sweet, bitter and astrin-
gent products, cool in potency, and soft and vis-
cous, to counter hot and dry Pitta disorder.  

Therapy with substances with pungent, bitter and 
astringent taste to counter cold and humid Kapha 
disorder.  

Classification of constitution and diseases of humans and  plants according to the principles of Ayurveda 

 

Fumigation of mango trees affected by mango leaf webber, according 
to recipes from age-old Vrksayurveda texts 
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In the ancient Indian texts food is put in a 
religious context. For example the ancient 
Upanishad scriptures state: ‘From food are 
born all creatures which live upon food 
and after death return to food’. The 
knowledge of food and its role in healing 
have been part and parcel of Indian peo-
ples’ lives for thousands of years. Some of 
this knowledge is recorded in the so-
called codified, or classical Indian knowl-
edge systems, like Ayurveda.  
     According to the Ayurvedic concept of 
health, all living beings exist in a state of 
continual vibration. All matter is energy, 
from the densest to the subtlest level of 
vibration. Healthy food helps the body to 
maintain an equilibrium between Vatha, 
Pitha and Kapha, the three vital energies 
in Ayurveda (see also article CIKS, p. 30).  
In Ayurvedic philosophy and science the 
subtle processes of life are identified. 
These life processes are not studied in 
mainstream Western medical science. 
 
From celebration to merchandise 
Traditionally, in Indian culture, food pro-
duction was a ritual and a celebration to 
the blessings of the Divine. Food itself was 
attributed to these divine blessings, mani-
fested as the five states of matter, or 
panchamahabootas: earth, water, fire, air 
and ether. As a result, food was wor-
shipped in many ways. Rooted in a value 
system that ensured a judicious use of 
nature, traditional agriculture supplied 
safe and nutritious food to the people. 
Native diets are healthy, as they are 
fresh, wholesome and organically pro-
duced, without commercial processing.  
     Today, food is a merchandise, a com-
modity that no longer symbolises the sa-
cred. It has been reduced to mere chemi-
cals, to broken pieces of genes, that are 
shifted from one place to the other, 
cloned, recombined, and ultimately ex-
ploited for greater production, larger 
profits and monopoly control. Apart from 
the remote areas, many rural and city 
people have no choice but to buy and con-
sume these chemically grown and proc-
essed foods. 

Traditional varieties 
At the same time, however, people in In-
dia do seek special food as an important 
part of their offerings and festivals, re-
gardless of living in urban or rural areas. 
Women in rural areas conserve the tradi-
tional varieties associated with special 
occasions, while their men blatantly opt 
for commercial cash crops. Women’s con-
tribution to seed conservation is the silver 
line that guides the work of Green Foun-
dation.  
      In recent years the Green Foundation 
has worked closely with farmers in Thalli, 
a semi-arid area. To promote safe nutri-
tion for the people, several varieties of 
indigenous crops with high nutritious 
value, have been revived. At the same 
time sustainable agricultural practices, 
such as mixed cropping, have been re-
vived and promoted. Farmers grow a com-
bination of finger millets, fox tail millets, 
sorghum, field beans, pigeon peas and 
herbs in one field. In this way they can 
feed themselves and their animals, as well 
as repel pests and attract natural preda-
tors. It is an insurance against crop fail-
ure, while it guarantees a diverse diet. 
 
Radiation and anti-oxidants 
The concept of food as an organism with 
‘radiation’, is now accepted by some 
Western researchers. Physicists have been 
able to design instruments that can meas-
ure the amount of light radiated from liv-
ing organisms. This radiation, or lumines-
cence, is caused by ‘biophotonics’, and as 
such can be quantified. Experiments show 
that crops grown with large amounts of 
fertiliser, or food treated artificially to 
extend its keeping properties, expose 
lower radiation than fresh foods 
(Beloussov and Popp, 1994). 
      Healthy foods restore a balance in the 
body by supporting an optimal immune 
function. Ayurvedic texts predicted that 
air, water, earth and food would degener-
ate and cause epidemics. As a result, a 
whole branch of Ayurvedic medicine aims 
to strengthen the basic immune functions 
of people, to counter the stress of modern 

life style.  
      It is now known that certain factors 
that cause stress in modern life, such as 
environmental pollution, radiation, pesti-
cides and even some medications, over-
burden the body with so-called ‘oxygen 
free radicals’. These are associated with 
different forms of cancer. Western re-
search has now confirmed that the me-
dicinal activity of several vitamins, miner-
als, and plants is related to their ‘anti-
oxidant’ properties (Verbach, 1996). 
       
Redefining nutrition 
Food can be a health provider, healer and 
nourisher; yet at the same time when con-
sumed irrationally, it can do more harm 
than good. A redefinition of nutrition is 
important to put our health in perspec-
tive. Nutrition is the understanding of how 
our body works, what it needs, and what 
it does. Nutrition is in fact ‘the philosophy 
of life and healthy living’, and not merely 
the knowledge of food, as this is com-
monly understood.  
      The Compas initiative attempts to re-
discover the philosophy and knowledge 
embedded in different cultures. In attach-
ing status to indigenous science, philoso-
phies and practices, we can draw from 
various sources: indigenous science, alter-
native science and modern Western sci-
ence. Until we have developed relevant 
tools, we do not have a choice but accept 
traditional practices. Should we reject 
time-tested wisdom, simply for lack of 
tools to objectively proof them?  
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Nutrition and vital energy 

The science of nutrition has many facets. Over the years 
new information on the relationship between food and human 
health has been put forward. We can draw from both tra-
ditional Indian wisdom, like Ayurvedic science, and from al-
ternative Western science to get unique viewpoints. In some 
cases, Western science also adds to the understanding of 
the relation between food and healing.  

Vanaja Ramprasad 
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Ancient knowledge and alternatives for 
Western medicine 

 
Peter Laban 

When reading the Compas publications the author was intrigued to discover the analogies between the 
different cosmovisions. The cosmovisions presented in the Compas Newsletters contrast with the current 
dominant trend in Western thought. Western thinking is based on what can be observed and proven in a 
rational, causal and ‘objective’ way. In this article the author considers the wealth of ancient spiritual 
traditions that are still alive and gaining importance in Europe, and their influence in present day 
‘alternative’ medicine practices. They may have much in common with the cosmovioons shared in COMPAS. 

What strikes me in the Compas articles 
are the visible aspects, such as practices, 
rituals, spiritual leaders, and their rele-
vance for endogenous development. But 
perhaps even more I am struck by what is 
not mentioned. Many articles recognise 
that much of the inner truth behind these 
visible aspects remains hidden, as an in-
visible dimension. Inner knowledge ap-
pears to be restricted to the initiated: the 
priests, prophets, and other spiritual lead-
ers. What we are looking at here with 
Compas, and other development-oriented 
initiatives, seems to be only the tip of an 
iceberg. 
 
Ancient European cultures  
The cultural and spiritual heritage of 
Western Europe has been  built up under 
many different influences, like the Celtic 
and Germanic cultures. These ancient cul-
tures are linked historically to Indo-
European people. Some scholars even af-
firm similarities with Hindu society 
(Berresford Ellis, 1994).  
     Little is really known about the Celtic 
and Germanic cultures. Their history was 
recorded in oral traditions. As a result, 
most of what we know today comes from 
the archaeological findings in grave monu-
ments and sacred sites, such as Stone 
Henge in the United Kingdom, the menhirs 
in Brittany and the ‘hunnebedden’ in the 
Netherlands. On many of these sites Chris-
tian churches were subsequently built, 
often using the originalmaterials.  
     The few written records about this 
period come from Greek and Roman ob-
servers, or from Christians who tried to 
interpret what they saw in a way that was 
compatible with Christian thinking. Be-
cause of this much of what we know is 
culturally subjective.  
     In the Celtic tradition the Mother God-
dess Danu is central. Danu is also the 
name of one of the main rivers of Europe, 
the Danube. In Sanskrit, another Indo-
European language, Dana means ‘waters 
of heaven’. It is evident that in the Celtic 
world water, wells and rivers were consid-
ered sacred. The sacred waters from Danu 
watered the oak, the male fertility sym-
bol, and gave birth to the Dagda, the 

‘good God’, who fathered the rest of the 
Celtic gods, some 370 in all. The oak tree 
was therefore considered sacred to the 
Celts as well as to other ancient European 
cultures. The Druids, the indigenous 
Celtic intellectuals and priests, could be 
both men and women. Their name seems 
to be derived from the word ‘dru-wid’ 
which means ‘oak knowledge’  (Berresford 
Ellis, 1994).  
 
The Christian era 
With the expansion of the Roman Empire 
the originally matriarchal society of the 
Celts was gradually overtaken by the Ro-
man/Greek culture and afterwards inte-
grated into Christianity.  
Christianity has influenced European cul-
ture and society in a dominant way. It 
finds its roots both in the Jewish tradi-
tions and the Greek philosophy. Early 
Christianity still embraced spiritual and 
other concepts, such as reincarnation and 
the equal standing of women in society. 
However, after 300 AD many of these 
were abolished by the official Christian 
Church of Rome, which began to impose 
its interpretation of the wisdom of the old 
and the new testaments of the Bible.  
 
Kaballah and Alchemy 
Kabbalah literally means ‘tradition’. It 
refers to the tradition of Jewish mysticism 
in the Middle East and Europe. Kaballah 
explores the essence of the Old Testa-
ment of the Bible at its hidden, more 
spiritual level. These more spiritual inter-
pretations, especially of old Jewish tradi-
tions, persisted underground during the 
first and second millennium of Christian-
ity. They are collected in the scripts of 
the Jewish Kabbalah.  
      In the same period another tradition 
also developed in Europe and the Middle 
East: the teachings of the Alchemists. 
These teachings originated in Hellenistic 
Egypt and are based on a combination of 
Egyptian technology, Greek philosophy, 
and the astrology and mysticism of the 
Middle-Eastern religions. Alchemy was 
revived in the rich cultural and philosophi-
cal period of Islamic dominance and en-
tered Europe through Spain at the end of 

The Jewish Menorah 
The Menorah is a candleholder with seven arms. 
The six outer arms are connected by three semi-
circles. Together with the central axis they sym-
bolically correspond with four different layers of 
consciousness connecting the physical visible 
world (left) and the spiritual invisible world 
(right) ; the human world standing in the middle 
connects the physical with the spiritual world 
(Paul, 1993).  

 

Charles Poncé 
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the first millennium. 
      Although alchemy is often associated 
with the popular belief of making gold 
from other metals, it is basically the fore-
runner of modern chemical science. Be-
tween the fifteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies the alchemist tradition acquired 
more practical importance, when Paracel-
sus used it to make metallic medicines to 
cure ills other physicians could not cope 
with. It became then an important compo-
nent of the Christian Kabbalah, which dif-
fers from the Jewish Kabbalah because it 
incorporates elements of alchemy and 
astrology. 
 
Loosing spirituality  
Today the dominant scientific thinking 
and reasoning in Europe has very little to 
do with these ancient traditions in Europe 
and the Middle East. Much of what we now 
consider to be ‘modern’ belief systems 
can be traced back to the seventeenth 
century: the ‘age of enlightenment’ or the 
‘age of reason’. Philosophers introduced 
important changes into the European 
worldview. They were reacting to what 
they considered to be the superstitious 
attitude of people in the middle ages and 
the rigid system of belief imposed by both 
the Roman Catholic and Protestant 
churches.  
      The ideas of philosophers like Des-
cartes  ‘I think, therefore I am’, and Spi-
noza ‘I am conscious, therefore I exist’ 
illustrate these new ideas. During the 
1700s the concept of a world of calculable 
regularity was developed further. It was 
even thought possible to prove that rigor-
ous mathematical reasoning offered the 
means, independent of God’s revelation, 
to establish truth. Somewhat later Newton 
claimed to have explained the whole ma-
terial universe. In any case, according to 
Descartes, ideas or statements were no 
longer accepted without proof. This highly 
rational paradigm now dominates many 
different aspects of life in the Western 
world. Indeed, according to mainstream 
scientists today, it is necessary and possi-
ble to transform nature with better, 
‘enlightened’ designs. The optimistic 
ideas of enlightenment have resulted in 
the overwhelming belief in the technical, 
economic and social progress of mankind, 
at the expense of spiritual development.  
 
Divinity in Kaballah 
The Kabbalah articulates a perception of 
the divine and the creation of the world. 
According to the Kaballah creation started 
from the Ayin-Soph and the ten Sephiroth. 
The Ayin-Soph, which literally means 
‘without end’, is the ‘Nothing’, the ‘All is 
One’, the absolute infinite God, the Tao 
or Bhraman, the total unity of opposites.  
      From here all creation has started 
through the ten Sephiroth, which are ex-
pressions or energies of the divine. These 
energies are divided over ‘four worlds of 
consciousness’: the worlds of Radiation, 

Creation, Formation and Action. This is 
shown in the Sepharotic Tree (see illustra-
tion p. 35). The first three Sephiroth in 
the world of Radiation received the im-
pulse for creation from the Ayin-Soph. The 
lower seven Sephirot express the  creation 
of the world in seven days, similar to the 
Biblical Story of Creation. The world of 
Action symbolises our present physical 
world (Poncé, 1991; Paul, 1993).  
 
Four principles of health  
The Kabbalah has four fundamental princi-
ples that guide the physical, mental and 
spiritual health of all beings. First, the 
principle of ‘As above as below’. This im-
plies that the invisible spiritual world is 
reflected in the visible physical world and 
vice versa. It makes clear that to be whole 
implies to be healthy in all spheres of be-
ing, from the physical to the spiritual. 
This inverse correspondence is beautifully 
illustrated by the Jewish Menorah, an im-
portant symbolic object of Kabbalism.  
     The second principle is ‘All is part of 
one whole and in every part the whole is 
present’. Polarities are different sides of 
the same whole, and healing is basically 
concerned with overcoming these polari-
ties. The third principle is the notion of 
the ‘Four worlds of consciousness’: the 
spiritual world, the world of the soul, the 
psychological world and the physical 

world. Healing has to work on all four di-
mensions in every being.  
      The fourth and last principle recog-
nises that ‘Nature evolves through con-
stant movement and is thus in permanent 
disequilibrium. Nature is never in total 
harmony, rather it is in dis-ease. Nature is 
a source of knowledge. Therefore knowl-
edge about diseases and their remedies 
can be found in nature itself. 
 
Analogies 
When applying these principles, the invisi-
ble forces of nature are used to treat the 
visible. There is a strong analogy here be-
tween the Kabbalah, Alchemy and astrol-
ogy. The four worlds of consciousness of 
the Kabbalah find a resonance in the four 
elements of alchemy: fire, air, water, and 
earth. The three alchemist principles salt, 
mercury and sulphur correspond with the 
three zones of transformation between 
the four worlds of the Kabbalah.  
      And the last seven of the ten Sephi-
roth find their analogy in the solar and 
lunar energies of the seven planets of our 
solar system. As these aspects are closely 
linked, their significance in diagnosis and 
therapy should be read in combination 
(Paul 1993). 
 
 
 

 

 

Ph
ot

o:
 P

et
er

 L
ab

an
 

Sacred oaks in a 
National Park in 
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Dis-ease 
According to the Kaballah sickness, or dis-
ease, finds its basic cause in an imbalance 
in one or more of the energies expressed 
by the Sephiroth. Healing is therefore con-
cerned with re-balancing these energies. 
In this sense health is not restricted to the 
physical dimension. Health and sickness is 
a polarity in itself that cannot be sepa-
rated. There is no health without sickness 
and no sickness without health. Dis-ease is 
therefore seen as a signal from the soul to 
help us understand the parts of our being 
that need attention, if we are to become 
whole and in harmony (Dethlefsen and 
Dahlke, 1984).  
     Current dominant Western medicine 
aims to fight and eradicate diseases and 
their symptoms. However, when disease is 
taken as a signal of an inner imbalance, it  
has to be used and transformed rather 
than eradicated if the person is to become 
whole. Healing thus implies transforming 
separateness into wholeness, integrating 
the body with the mind, the soul, and the 
more spiritual spheres.  
 
Alternative medicine in Europe  
Alternative medicines are increasingly 
practised in Europe. In most European 
countries anthroposophic, homeopathic 
and acupuncture treatments are now for-
mally accepted by government regulations 
and insurance companies.  
     The principles for diagnosis and treat-
ment used in Western alternative medi-
cine today, are built on the knowledge 
and universal principles of the ancient 
traditions described above. One of the 
principles for healing is the ‘law of simili-
tude’: diseases can be healed by therapies 
that are similar to the cause of the dis-

ease. For example a highly di-
luted, but strongly energised 
solution of Arsenicum album is 
prescribed for diseases that 
show symptoms similar to ar-
senicum poisoning.  
      The four elements of al-
chemy – earth, water, air and 
fire - play an important role in 
alternative medicine in Europe 
(Steiner, 1989, Paul, 1993; Bott, 
1976). Diagnosis and therapy are 
often inspired by their analogy 
with these elements. Medicines 
made of plants have a specific 
energy, depending on which 
part of the plant is used: roots, 
stems, leaves, or flowers/
grains/fruits. These four parts 
of the medicinal plant are asso-
ciated respectively with the 
four elements earth, water, air 
and fire. 
      People can be characterised 
in terms of their temperament, 
which is helpful in finding the right 
treatment. In a similar way home-
opathy and homeoradiance (as teached by 
R.I.T., Paul 1993) characterise people ac-
cording to one of the four so-called 
‘diatheses’, that indicate what predisposi-
tion a person has for certain diseases. Or-
gans and intestines are associated with 
the specific energy of one of the four ele-
ments; treatments have to take this into 
account.  
Treatments can also be related to the 
seven planets. Many homeopathic and an-
throposophic medicines make use of met-
als that are associated to the signatures of 
the seven planets: lead with Saturnus, tin 
with Jupiter, iron with Mars, gold with the 

Sun, copper with Venus, mercury 
with Mercury, and silver with the 
Moon.  
 
Hereafter  
This essay explores some of the 
ancient European spiritual tradi-
tions. It would be interesting to 
find out whether or not there 
are analogies with traditions and 
cosmovisions, such as expressed 
in the Compas Newsletter. What 
are the different stories of Crea-
tion? How do other cosmovisions 
perceive divinity? How do the 
natural, human and spiritual 
worlds relate? The existence of 
such analogies could strengthen 
the idea that these different 
knowledge systems and cosmovi-
sions are not isolated cases. It 
also might reveal weaknesses in 
Western ‘enlightened’ thought.  
     It would also be of interest 
to further explore how these 
basic cosmovisions are trans-
lated in specific knowledge and 
practices in health and agricul-
ture.  

I wish to invite all those interested to re-
flect on the common elements in the dif-
ferent cosmovisions and how, in various 
historical and cultural contexts, different 
expressions of the same basic elements 
have developed in everyday agricultural 
and health practices.  
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A figure showing the symbolic representation of Creation 
in the Kaballah: the ten Energies of the Devine in the 
Sephirotic Tree (drawing form 1516) 
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Elders and Energies 
 

David Millar 

When Elders of the indigenous communities in North-
ern Ghana are discussing important issues, it always 
seems as if they are talking at cross-purposes. Are 
they really discussing the same issue? Is the dis-
course homogeneous? Will they ever come to a con-
sensus? Their creative way of communicating is often 
lost when it is interpreted or translated. This article 
describes a discourse between the author and two el-
ders about a catastrophe in Northern Ghana.  

During the 1991 rainy season in Northern 
Ghana the normal weather pattern was 
disturbed by a series of strange incidents. 
First, there was a high incidence of army-
worm attack. This was attributed to the 
rains that were both late and very scanty. 
When the normal rains finally arrived, 
they came in heavy down pours that per-
sisted for long hours and resulted in 
floods.  
     Such unusual occurrences provide a 
good opportunity to enter into a dialogue 
with farmers who have a cosmovision per-
spective. CECIK has experienced that a 
useful research methodology, as far as 
cosmovision is concerned, is to identify 
‘strange happenings’ because these prove 
good entry points.  
     Elder Atampugri and Elder Azure of the 
Gowrie community are both about 70 
years old. During the dialogue described 
below, I wanted to assess their ideas 
about the problem of armyworm infesta-
tion in the crops. I wanted to find out 
what we could do about the problem.  
 
Author: “What is happening with our 
farming? The worms are destroying all the 
crops in the field. We will die of hunger 
this year.” 
Elder Atampugri: “Death leads to life. All 
life is preceded by death. The seed has to 
die and in death it acquires new energy to 
enable it to germinate and multiply. Rot 
means transformation from one energy 
level to another. The seed rots in the 
ground and in so doing acquires new vigour 
to enable it to multiply.” 
Elder Azure: “Animals do not die and yet 
they multiply. We do not die but we mul-
tiply. But we have Life, from which we 
derive energy for our every day activities. 
We are able to fight diseases because 
their energy is lower than ours. When we 

fight them, they die and then come back 
again.” 
Elder Atampugri: “You say animals do not 
have to die first, but diseases are animals. 
When they die they multiply in your body. 
If your spirit is not strong, they re-appear 
even stronger than before. That is why 
when you get a sickness twice, the second 
time is always stronger than the first – 
because they have multiplied. As for the 
human being, the death of man came 
first, before his life. The spirit is older and 
has higher energy than the body. And so 
the body lives for a short time and disap-
pears, and the spirit returns to the ances-
tors where it came from in the first 
place.” 
 
Author:” My questions is what is happen-
ing this year with our farming? I have 
mentioned the issue of the armyworms. I 
would like to learn more about this.” 
Elder Azure: “Yes! Yes! The worms have 
come. They have invaded our crops de-
stroying them. All these worms will soon 
die. In their place there will be a lot of 
rain and a lot of harvest. I know this be-
cause we have witnessed these worm at-
tacks several times in our lives. The rains 
cannot die. Something has to die for it. 

Death is interchangeable. That is why 
some people exchange their deaths with 
others. If your energy is higher than an-
other’s, you can exchange death; the evil 
ones use the evil spirits to increase their 
energies to conquer you. You have to 
strengthen your energy with that of your 
Yaamine, your ancestors. You need them.” 
Elder Atampugri: “As for you Azure and 
your evil spirits. We are talking about the 
worms. Let me tell you this. When the 
worms die, they rot, and you get Poursgu, 
good food, for the soil. The worms are 
good food for the crops but they must first 
get transformed during rotting. When this 
happens, you have to re-plant quickly with 
crops that do not take a long time to ma-
ture. Then you get a lot.” 
 
Author:“ What about this idea of heavy 
rains? I cannot understand that bit.” 
Elder Atampugri: “Oh, the rains? The 
rains will be heavier and longer. The inci-
dence of the worms is an early warning for 
the rains. They have to come to warn us; 
those are our signs. Our ancestors have 
various ways of communicating to us and 
one of them is by these disasters. Forget 
about what Azure says about worms dying 
for the rains. Worms cannot die for rains. 

Seated on the trunk of a sacred Baobab tree, David Millar is listening to an 
elder in Bongo:“We will continue our way and hope that you will introduce us 
to your ways too, so we can act together in a positive way” 
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The energy of the rain is higher than that 
of the worms.” 
 
Author: “Have you had deaths of livestock 
as a result of the worm infestation?” 
Elder Azure: “Apart from a few normal 
deaths that could be attributed to any 
cause, we cannot say animals here in Gow-
rie have died as a result of eating the 
worms. I think they get energy from the 
worms when they eat them. I wish we 
could eat these worms too; after all we 
eat flying termites. The animals have spir-
its too, you know? They have good spirits 
and bad spirits. I agree with Elder Atam-
pugri that spiritual energy is good for all 
living and non-living things that the All 
Father has created. Atampugri, don’t you 
agree with me?” 
Elder Atampugri: “Of course I do! But 
what do you think we have been talking 
about all the time? That is what we have 
been talking about – Spiritual Energy. You 
outsiders refer to it as Life. If you call it 
Life, you leave out the special rocks, 
stones, sound, music, vibrations, and 
other creations of the All Father. But if 
you call it Spiritual Energy, then all Crea-
tion is catered for, even the lesser forms 
of creation.” 
 
Author:“You might have encountered this 
situation before in the past. What do we 
do to combat it or prevent the worms 
from coming again?” 
Here the dialogue produced a list of possi-
ble actions that could be taken. These 
were based on previous encounters with 
similar situations. “Before the worms at-
tack we should regularly sacrifice to the 
ancestors to pacify them and we should 
carry out all other agriculture-related sac-
rifices”. Furthermore, the elders sug-
gested the use of organic fertilisers and 
dry matter to increase the water holding 
capacity of the soils. Crop mixtures, bio-

pesticides and ridging were also sug-
gested. Ridging can slow down the move-
ment of the worms. There were other 
ideas too. “When the worms have at-
tacked, we must soothsay to find out the 
why. We can also handpick the worms 
from the plants or let chicken peck them 
up. We can plant early maturing varieties 
if previous plantings have been destroyed. 
And, after the harvest, we make offerings 
to the gods and ancestors”. 
 
Author: “Who is to act?” 
Elders: “We have already started to act 
before you came. We will continue the 
way we know and hope you will introduce 
us to your ways too, so that we can act 
together in a positive way.” 
(end of dialogue) 
 
Sources of ill-health 
The elders in traditional communities in 
Northern Ghana do not think ‘Life’ is pos-
sible without the help of their Gods, an-
cestors and other spirits. Even though they 
believe that their ancestors are dead and 
living in another world, the elders still co-
operate with these supernatural forces in 
several ways. Some of the invisible spirits 
of the ancestors are evil; the spirits of 
wicked deceased people can be wicked.  
      Your living enemies can also cause ill 
health. Moreover, the abuse of a produc-
tion resource can result in illness, because 
it may loose its ‘spiritual energy’. Exam-
ples of such abuse are having sex on the 
farm, scourging the earth with fire, shed-
ding innocent blood on the land, or failing 
to perform a ritual associated with that 
resource. The ‘spiritual energy’ can only 
be restored if an offering is made to the 
Gods and affected spirits.  
 
Offerings 
Any animal or bird that is to be sacrificed 
must be in perfect condition, because the 

Gods and ancestors do not accept physi-
cally imperfect animals. For instance, a 
bird or animal with a broken wing or leg 
will definitely not be accepted. Even ani-
mals with scratches on their bodies are 
regarded as ‘incomplete in their spiritual-
ity’. The missing parts are an expression 
of its ‘lower energy level’, or reduced vi-
tality. 
      There are certain family sacrifices that 
can include outsiders. This is often the 
case when the sacrifice is intended to re-
vitalise the family land for agricultural 
purposes. In this type of sacrifice a par-
ticular sort of animal is sacrificed. After 
the sacrifice the animal is not consumed; 
it is left on the land to rot. In decomposi-
tion, the lost energies are transformed 
into fresh energies for the crops on the 
land.  
      In case of widespread outbreaks of 
‘evil energies’, such as epidemics, the 
heads of the families have to be present 
when such offerings are made. Usually 
representatives are chosen from the line-
age elders and they, together with the 
Tindana or earth priest, will perform the 
sacrifice.  
      Women are excluded from participat-
ing in these rituals. Sometimes women do 
contribute to a sacrifice on behalf of their 
dead husbands. But more often a widow’s 
contribution is channelled through the 
dead husband’s brother or, failing this, 
through one of her sons.  
 
Cosmovisions are central 
It is intriguing to note from the dialogue 
with the elders, how the worldview of the 
rural people of Northern Ghana expresses 
itself in their everyday life. The way the 
elders perceive the inter-relation between 
man-soils-crops-animals-worms-rain-and 
inanimate objects, is a reflection of the 
complexities with which they live. The 
link between spirituality and the solutions 
to their problems reinforces the relevance 
of cosmovision in the farmers’ practices. 
This explains why we need to make cos-
movisions a central part of our develop-
ment interventions. 
 
 
CECIK    
P.O. Box 607 
BOLGATANGA U.E.R., Ghana 
T: +233 71 23833 
F: +233 72 23500  
E: cecik@africaonline.com.gh 

The living – women, men, elders and children – together with the living dead, the ancestors, and the 
not-yet born, are all involved in decision making about farming and natural resource management 
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Native cures for body and spirit 
 

Juan San Martín, Dora Ponce and Gilberto Lisperguer 

In the rural communities of the Bolivian Andes local knowledge about 
health and disease has deep spiritual connotations. The following arti-
cle shares some experiences from the community of Chorojo, in the 
Jatun Mayu basin, Cochabamba, Bolivia and comes from Compas-
Agruco.  

After more than a decade of working with 
local agroecology knowledge, Agruco con-
cluded that it would not be possible to 
support sustainable agricultural produc-
tion without taking the communities’ con-
cepts of health and disease into account. 
In the Andes agriculture, food, health, and 
cosmovision are parts of a diversified 
whole. This diversity is based on spiritual-
ity, with its roots in the relationship be-
tween social and material life.  
 
United with everyone 
The World Health Organisation defines 
health as ‘a state of physical, mental and 
social wellbeing, not simply the absence 
of a sickness or disease’. In the Andes, 
however, the concept of health is even 
broader: there can be no health without 
culture, food and biodiversity. 
       Agruco’s experiences with local knowl-
edge have allowed us to get a better un-
derstanding of the way these concepts of 
health and disease materialise in the daily 
lives of the people. Health is based on the 
principle of ‘being united with everyone 
to live well and better’. This implies being 
in harmony with the family, the commu-
nity, the Pachamama, or Mother Earth, and 
all supernatural beings.  
      As a result good health can be under-
stood as ‘the state of harmony between 
the individual, family, community, soci-
ety, and nature’. Illness is caused by im-
balances in this interrelationship. The 
health of every member of the community 
is, therefore, everyone’s concern. Be-
cause of this the believe exists that ‘there 
can only be healing if everybody helps, 

taking into account the three kingdoms: 
vegetable, animal and mineral’. 
 
Restore the balance 
In the local concept ‘good and evil’, as well as 
‘health and disease’, are seen as opposite 
elements of the same face. Sickness occurs 
when these opposites are fractured in their 
dynamic equilibrium. This can happen due to 
natural causes or by improper human action. 
This brings about a change in the attitude of 
the supernatural energies. Therefore, to re-
gain health one must restore this balance 
through ceremonies performed for the moun-
tains and hills in the high Andes, which are 
the sources of vital energy.  
     In most cases, according to this con-
cept, illness announces itself through 
dreams before it attacks. That is why peo-
ple dream that they are walking through 
muddy waters, in caves, dark places, with 
a woman -who is the Pachamama herself- 
or with an aggressive bull. Some birds are 
also thought to herald disease, such as the 
sparrow, which shows up with a sad ap-
pearance. If ornamental plants, like gera-
niums, dry up, it means that someone in 
the house will get sick.  
 
Disease as a person 
Disease is considered as a person, for it 
feeds, accompanies, and makes its home. 
The disease is familiar, it knows how to 
catch, get up, and climb, as well as how 
to get out and escape. The disease can 
hear like a human person, it sees, passes 
by, returns or goes away forever. It makes 
people stay and share the day; it has feel-
ings, emotions and sensitivity. Sometimes 

its presence is even considered necessary.  
      In terms of spiritual kinship, disease is 
considered as a compadre, a godfather or 
friend, which can visit families at any 
time. For that reason, when for example a 
child is sick with anaemia and looses 
weight, it is wrapped in the intestines of a 
black sheep and the parents address the 
disease in the following way: “Compadre, 
it was you all along, how could you make 
this little angel sick, compadre?" 
      Among rural families it is also consid-
ered that many illnesses ‘walk with com-
pany’, usually with fevers. In these cases 
more care is needed during treatment, as 
well as good general care and love. The 
illness will leave only when it is asked lov-
ingly to do so. However, there are also 
cases when it is needed to shout to or in-
sult the illness. Only by feeling the 
strength and willpower of the healer the 
illness will let go and escape.  
 
Supernatural causes 
Three types of supernatural diseases are 
identified by the indigenous inhabitants of 
the Andes. First there are ‘diseases due to 
supernatural punishment’. These diseases 
are caused by the accumulation of ‘sins’, 
for not obeying the norms of the commu-
nity. It can also be the result of commit-
ting incest, murder or adultery. These 
diseases are brought upon by the autono-
mous intervention of superhuman entities. 
They are seen as ‘diseases sent by God’, 
that can be healed through offerings and 
therapeutic rites.  
      In these communities, guilt is not felt 
as a personal matter, nor as something 

Popular cure for colds includes collecting and  
crushing a plant, called Puchun qhora 

The plant mass is mixed with lukewarm boiled  
water, untill it turns green 

The child is washed with the green water 
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between the sinner and the supernatural 
forces. It also involves the whole commu-
nity. Therefore, the healing process in-
cludes the ‘sinner's’ confession in the 
presence of all of the members of the 
community. If one of the members does 
not comply with this, the community may 
be exposed to the consequences like 
droughts, hail or other plagues. Ritual 
baths are among the therapies then used 
to free the community. These take place 
in locations where two rivers meet, since 
moving water is necessary in order to pu-
rify. 
     The second type of supernatural dis-
eases are those caused by ‘unbalanced’ 
people. This especially refers to negative 
practices in love life, such as envy or de-
sire for revenge. These diseases are 
‘sicknesses put upon someone’, 
‘sicknesses due to hurt’ or ‘diseases sent 
by humans’.  
 
Loss of spirit  
The third type of supernatural disease is 
known as ‘spirit loss’. This soul illness is 
considered very important by the inhabi-
tants of Chorojo community. Its usual 
symptoms are headaches, stomach aches, 
and rashes and itching all over the body. 
Among children it is manifested through 
permanent crying during the night.  
     The villagers attribute this illness to 
emotions of fear, for example due to step-
ping on an anthill or the sudden appear-
ance of a snake. Babies or children can 
also get this disease due to fear, or if they 
have slept among ‘selfish’ or ‘bad’ rocks 
and trees. They can also catch it if they 
sleep in a strange place for the first time 
or if they drink from an unknown water 
source.  
      
Traditional healers 
The one who treats the ‘loss of spirit’ is 
the traditional healer, or coca khawador, 
‘he who foretells the future and cures 
with coca leaves’. He boils the coca 
leaves, cigars and lye, and bathes the pa-
tient with it. The affected person can also 
be cured with k’oa, the burning of native 
aromatic plants. In order to be cured, the 

sick person must go to the place where he 
was frightened and contracted the dis-
ease.  Then, with a white handkerchief, or 
another item that belongs to the sick per-
son, the healer insistently calls upon his 
soul: ‘come back, come back’, while men-
tioning the name of the affected one. 
Healing takes place once the spirit returns 
to the sick person. 
      The healing of diseases is also carried 
out by another traditional healer, known 
as Jampiri, or ‘he who knows the virtues 
of the native plants’. The healing includes 
all members of the natural community, in 
other words, human society and its envi-
ronment: the mountains, clouds, plants, 
water and animals.  
      Not everyone can cure everything. 
According to the farming families, this 
‘depends on the hand’ of each traditional 
healer. Andean doctors themselves say 
that they are not the ones who heal, but 
that the cure comes from something sa-
cred deep within them. If someone asks 
them, "how do you heal?", the healer an-
swers: "only the hand knows". For that 
reason, the best healers never ask to be 
paid. When the patient asks how much 
they owe to the healer, the answer is 
“whatever you feel appropriate“.  
 
Medicinal plants 
In the Chorojo community more than half 
of the wild plants have a local medical 
use. A total of 112 species with medicinal 
properties have been found. Few plants 
are used to cure a single illness or dis-
ease. The preparation of a mixture of 
many plants is very common. Some mix-
tures can strengthen the whole body and 
are taken as infusions during breakfast. 
Therefore, they are not only used as 
medicine but also as a regular drink to 
prevent disease.    
      Medicinal plants cannot be gathered at 
any moment; they have their proper time. 
The spirits of the plants can only be found 
in their bodies at certain moments. 
Moreover they must never be pulled or 
torn violently; first, one must pray to the 
guardians of the plants. There are also 
certain places with particular strength of 

its medicinal plants. In Bolivia, for exam-
ple, the Kallawaya region is well known 
for its abundant biodiversity and its strong 
healing powers. It is the home of the fa-
mous traditional Kallawaya physicians. 
 
Working with local knowledge 
Jatun Mayu is located 35 kilometres away 
from the urban centre of the city of 
Cochabamba. Due to this proximity, there 
is a great influence from the occidental 
science besides the traditional practices. 
      Agruco first developed a participatory 
methodology in order to rescue and re-
value local knowledge related to agroecol-
ogy. This implied the social interactions 
between all actors involved. In this proc-
ess Agruco came to realise that it is ex-
tremely important to understand the cos-
movision of the communities. 
      Therefore in 1992 Agruco began its 
search for an alternative approach based 
on local knowledge from a cosmovision 
perspective.  Thanks to this initiative an 
encounter between the knowledge of the 
farmers and the university trained people 
working with Agruco has been established. 
This process has stimulated both the local 
knowledge systems, which had been erod-
ing, as well as the training programs of 
the Faculty of Agronomy of the San Simón 
State University. 
 

 
 
 

AGRUCO 
Agroecologia Universidad Cochabamba 
Av. Petrolera km 41/2 
Casillla 3392, COCHABAMBA 
Bolivia  
T/F: +591 4 252601 / 252602 
E: agruco@pino.cbb.entelnet.bo 

Afterwards the body is rubbed with leaves and 
wrapped up in warm clothes 

The child after the treatment The ritual of ‘cutting the first hair’ is performed on 
the child 
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Endogenous development: potentials and pitfalls 
 

Gareth Davies 

About knowledge specialists 
The indigenous knowledge system in tradi-
tional communities is usually sub-divided 
into specialised fields. Numerous 
‘knowledge-holders’ co-exist and operate 
in well-demarcated domains. Together  
these specialists conserve, apply and de-
velop the community’s fund of knowledge. 
Knowledge specialists can be classified 
into two broad categories: pragmatic and 
esoteric specialists. 
      The pragmatic specialists’  activities 
are linked firmly to their physical environ-
ment, like small farmers, metal-smiths, 
birth attendants and brewers. As special-
ists they provide goods and services such 
as foodstuffs, beverages, tools, midwifery, 
and veterinary services. Acquiring goods 
and services from them may involve pray-
ers, sacrifice, or offerings. These prag-
matic specialists may participate in, but 
generally do not lead these ceremonies.  
      The esoteric specialists are the custo-
dians of the oral history, the legends and 
the belief system of the community. Such 
knowledge generally confers prestige and 
high status on the specialist, who may also 
be entitled to receive tribute or have sig-
nificant influence in community decision-
making. Additionally, the esoteric special-
ist may be empowered to exercise direct 

administrative and legal power over other 
community members, as a territorial ad-
ministrator, revenue collector, war 
leader, arbitrator, or as a judge. Recruit-
ment may result from birth and not from 
demonstrable ability. Therefore the train-
ing and initiation process may include as-
similating the prevailing system of social 
organisation and authority.  
It is, however, an oversimplification to 
claim that the endogenous knowledge sys-
tem of rural communities is shared by just 
two categories of specialist. Both prag-
matic and esoteric knowledge specialists 
generally require the assistance of people 
with other skills;  a blacksmith may de-
pend on charcoal makers and miners, for 
example.  
 
Old and new knowledge 
Indigenous knowledge represents a pre-
cious, invisible link between a region, its 
resources and the store of experiences 
nurtured by the specialists in the commu-
nity. The adoption of new practices and 
the dominant Western systems of learning 
and scientific investigation appear to 
threaten these indigenous knowledge sys-
tems. Both new and traditional inputs are 
essential within endogenous development, 
however. Constant assessment and the 

incorporation of new phenomena charac-
terise all knowledge systems. 
      New techniques should therefore serve 
to describe, analyse, validate and classify 
the beliefs and processes of the tradi-
tional knowledge system. Such validation 
can confirm the long process of observa-
tion, analysis and evaluation that deter-
mines each unique culture. It may also 
represent the basic point of reference in 
the process of exchange between cul-
tures. 
 
Gender and indigenous knowledge  
Within the rural communities certain ac-
tivities are commonly considered appro-
priate for either women or men. Such 
knowledge and actions, however, rarely 
relate to any inherently female or male 
capacity; childbearing and nursing being 
among the obvious exceptions.  
      Creating distinct categorisation of 
knowledge and action appropriate for fe-
males or males is therefore a characteris-
tic of the knowledge system itself. Even in 
the most isolated communities the indige-
nous knowledge system comprises at least 
three interacting systems of learning and 
practice. Women and men in the commu-
nity each have gender-specific activities 

and fields of knowledge. Additionally, 
women and men share a ‘common pool’ 
of knowledge that is passed on to both 
girls and boys. 
      Gender-based knowledge is not nec-
essarily only known by persons of one 
sex. Young boys assisting their mothers 
and sisters may learn and practice 
‘women’s skills’, but deliberately drop 
these skills when adult. Similarly, life 
crises like the loss of spouse or migra-
tion from home, may oblige persons to 
undertake essential gender-defined ac-
tivities that are usually considered inap-
propriate for them.  
      Women contribute significantly to 
the pragmatic knowledge base of their 
communities through skilled manage-
ment of available natural resources. 
Moreover, women may be the only cus-
todians of certain forms of esoteric 
knowledge within the community, of its 
language, health beliefs or rituals. How-
ever, women may not be taught certain 
skills, and their status as knowledge 
specialist may be disputed.   
Women with acknowledged ability may 

This article presents a number of discussion points related to the work and 
approach of Compas. The author presents his ideas on indigenous knowledge 
specialists and gender in endogenous development. On page 42 some questions 
for discussion by the same author are presented. 

Road sign Ghana: one of the many options in traditional practices 
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nonetheless be obliged to nego-
tiate their status carefully, to 
avoid hostility and personal at-
tacks. Such hostility may arise 
from the community’s elite, 
from men, or from less quali-
fied women. Salaried officials 
may also regularly harass spe-
cialists, such as traditional mid-
wives, or food and beverage 
makers, for something like the 
contravention of public health 
regulations. In contrast, male 
specialists, who avoid any 
overtly political assertion of 
leadership or privilege, may be 
treated indulgently by the same 
officials.  
 
Of water and buckets 
Pragmatic innovations by 
women often focus on reducing 
their time constraints and other 
limited resources. The decision 
to innovate may depend on 
positive social attitudes to inno-
vation, on the recognition of 
her right to invest in new tech-
niques and on the way by which  
she is compensated for success-
ful innovations. Still, there may 
be differences in the process of 
pragmatic innovations, due to 
social and cultural differences. One exam-
ple is drawing well-water by village 
women and by nomads in a semi-arid Sahel 
zone of West Africa.  
     In this area large-diameter open vil-
lage wells provide the only source of 
drinking-water for humans and for live-
stock. Each year, nomad communities with 
livestock migrate through zones with agri-
cultural villages. During this period no-
mads and farmers draw water at the same 
wells, from some 25 to 70 metres below 
surface. The women and children from the 
villages use ropes and flexible buckets to 
draw water. The operator stands over the 
well rim and draws up full buckets with a 
hand over hand movement, bearing all the 
weight of a full bucket on the arms, shoul-
ders, and back. 
     Nomads too, use buckets and rope to 
draw water. Both men and women draw 
water for their herds and families. Addi-
tionally, they use a small, hand carved 
wooden ‘pulley system’ that is balanced 
on the rim of the well. This pulley sup-
ports the strain of the filled bucket, ena-
bling the operator to raise it by pulling the 
cord on a horizontal plane. Draught ani-
mals can also be harnessed to the rope, 
raising and lowering the bucket as they 
move to and from the well. 
Surprisingly enough, over the years this 
pulley system was not copied by the vil-
lage women. 
     This retention of the slower, more la-
borious water lift system can be under-
stood in the context of the gender-based 
obligation to draw water (Box 1). Rural 

women have no legitimate means to ob-
tain the more efficient technology. Moreo-
ver, using bucket and rope enables women 
to have a justified, task-related absence 
from the male-controlled homestead. Pri-
vate social interaction and knowledge ex-
change with other women at the village 
well is socially accepted. The village well 
is a safe and relaxed feminine meeting-
place.     
 
 
 
 
 

 

Gareth Davies 
Clos des Rocailles 8 
B-1410, Waterloo, BELGIUM 
gedavies@usa.net 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Variable  Nomad system Sedentary system 
Principal water end-use Livestock and domestic use Domestic use 

Daily water requirement Major – livestock watered at 
well 

Modest – constrained by ca-
pacity to transport water 

Daily responsibility for fetching 
water 

Men (and women)  Women and children  

Water-lifting method  Rope, pulley, bucket Rope and bucket 
Knowledge of  pulley lift  
systems 

Endogenous Alien but familiar 

Value of effective water-lift 
system 

High   Not expressed 

Ability to acquire new tools and 
techniques 

Yes Constrained/No  

Relationship to well site - One site of many during mi-
gration with livestock.  
- Essential end-day task be-
fore corralling livestock and 
making camp. Short term func-
tional resource-use relation-
ship  

- Only available resource  
- Well-site socially accepted 
location for women’s social 
and information exchanges  
- Well distant from the male-
controlled homestead. 

Box 1 : Comparison of objectives, knowledge and technology of villagers and nomads drawing water 

The water lift pulley on the rim of the village well  is used by nomads, but not by the women in the village 
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2. Position of traditional leaders 
All the studies in the Compas Newsletter report on the powers that per-
sons with specialised knowledge resources have in their communities. The 
question arises: what are the wider policy implications of creating support 
for traditional knowledge? Will investing resources in support of empiri-
cally proven  successful practices, for example, also maintain the hierar-
chy of traditional leaders? In the past the cynical misuse by some 
‘Southern’ political leaders of the respect and obedience enjoyed by tra-
ditional leaders has, unfortunately, encouraged a widespread, negative 
perception of traditional knowledge systems and its practitioners. 

Discussion Platform   Discussion Platform 

1. Bias towards subsistence farming 
The observation that the publications of Compas have a bias 
towards subsistence farming is right. We feel that in the conven-
tional development activities subsistence farming is rather ne-
glected, and some corrections may be needed. But we should 
not go to the extreme to suggest that rural communities can 
limit themselves to subsistence activities. The following ques-
tions then come up:  
In endogenous development, where should the balance be be-
tween production for the own household or community, and for 
the outside market? Under what conditions are both systems 
synergetic, and what are the risks of such a combination?  
How can rural communities use their culture as a comparative 
advantage for their market position? How can local handicrafts 
and industries satisfy the local needs, provide income and 
strengthen cultural expressions at the same time? 
How can the impact of mass media be counteracted?  
What role do elders, youth and women play, and what are the 
risks and opportunities?  
 
2. Traditional leaders 
It is correct that supporting traditional structures has political 
implications. Democracy and equity is not always well devel-
oped in traditional societies. This leads to the following ques-
tions: 
How can one make the right choices? How to find genuine, well 
accepted, and honest traditional leaders? 
Ethical question: what right does an outsider have to intervene 
in traditional leadership? What methods can be used to enhance 
the accountability of traditional leaders? 
 
3. Gender  
In Compas we indeed encounter many situations where the rela-

tive power is in the hands of men. This leads to the following 
questions: 
Where and when do outsiders have the moral responsibility to 
put the gender differences on the agenda? 
To what extent should ‘Northerners’ be sensitive for reactions 
from ‘southerners’ when they state that the focus on gender is a 
result of the Western suppression of women, projected on the 
South, thus creating a problem where it may  not exist? 
To what extent do women play roles behind the screen and have 
unobserved powers? What options exist, and what practical ex-
amples can we give, of successful gender programmes with a 
cosmovision context? 
 
4. Disappearing and re-emerging traditional knowledge 
Compas is not interested in mere conservation of traditional 
knowledge out of romanticism. The Compas programme seeks to 
stimulate rural people to evaluate the strong and weak aspects 
of their own knowledge and practices. This is a sensitive issue:  
Can we assume that outsiders have the capacity and sensitivity 
to assess traditional knowledge and technologies? What methods 
exist to test and improve IK with a spiritual dimension? 
Some Compas partners develop quantitative methods to evalu-
ate the cosmovision aspect of indigenous knowledge. This is not 
very easy and may be conflicting with the holistic aspect of IK. 
Are there similar experiences from other domains like agricul-
ture, nature, or health? 
 
The editors of the Compas newsletter and the partners in 
the Compas programme are happy with the discussion on 
these pages. We encourage our readers to react and to con-
tribute to a further understanding of  the opportunities and 
pitfalls of endogenous development. 

3. Gender and endogenous  
knowledge  
It is striking that many case studies 
in the Compas Newsletter state that 
women either have no access to spe-
cialist knowledge, or are responsible 
for lesser or marginal activities com-
pared to male practitioners. Some of 
these studies also present the 
‘unclean’ status of women in pro-
ductive activities, sometimes when 
menstruating, sometimes generally. 
Unfortunately, the studies do not 
document alternative production 
options available for women or ef-
forts of development organisations 
to induce attitude change.  

4. Disappearing and re-emerging traditional  
knowledge 
The elite in ‘Southern’ countries is often oppressive 
towards the holders of traditional knowledge and be-
liefs. Moreover, knowledge systems and traditions may 
voluntarily ‘disappear’ if knowledge holders feel that 
the continuing exercise of special skills is, in fact, det-
rimental to their overall social condition. Traditional 
knowledge and practitioners may re-emerge once the 
prevailing values and control system change.  
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1. Is there a focus on 
‘subsistence’ farming? 
In the studies presented in the 
Compas Newsletter it is curious to 
note that so far no activities relat-
ing to ‘modern’ farming were de-
scribed. In the plentiful and at-
tractive photographs all special-
ists and communities appear quite 
used to products from agro-
industry and related industrial 
sectors, for their clothing, metal 
goods, eye-glasses, and furniture. 
I presume that in order to be able 
to buy such goods these communi-
ties have access to income en-
hancing opportunities. Yet the 
articles only refer to traditional 
activities.  
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The issue of intellectual property rights gives rise to im-
portant debates. On May 12 of this year the European 
Patent Office in Munich rejected the patent claim by a 
US company for neem oil. In India, neem oil has been 
known for its fungicidal properties for many centuries, 
both in Ayurvedic medicine and agriculture. A similar 
case occurred with respect to a medicinal plant from the 
Amazones.   
 
Mr. Damania from Mumbai, India 
sent the following news item to 
the Compas editors: “Indigenous 
peoples from nine South Ameri-
can countries won a precedent 
as the U.S. Patent and Trade-
mark Office (PTO) cancelled the 
patent issued to a U.S. citizen 
for the ‘ayahuasca’ vine. The 
plant, Banisteriopsis caapi, is 
native to the Amazonian rainfor-
est. Indigenous peoples of the 
region use it in sacred religious 

and healing ceremonies, as part of their traditional religions. The 
decision of the Patent and Trademark Office came in response to 
a request for re-examination of the patent filed with this organi-
sation“.  
 
The decision to reject the patent was based on the fact that pub-
lications describing Banisteriopsis caapi were ‘known and avail-
able’ prior to the filing of the patent application. According to U.

S. patent law, “no invention can 
be patented if it has been de-
scribed in printed publications 
more than one year prior to the 
date of patent application”. 
 
According to Liz Hosken of GAIA 
Foundation, these cases are 
more frequent. Multinational 
corporations increasingly accept 
that patenting traditional knowl-
edge is not a useful thing to do 
as they lose money and time.  

Discussion Platform   Discussion Platform 

For more information on this subject contact the following organisations: IFOAM IFOAM@t-online.de; GAIA gaia@gaianet.org; RAFI rafi@rafi.
org; GRAIN grain@bcn.servicom.es; FRLHT root@frlht.ernet.in Research Foundation for Science and Environment, 105 Rajpur Road, Dehra Dun, 
248 001, U.P. India. 

  

Are there dangers involved in documenting, publishing 
and sharing information on indigenous traditional knowl-
edge and practices? Darshan Shankar, the director of 
the Indian Compas partner FRLHT - Foundation for Re-
vitalization of Local Health Traditions - presents his 
views. 
 
It is true that over the last two centuries, traditional knowledge 
and practices have been mis-used without any acknowledgement 
or benefit-sharing with the traditional communities. The Conven-
tion on Bio-Diversity has recommended to stop these unfair 
transactions, declaring that traditional knowledge and native 
biological resources are the ‘sovereign’ property of nations, and 
that their use will require ‘informed consent’. This recommenda-
tion implies that cultural knowledge, even if freely available in 
published form, cannot be accessed for research or commercial 
purposes without prior informed consent. The international norm 
is that anything published becomes part of the universal public 
domain. It is, therefore, accessible without any restriction. The 
Convention on Bio-diversity, however, has placed restrictions on 
this use of traditional knowledge, even in the public domain. 
 
It is a common misconception that traditional knowledge, when 
documented and published, can be stolen and patented. Any-
thing published is not patentable. It becomes ‘prior art’, since it 
is already accessible in published form. So I believe that the best 
way therefore to protect oral knowledge systems from theft, and 
subsequent patent claims, is to put such oral knowledge into 
published forms or databases. 
 
Real problems emerge when a piece of traditional knowledge has 
been ‘modified’, and a patent is then claimed on the modifica-
tion, as if it were novel and new.  Such modifications cannot be 
prevented in an open society. But, according to the Convention 

of Bio-Diversity, the owners of traditional knowledge can seek 
benefit-sharing from the commercialization of this modification. 
They can do so, because even if the published traditional knowl-
edge has ‘free access’, it requires informed consent for use and 
this consent may be provided based on a benefit-sharing agree-
ment. 
 
A more serious problem is that the present regime on intellectual 
property rights is based on only one knowledge system: the West-
ern knowledge system. Any modification carried out in an indige-
nous, non-western knowledge system al experience difficulties to 
be recognised by the patent office as an ‘innovation’, because 
the evaluation of the patent claims has to comply with the rules 
of the Western knowledge system. This mono-cultural domination 
of the intellectual property rights regime needs to be chal-
lenged. 
 
Another fundamental problem is the philosophy of the intellec-
tual property rights regime. This is also based on Western ethics 
and values. In traditional cultures, an intellectual contribution is 
recognized and rewarded in a very different way. Moreover, what 
may be non-obvious in Western culture may be very obvious in a 
traditional culture. We need ‘intercultural councils’ to settle 
disputes about the novelty of the modifications carried out on a 
piece of traditional knowledge. Today there is no provision for 
the involvement of competent persons from non-western knowl-
edge systems to settle these problems. 
 
A large part of the debate on intellectual property rights and bio-
piracy assumes the superiority of the Western knowledge system, 
which looks down on the non-western traditional knowledge sys-
tems as a mere source for raw materials. These need to be 
‘refined’ by the Western knowledge system to make innovations 
possible. This perception also needs to be challenged. Traditional 
knowledge systems are profound and can only be understood in 
their own cultural context. 
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Exchange    Exchange    Exchange 

ADICI, the Association for the Integrated 
Community Development of Indigenous 
People, works in 25 communities with 
Q’eqchi’ Maya people in the mountains of 
Alta Verapaz, Guatemala. The ADICI pro-
gramme focuses on the technical aspects 
of sustainable traditional agriculture, tra-
ditional medicine, ecology and forestry, as 
well as on the institutional aspects of 
community development. The latter is 
based on the Q’eqchi’ concepts, in which 
spirituality plays an important role. Nowa-
days the indigenous concepts have been 
partially replaced by Western concepts, 
focused on markets and competition. This 

tendency threatens to destabilise the 
ecology as well as the ancient Mayan cul-
ture. Therefore ADICI is eager to cooper-
ate with other Compas partners, to 
strengthen it’s work on Q’eqchi’ culture 
and cosmovision. 
     The ADICI field programme for the 
year 2000 includes courses, workshops, 
community exchanges, and working with 
the elders, their knowledge and tradi-
tional ceremonies. The technical focus 
will basically deal with agro-ecology and 
health. Exchange meetings are planned 
with other Mayan groups, like for example 
the people of Lacandones, who live in 

Chiapas, Mexico. The experiences will be 
shared with other institutions in Guate-
mala, as well as the Compas partners, es-
pecially from Bolivia and Peru.  
In February 2000, ADICI organised a work-
shop ‘Lands and Spirituality: access to 
lands, sustainable agricultural production 
and fair commercialisation’. Agruco repre-
sented Compas in this exchange meeting. 
Representatives from Guatemala have also 
been invited to the coming regional Com-
pas meeting, September 2000 in Bolivia. 
This will be a major opportunity to share 
and compare experiences. 

The Compas partners CECIK in Ghana and 
AZTREC in Zimbabwe have taken the initiative 
to Enhance Indigenous Agricultural Knowledge 
in Africa and created the ENIAKA project. 
ENIAKA has been welcomed with great enthu-
siasm and the participants feel that it is high 
time that developments are made form their 
own culture.  
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In Eniaka, traditional African knowledge is 
not romanticized, rejected or considered 
to be beyond criticism. It is taken as the 
starting point for learning, testing, im-
proving and teaching in a traditional con-
text, and close co-operation is established 
between the project workers and tradi-
tional spiritual leaders. The approach is 
practical and pragmatic. From early 1999, 
Compas and CTA have been jointly spon-
soring several activities.  
      One of the first steps was to search for 
information on indigenous knowledge in 
major databases in Ghana, Zimbabwe and 
Europe. A follow-up was made in the field 
to further document traditional farming 
practices. National workshops were held 
September 1999 in Ghana and Zimbabwe 
to assess the present situation and formu-
late action plans for the future. During 
the Pan African workshop in Zimbabwe in 
December 1999, these findings were dis-
cussed with a wider audience of African 
development organisations, and agree-
ment was reached on future activities to 
promote indigenous knowledge in Africa.  
      These activities include the in-depth 
case studies on indigenous knowledge sys-
tems on a country basis, literature 
searches, establishing national networks, 
organizing regular regional meetings, es-
tablishing other exchange mechanisms 
such as newsletters, implementing proj-
ects for enhancing indigenous agricultural 

knowledge, establish 
eco-cultural villages, 
and stimulating field 
staff training. A ‘code of conduct to pro-
tect the intellectual property rights of 
traditional people’ will also be elabo-
rated. Fund raising will be carried out in 
each country and region.  
      Uganda organized its national work-
shop in June 2000. This workshop was pre-
ceded by case studies on indigenous 
knowledge and practices. On the basis of 
a checklist some 25 representatives of 
community based organisations, non-
governmental organisations, and other 
agencies studied the knowledge system of 
rural populations in Uganda. They docu-
mented their world vision, the agricultural 
traditional practices, the role of tradi-
tional leaders, the rituals, and the inter-
action between traditional practices with 
the formal knowledge system. During the 
workshop these case studies were ana-
lysed and work plans discussed. Plans have 
been made for similar national workshops 
in Zimbabwe, Tanzania and Kenya. 
      Reports have been made of the coun-
try workshop in Ghana, of the regional 
Southern African workshop, and of the Pan 
African workshop. A limited number of 
these reports can be obtained through the 
regional co-ordinators. The Eniaka litera-
ture survey, which includes a summary of 
the regional workshops can be obtained 

from the Compas office in the Nether-
lands. 
 
Whom to contact? 
Persons or institutions from countries in 
East and West Africa, who are interested 
in this initiative are requested to contact 
the following persons:   
National co-ordinators: Botswana: Joshua 
Jojigam Moloi of the Forestry Association 
of Botswana in Gabarone; Tanzania: Mr O.
T. Kibwana - Cooperative College in 
Moshi; Kenya: Mr Edward Chege of TRACE 
in Embu; Swaziland: Mr Wilson Mamba of 
Yonge Nawe Environment Action Group in 
Mbabane; Zambia: Mr Mulanda Kalunga of 
ABTREC in Kanyongo, Mongu; South Africa 
Mr. Ntlangaliso Mtwa of the Africa Coop-
erative Action Trust, Eastern Cape; Ma-
lawi: Mr Martin Banda of the Christian 
Service Committee in Lilongwe; Uganda: 
Mr David Nkanda of PFARD in Iganga; Cam-
eroon: Mr Ngwasiri of CIKO in Yaoundé; 
Zimbabwe: Mr Gonese of AZTREC; Ghana: 
Mr David Millar of CECIK in Bolgatanga.  
Regional coordinators for follow-up activi-
ties: West Africa Cecik, Mr David Millar; 
Southern Africa AZTREC, Mr Cosmas 
Gonese (also co-ordinator for Africa); and 
East Africa: CIOF, Mr John Baptist Kis-
embo. (for details see page 47). 
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ENIAKA workshop participants meet 
with spiritual leaders in Uganda 
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www.wfdd.org.uk/main.htm 
The World Faiths Development Dialogue is a dialogue between peo-
ple of the world's religious or spiritual communities and the World 
Bank, on the subject of poverty and development. WFDD has man-
aged to achieve the unique task of reaching an inter-faith position 
on the meaning of poverty and development and to indicate at least 
some criteria for designing future development policies and pro-
grams. This work was done in response to an invitation to comment 
on the first outline of the World Bank's World Development Report 
2000, which, after a decade, is revisiting the issue of poverty. The 
emphasis of the faith communities is on ethical values, the role of 
communities, a focus on people rather than economic processes, the 
relationship between poverty and wealth, cultural roots, participa-
tion, and the need for different approaches to poverty with different 
groups.  

www.videoproject.org 
The site from the Video Project, California USA, provides an 
overview of the many videos and cd roms they offer for sale. It 
provides good information on videos on subjects as  cosmologies, 
environment, war and peace. 

www.cbik.ac.cn 
The Centre for Biodiversity and Indigenous Knowledge in China has 
made an informative website with information about the centre’s 
programme, the congress on biodiversity and culture, abstracts of 
the papers and other information on the event. Some Compas 
partners are also participating. 

join-EVM@lyris.nuffic.nl 
Launched in June 1999, the Ethnoveterinary Mailing 
List is open to anyone interested in the study and ap-
plication of EVM. Hosted by the Netherlands' Centre 
on International Research and Advisory Networks 
(CIRAN) of Nuffic (Netherlands Organisation for Inter-
national Cooperation in HigherEducation), the list is 
supervised by an international team of moderators 
from Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin and NorthA-
merica. Only in its second year of existence, the list 
has already broughttogether some 200 scientists, de-
velopers,and policy analysts interested in EVM. To 
subscribe, send a blank e-mail message to the above 
address. 

www.ecouncil.ac.cr/indig 
This website of the Indigenous Environmental Net-
work – an alliance of indigenous people empower-
ing indigenous communities towards sustainable 
livelihoods - has information on campaigns, biodi-
versity and upcoming events such as the interna-
tional conference on Indigenous Peoples and con-
flict resolution, September 21-23, 2000 in Philip-
pines. Clicking on the Indigenous Peoples Project 
of the Earth Council, you will find information on 
activities like the Indigenous Peoples, Mother 
Earth and Spirituality Project and their Newslet-
ter ‘Life, Wisdom and Future’ can also be ob-
tained this way. The project’s aims are to play a 
guiding role to preserve cultural and spiritual val-
ues among indigenous peoples through the devel-
opment of education strategies.  

www.summit.net/home/agnihotra 
If you want to know more about the ancient Indian heal-
ing fire ritual – Agnihotra – which is used today by many 
farmers in Southern India, a.o. promoted by Compas 
partner Krishi Pariyoga Pariwara (KPP), this site provides 
interesting information. Also experiences from Peru and 
USA are included, as well as laboratory testing. Farmers 
in the Peruvian Amazon have eradicated the black Siga-
toka fungal disease in bananas in this way. Agnihotra is 
said to purify the air, land and water resources and the 
ashes are used for prevention and cure of diseases as 
stated in Ayurveda. Furthermore, it also removes stress 
and tension on the mind. 
 

For your information 

http://pc4.sisc.ucl.ac.be/prelude.html 
This is the website of the PRELUDE network 
(Programme for REsearch and Link between 
Universities for DEvelopment), which endeavours to 
interconnect researchers from both university and non-
university and Northern and Southern backgrounds in a 
spirit of co-development partnership. The site includes 
a large database on African medicinal plants for both 
humans and livestock. 

www.ecouncil.ac.cr  
A good overview of policies and activities of govern-
ments and NGOs alike with the aim to ‘empower people 
in building a more secure, equitable and sustainable 
future’ can be found on the website of The Earth Coun-
cil. You will find information on National Councils for 
Sustainable Development (NCSD) who oversee the im-
plementation of the Earth Summit agreements. Also is 
indicated how ‘The Ombudsman Centre’ will respond to 
the need to resolve major conflicts in the use, care and 
sharing of resources, within the framework of the prin-
ciple and values of the Earth Charter.  
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Cultural and Spiritual Values of Biodiver-
sity. Posey, D.A. (editor), 2000. . IT Publi-
cations. ISBN: 1 85339 394 0 750 pp  
£35.00 / US$55.00 
The central importance of cultural and 
spiritual values in the appreciation and 
preservation of all life is highlighted in 
this book. It demonstrates how many cul-
tures see Nature as an extension of soci-
ety, and how sensitive stewardship is an 
integral part of existence. Chapters deal 
with language and how cognition and 
speech encoded in indigenous knowledge 
systems are critical for preservation of 
diversity; the complex issue of indigenous 
people and the problems of preserving 
their relationships both with and within 
their societies; voices of the world – ex-
pressions of concern and disquiet over the 
declining world diversity; holistic health 
practices where environment and diet are 
integrated into indigenous medical health 
systems; the importance of developing 
effective intellectual property rights and 
territorial and land rights to enhance and 
maintain local control. This book arose 
out of the Global Biodiversity Assessment 
(GBA), a massive review of current knowl-
edge in the broad field of biological diver-
sity, commissioned by the United Nations 
Environmental Programme (UNEP). 
 
Pepo as an inner healing force. Practices 
of a female spiritual healer in Tanzania.
Erdtsieck, J. 1997.  Royal Tropical Insti-
tute, Amsterdam, the Netherlands.  
Describes the life story and healing prac-
tice of a female spiritual healer, Nambela, 
in the south-western highlands of Tanza-
nia both from an ethnographic and antro-
pological point of view. Pepo, the inner 
force or spirit of an individual, is the cen-
tral concept and its state of balance is 
essential to personal well-being. Healing 
involves singing sessions as well as medici-
nal plants. 
 
Integrating Indigenous Knowledge in Pro-
ject planning and implementation 
Alan Emery. Published by International 
Labour Organization, the World Bank, 
Canadian International Development 
Agency and KIVU Nature Inc. 2000,  159 
pages. 
A practical book with guidelines for devel-
opment workers. These guidelines are ar-
ranged so that a proponent, government, 
or NGO can work through them in planning 
a development project that will contact 
indigenous peoples and incorporate their 
knowledge as part of the project planning, 
implementation, operation and evalua-
tion. It contains worksheets, examples, 
web sites, addresses and literature.  
Obtainable free of charge at CIDA 200 
Promenade du Portage Hull, Quebec, Can-

ada, and World bank 1818 H Street N.W. 
Washington D.C. USA. 

 
The spirit of Regeneration; Andean Cul-
ture confronting Western notions of de-
velopment. Apfel-Marglin, F, (editor) 
1998, Zed books London. 252 pages ISBN 1 
85649 548 5 
The book gives a description of the expe-
riences of PRATEC, the Andean Project for 
Peasant Technologies.  Their insights in 
the Andean cosmovision, peasant agricul-
ture, development, education and cultural 
affirmation are presented in different ar-
ticles. The book argues for a plurality of 
ways of knowing since the universalism of 
the modern western way creates political 
domination. It offers an alternative devel-
opment approach of mutual learning.  
 
Introduccion al Mundo Callawaya; Cura-
cion ritual para vencer penas y tristezas 
Ina Roesing. Editorial los amigos del libro 
Cochabamba-la Paz Bolivia 1990. 324 
pages. 
Since time immemorial the people of the 
Callawayas in the Bolivian Andes live as 
healers and itinerante doctors in the 
whole of South America. The author de-
scribes different  rituals that cure pains 
and emotional problems due to loss of 
family members. Only available in Span-
ish. 
 
 
References Editorial: 
Bossard, Eric, 1996 
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           tropical. Lisbon  
Erdtsieck, J. 1997.  
           Pepo as an inner healing force. 
           Practices of a female spiritual 
           healer in Tanzania. KIT  

           Publica tions, Amsterdam, the  
           Netherlands. 
FAO, 1990 
           The major significance of minor for
           est products; the local use and 
           value of forests in the West African 
           humid  forest zone. Rome.  
FAO, 1984 
           Traditional (indigenous) systems of 
           veterinary medicine for small farm
           ers in India, Bangkok.  
Haverkort,  B. and Hiemstra W., 1999 
           Food for thought; ancient visions 
           and new experiments of rural 
            people. Zed books/Books for 
           Change, London and Bangalore  
 Haverkort, B., 1999 
           Diversity of powers. In Compas  
           Newsletter 1.  
Mbiti, J., 1969 
           African religions and philosophy.  
           Heineman London/Ibadan.  
Morris, Brian: Chewa, 1996 
           Medical botany. A study of herbal
           ism in Southern Malawi. Interna
           tional African Institute. London. 
Pottier, J., 1993 
           Practicing development; Social sci
           ence perspective. Routledge  
           London. 
Reid, Daniel, 1997 
           The Shambala guide to traditional 
           Chinese medicine. Shambala,  
           Boston. 
 
References of pages 24-25: 
African medicinal plants: 3a. Guava: van 
Wijk, B., Bosch van Oudshoorn and N. 
Gericke 1997. Medicinal plants of South 
Africa. Briza publications, South Africa. 
3b. Winter cherry: de Smet, P. 1999. 
Herbs, Health, Healers. Afrika Museum, 
the Netherlands. 3c. Achyranthes aspera: 
FAO. Some medicinal forest plants of Af-
rica and Latin America. 3d. Pomegranate: 
see 3a.  
 
Indian medicinal plants: 3a, 3b, 3c and 
3d. Jain, S.K. 1991. Dictionary of Indian 
Folk Medicine and Ethnobotany. Deep Pub-
lications and Sharma, P.V. Classical uses 
of medicinal plants, Chaukhambha Visva 
Bharati, Varanasi, India. 
 
Five states of matter: 1a, 1b, 1c, 1d and 
1e. Exegetical Tantra - The production of 
medications from the (five) elements. 
Tibetan Medical Drawings, 1992. Harryn 
Abrams Inc., New York, USA. 
 
This information was compiled by A. 
Hafeel and Suma T.S. of FRLHT, India, 
describing seven medicinal plants in Africa 
and India (folk knowledge and Ayurveda) 
More information: hafeel@mcs.frlht.ernet.
in and suma@mcs.frlht.ernet.in 
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ASIA 

CIKS 
Centre for Indian Knowledge 
Systems 
A.V. Balasubramanian 
30, Gandhi Mandapam Road 
Kotturpuram 
Chennai, 600 085, INDIA 
F: +91 44 4471114 
E: ciks@vsnl.com 

FRLHT 
Foundation for the Revitalisa-
tion of Local Health Traditions 
Mr Darshan Shankar       
50, MSH Layout, 2nd Stage, 3rd 
Main, Anandanagar 
Bangalore 560 024, INDIA          
F: +91 80 3334167 
E: darshan@frlht.ernet.in 

KPP       
Krishi Prayoga Pariwara 
A.S. Anand/ Aruna Kumara  
Krishinivasa. Kuruvalli 
Thirthahalli 577 432 
Karnataka, INDIA 
F: +91 81 81 28294 
E: aruna_kpp@yahoo.com/
prasadas@hotmail.com 

TIRD-P   
Timor Integrated Rural Devel-
opment Programme 
Johan Kieft/Veronica Ata 
Justitia 
J.L. Sam Ratulangi II no. 28 
Kota Baru 
Kupang 85011 Timor NT 
INDONESIA 
E: ted@kupang.wasantara.
net.id 

ECOS 
Ecological Services Centre 
Maheswar Ghimire        
P.O. Box 4 
Narayangarh Chitwan 
NEPAL 
F: +977 56 20482 / 20165 
e-mail: ecoce@mos.com.np 

ECO 
Ecological Conservation  
Organisation     
G.K. Upawansa  
Hyneford, Dekinda,  
Nawalapitiya, SRI LANKA 

ETC LANKA 
James Handawela 
12, Tickell Road 
Colombo-8, SRI LANKA 
F: +94 1 683039 
E: etc@sri.lanka.net 

TALPUY 
Research and Development Group 
on Andean Science         
Gloria Miranda Zambrano/ 
Raúl Santana Paucar  
Apartado Postal 222 
Jr. 2 de Mayo, no. 336 
San Carlos, Huancayo 
PERU     
T/F: +51 64 216889 
E: gloriamiranda@hotmail.com 

IDEAPERU 
Ruben Gutarra Canchaya 
Jr. Loreto 889 
Huancayo 
PERU 
Ideaperu@terra.com.pe 

YANAPAI 
Edgar Olivera 
Casilla 264 
Correo Central Huancayo 
PERU 
E: yanapai-hyo@terra.com.pe 

REDES (coordinator GIAREC) 
Vicente Nalvarte Saravia,  
E: vinahyo@mail.solutecnet 
PERU 

ADICI-WAKLIIQO 
Oscar Pacay Caal 
2a Calle 6-23, Zona 2 
16001 Cobán 
Alta Verapaz 
GUATEMALA C.A. 
F: +502 9510596 
E: adici@c.net.gt 

Compas 
Comparing and Supporting  
Endogenous Knowledge 
B. Haverkort/W. Hiemstra/K. 
van ‘t Hooft/M. Kreikamp 
P.O. Box 64 
3830 AB  Leusden 
THE NETHERLANDS 
F: +31 4940791 
E: compas@etcnl.nl 

BD Union          
Union of Bio-Dynamic  
Farming 
Stijn van Wely   
Hoofdstraat 24 
3972 LA  Driebergen 
THE NETHERLANDS 
F: +31 343 515611 
E: wely@npi-zeist.nl 

EUROPE 

AGRUCO 
Centre for Agroecology of the 
University of Cochabamba 
Freddy Delgado/Gustavo 
Saravia 
Agroecologia Universidad 
Cochabamba 
Av. Petrolera km 41/2 
Casillla 3392, Cochabamba 
BOLIVIA 
T/F: +591 4 252601 / 252602 
E: agruco@pino.cbb.entelnet.

LATIN AMERICA 

COMPAS PARTNERS 

IDEA      
Integrated Development and 
Environmental Awakening 
Gowtham Shankar         
Flat no. 6A, Maharaja Towers 
R.K. Mission Road 
Visakhapatnam 530 003, 
INDIA 
F: +91 891 535685 
E: gowtham@satyasaionline.
net.in 

AFRICA 

CECIK    
Centre for Cosmovision and 
Indigenous Knowledge 
David Millar 
P.O. Box 607 
Bolgatanga U.E.R., GHANA 
F: +233 72 23500  
E: cecik@africaonline.com.
gh 
Coordinator ENIAKA, 

CIOF 
Ceres Institute of Organic 
Farming 
John Baptist Kisembo 
P.O. Box 231 
0483, Kasese, UGANDA 
F: +256 483 44253 (public) 
Coordinator ENIAKA,  
East Africa 

GREEN Foundation 
Genetic Resource Ecology En-
ergy Nutrition Foundation 
Vanaja Ramprasad/ 
G. Krishna Prasad  
839, 23rd Main Road 
J.P. Nagar II Phase 
Bangalore 560078, INDIA 
F: +91 80 665 1729 
E: nanditha@blr.vsnl.net.in 

AZTREC  
Association of Zimbabwean 
Traditional Environmental 
Conservationists            
Cosmas Gonese  
Private Bag 9286, Masvingo 
ZIMBABWE 
F: +263 39 64484  
Coordinator ENIAKA,  
Southern Africa 

CEAR 
Rita Amparo Orrego 
Cajamarca 931 
Apartado Postal 874 
Huancayo, PERU 
F: +51 64 235717 
E: cear@viaexpresa.com.pe 
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