




Over the past five years Compas has been promoting and developing
methodologies to enhance endogenous development, or ‘develop-

ment from within’. Many experiences of working on the basis of rural
peoples’ own worldview and culture have been presented in this maga-
zine and in various international fora. Invariably this has led to many
questions. 
Is endogenous development, based on local resources and practices, not
blocking the way towards real progress? 
How can unheard voices be heard?
How can we work with traditional cultures without being sceptical or
romanticising them?
How should traditional leaders be supported when some of them abuse
their powers?
How should we deal with the limited role of women in many traditional
societies?
How can we distinguish effective traditional practices in agriculture and
health, which include spiritual elements, from ineffective or even dam-
aging ones?
How can we distinguish between the positive and negative aspects of
westernisation, globalisation and modernisation?

Compas has accepted this challenge. We have decided to dedicate this
issue of Compas Magazine to the controversial issues related to

endogenous development, and look into ways they can be dealt with.
This was by no means an easy task. Looking around in the development
debate, one can observe controversial issues everywhere. In our fast
changing world all societies and communities have to deal with a range
of problems, controversies and conflicts. Endogenous development itself
is controversial. Where to start? 

The editors decided to leave this question open, and wait for the
major controversial issues to be brought forward by the Compas partners
and other institutions with experience in this field. We were particularly
keen to learn about how the identified controversies had been dealt
with in practical situations. The issue in front of you is the outcome of
this process. It starts with some theoretical reflections relating to con-
troversies and endogenous development. Then practical examples of
controversies and ways of dealing with them are presented within four
major themes: traditional leadership and governance, gender, traditional
agriculture, and traditional health practices.  

We hope this will enhance further insights into the potential and dif-
ficulties of the process of endogenous development. We realise that
there are many controversial issues concerning endogenous development
that have not been explored here. Quite possibly, this issue of Compas
Magazine will raise far more questions than it answers. We consider this
issue therefore as a first step in the efforts to understand the controver-
sies underlying the dynamics of endogenous development. Many more
important steps are still needed. 

All human societies have a variety of ways of dealing with controver-
sies, both latent and open, which are based on their own cosmovision
and culture. Technological, social, ecological, economic or cultural
change often lies at the basis of controversies. The authors of this issue
present experiences of how they have dealt with these controversies.
We hope they will be of use for learning, dialogue and debate. Readers
are invited to present further ideas and experiences on dealing with
controversies in development issues.  

The Editors

The Compas Magazine will keep its readers
informed about the progress, challenges and out-
come of the work. It provides space for readers to
present their own experiences with and approaches
to endogenous development. The following themes
have been established for the upcoming issues.
These coincide with the elements identified as nec-
essary for creating an enabling environment for
endogenous development (see page 46: Compas
Continues). 

Compas Magazine no. 7: Local Resources
This issue will look at experiences with and
methodologies for participatory community diagno-
sis of the local resource base and action planning.
Special attention will be drawn to the cultural and
spiritual dimensions of local resources. For exam-
ple, how do people value their own land, trees,
their social bonds, knowledge and values, rituals,
organisation and skills?  How can external resource
persons add insights from other cultures and
enhance a process towards endogenous develop-
ment? Articles on innovative experiences and differ-
ent methodologies, such as participatory learning
for action and sustainable livelihood approach, are
welcomed. 

Compas Magazine no. 8: Local economies
This issue will look at approaches to strengthen the
local economy and ways to address poverty in a
broad perspective, including the material, social
and cultural/spiritual domains. Articles on experi-
ences with, for example, approaches to prevent
erosion of scarce resources, re-assess and mobilise
under-utilised resources, make use of market
opportunities, link local economies with regional
and international economies, and to access devel-
opment funds are therefore invited. 

Send your outline, or ask for the guidelines for
authors, at compas@etcnl.nl 

Welcome...

Upcoming issues 
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All societies and communities have to
deal with differences, problems, con-
troversies and conflicts as part of their
existence. Especially when parties have
differences in power, interests, visions
or cultures, or when a situation is dras-
tically changing, opposing views on the
best way to proceed may give rise to
controversial positions. Controversies
are not the same as conflicts (Box 1).
Controversies can be resolved by a
process leading to consensus and for-
giveness, or by accepting that the other
party has more power. Only in the case
of an unresolved prolonged controversy,
may the social tensions build up to such

an extent that they result to open con-
flict and struggle.

Controversies manifest themselves
on different issues and at various lev-
els. At community level and between
communities, they can include the
functioning of traditional leadership
and formal leaders, access to and use
of resources, or the position of women.
Between local communities and NGOs
or national government, the controver-
sies can be on how the interests of the
community are represented, or the best
way for development to take place.
Discussions also take place between
religions or ethnic groups at national or
international level. Important issues of
controversies may include female geni-
tal mutilation, use and benefits of
resources, intellectual property rights,
religious issues (fundamentalism),
human rights, as well as politics and
approaches to development.
Endogenous development and its rela-
tion to globalisation is in itself a con-
troversial issue.

Traditional ways to deal with
controversies
All traditional societies have developed
ways to deal with social tensions. The
majority of these controversies are
latent, and dealt with before becoming
situation of overt conflict.

In the article on traditional ways of
dealing with controversies (p.8) exam-
ples of both latent and open controver-
sies are presented from Latin America,
Africa and Asia. These are often based
on the search for harmony between the
human, natural and spiritual worlds.
Other elements, such as the principles
of reciprocity and complementarity also
stand at the root of traditional conflict
mediation. Locally respected leaders
play a central role in mediation and
conflict resolution, and can take bind-
ing decisions, if consensus cannot be
reached. In some cultures, such as India
for example, there is also a traditional
system of written law, to guide the
decision making.

Still, throughout history major open
controversies have been part of reality.
The traditional ways to deal with con-
troversies have not always been suffi-
cient to prevent open conflicts. They
have often been replaced by western
juridical systems, based on written law
and the separation of juridical, legisla-
tive and executive powers. Moreover,
the situation in rural areas has become
more complex and unstable, due to the

growing influence of modernisation,
globalisation and westernisation, popu-
lation growth, pressure on natural
resources, the HIV-Aids epidemic, poor
functioning of the state system, and
declining influence of traditional lead-
ers.

Processes of change
Change processes are important sources
of controversy, especially when they
come from outside of a culture. We can
differentiate between the processes of
westernisation, globalisation and mod-
ernisation.

During the colonial period a west-
ernisation process, which included a
position of power of western culture
over the local cultures, was started in
many countries and seriously affected
the indigenous societies. This westerni-
sation included, and still includes,
Christianity, the separation of spiritual
and temporal authority, rule of law,
democracy with representative bodies,
individualism, and the presumed univer-
sality of western science. Since inde-
pendence this process of westernisation
differences has continued. There have
always been anti-western sentiments
but it is only recently that in some
civilisations, such as the Islamic and the
Chinese, these sentiments have become
very strong. People have started to
revolt against the assumed universality
of western values and science.

Dealing with controversy and change
Editorial

Box 1. The concept of controversy

A controversy is a prolonged disagreement on a
specific issue between two or more parties.
Important elements of a controversy are the con-
troversial issue, the parties involved, the opposing
opinions, the tension between the parties and the
way the parties try to resolve the disagreement.
Controversies are often related to differences in
power, in access to (natural) resources, or in per-
sonal and cultural values. A controversy is latent
when the disagreement is managed in such a way
that it does not come out ino the open. Under
changing conditions, unresolved latent controver-
sies can lead to open controversies, or conflict.

Traditional societies have a variety of ways of dealing with latent controversies as well as
with overt conflicting situations. This may include community rituals. Quechua indigenous
community, Bolivia
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Both westernisation and anti-westerni-
sation sentiments have resulted in
change processes and created contro-
versies. Van Kessel (p.13), for example,
points to the ‘mestization’ process in
the indigenous peoples in the Andean
countries. This includes a love-hate
relationship between indigenous and
western cultures, resulting in ambiva-
lence at personal as well as the general
cultural level. This stands at the root of
contradicting and conflicting visions,
institutions, behaviour and practices
within the indigenous cultures.

The process that we refer to as
globalisation is the cause of much con-
troversy currently. Cheap transport, the
information and communication revolu-
tion, and free trade due to liberalisa-
tion of national markets, have con-

tributed to an enormous boost in the
global flows of capital, products, peo-
ple, information and ideas. But the way
globalisation works out and is experi-
enced by each country, social category,
culture or person differs widely. For
most poor people in the developing
countries, the outcome of the globalisa-
tion process, that maintains the protec-
tive measures of the western
economies, is disastrous for local
economies. In this issue the example of
the support that the European Union
gives to its dairy industry (16 billion
euros a year) is presented, and it is
argued that this has a detrimental
impact on millions of smallholder dairy
farmers in the developing countries
(van ’t Hooft and Puls, p.26).

The modernisation of societies

takes place as the result of the applica-
tion of new technologies. It often
involves aspects such as introduction of
machines, industrialisation, specialisa-
tion, increase in scale, and urbanisa-
tion, and often leads to increasing lev-
els of education, science-based devel-
opment and increasing wealth.
Modernisation can take place by build-
ing on the indigenous values and sys-
tems of knowledge. However, often it is
influenced by western science, institu-
tions, education, values and lifestyle.
Increasingly, and especially in East
Asian countries, modernisation is taking
place by consciously building on the
own values, institutions, scientific
approaches and achievements.

Rising expectations and 
frustrations
Many rural communities belong to the
group of about 1.2 billion people, about
20% of the world population, who live
in the so-called less-favoured areas
with fragile and risk-prone agroecologi-
cal conditions, and relatively low popu-
lation density or who live in the poor
sections of towns. The cultures and
livelihoods of these people are largely
determined by their traditional cosmo-
vision of an integrated human, natural
and spiritual world. In the rural areas
traditional land use prevails, and self-
reliance and reciprocity are common.
Commercial agriculture is not a prof-
itable option, as production costs often
are too high compared to prices and

Box 2. Reactions to frustration

The need to adapt the existing civilisation towards the new cultural goals can
lead a variety of reactions. On the one hand it may lead to fixation on and
revival of old forms of behaviour, fundamentalism or ritualism. Similarly, it may
lead to retreatism, rejecting both old and new cultural goals, falling into apathy
and depression. Another reaction is conformity: the adherence to both the new
and old cultural goals, but without becoming motivated by any of them.
Rebellion, often implies the negation of both existing norms and values as well as
the new cultural goals, and their replacement by new ones characterised by
active protests. It may take the form of direct violence, or can include religious
extremism, directed at achieving otherworldly salvation. But many people have
an innovative reaction, trying to achieve new goals with extra effort. This
includes agricultural innovation, taking up a new occupation, seeking education
or migrating to another area (adapted from Röling, 1983).

The processes of modernisation and westernisation are important sources of change and controversy



risks. Cash income is largely derived
from other activities such as handi-
crafts and off-farm work. In the urban
areas the traditional cosmovisions and
mechanisms of social cohesion are
often weakened. Yet both in the rural
and urban areas, people have increas-
ing access to information on the possi-
bilities of modernity and have become
aware of the possibilities for changing
their own situation. Their expectations
rise, but mostly cannot be met.

Instead, it leads to a ‘revolution of
rising frustrations’: there is an imbal-
ance between what a farmer – and his
or her family – or urban dweller wants,
and what he or she can actually get.
This may lead to a number of reactions
(Box 2), based on differences in cul-
ture, vision and values, as well as par-
ticular circumstances.

Challenges for endogenous
development
Endogenous development can take
place both in marginal areas as well as
in areas with more favourable condi-
tions for surplus production and mar-
keting. The central element is the
quest for finding ways to base the
development process on local
resources, cultural values and types of
knowledges, combined with selected
elements from external practices.
Wherever it takes place, it will always
present a challenge of ‘dealing with
controversies’. On the one hand, the
choice for endogenous development is
in itself highly controversial.
Completely different visions of life
result in different development
approaches. Many western and western-
ised people tend to focus on economic
and technical adaptations, while others
also include adaptations in the field of
ecology and culture or aim at integrat-
ing the human and natural realm with
the spiritual concepts.

Within the process of endogenous
development, there are many elements

of controversy that need to be looked
at. Many people regard traditional and
minority cultures with suspicion and
doubt. This cannot always be dismissed
as a lack of understanding of this reali-
ty. Not all traditional leadership struc-
tures and traditional practices function
well. Internal debate is required, in
which the best of human heritage and
new insights are combined.

In this process of dialogue and
internal debate, Hountondji (p.10),
emphasises the need to avoid oversim-
plifications, romanticising traditional
cultures or rejecting them. Van Kessel
(p.13) stresses the need to look into
specific terms used in the process of
dialogue, such as those related to eco-
nomics and technology. The terms used
may refer to different concepts for dif-
ferent persons, groups and cultures,
and are therefore often a cause of con-
fusion.

Towards respectful dialogue
Controversies are an inevitable part of
life and development. Much can be
learned from the ways societies with
different cultural backgrounds in our
world have developed to deal with
these controversies. Denying controver-
sies, waiting for them to be sponta-
neously resolved or turn into open con-
flict, is one way of dealing with them.
Taking sides in a conflict and advocat-
ing one cause is another. A third option
is trying to understand the different
positions, and stimulating a dialogue
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Box 3. Ways to deal with cultural differences

We distinguish three ways to deal with the cultural
differences: universalism, cultural relativism and
intercultural dialogue.
Universalism is based on the idea that certain
values, sciences and technologies are generally
superior and universally applicable. The dominant
notions of universal science and of the universality
of human rights are expressions of this
universalistic thinking.
Cultural relativism is a way of accepting the
differences without engaging in a real dialogue.
This can lead to cultural, scientific and social
apartheid, without mechanisms of synergy or
integration.
Insights of postmodernity reveal that
controversies, and even chaotic moments of
misunderstanding, offer an opportunity for the
emergence of new insights. 
Intercultural dialogue is an expression of this
view, which can give rise to mutual learning, co-
evolution, and the emergence of creative and
synergetic systems.

Village meeting to analyse controversy over natural resources between settled farmers ans pastoralists in Sudan. To
facilitate the dialogue between the groups, traditional conflict resolution mechanisms were combined with some
participatory tools (see p.22)



with the aim of reaching a
consensus or co-evolution.
Each of these options may be
wise under specific circum-
stances. Our interest, howev-
er, is primarily directed at
finding ways to stimulate dia-
logue between traditional and
formal leaders, between men
and women, between profes-
sionals with different views
on development, and
between persons from differ-
ent cultures. To deal with
cultural differences, Compas
believes that processes of
both internal, or intra-cultur-
al dialogue, as well as the
dialogue between cultures, or
inter-cultural dialogue are
important (see Box 3).

A respectful dialogue
implies willingness to listen, openness
to learning, responsiveness to informa-
tion, questions and suggestions, as well
as courage to criticise when necessary.
The examples in this issue of Compas
Magazine illustrate that this is by no
means an easy process.Yet, it is an
important challenge, and we invite the
readers to take part in it.

This issue of Compas Magazine
The intention of this issue of Compas
Magazine is to focus on the main con-
troversies that individuals, communities
and agencies involved in endogenous
development are experiencing, and to
show examples of methodologies to
handle these controversies. As editors
we have experienced that the subject
‘controversy’ as such is already very
complex and controversial. In most, if
not all, human societies it is difficult to
openly challenge power positions that
lie at the root of controversies. In many
traditional societies, it appears to be
difficult to openly express the contro-
versies and the position of each of the
groups involved.

The articles presented here show
that the experiences of development
agencies in consciously and systemati-
cally dealing with controversies are still
few. We are well aware that besides
the themes presented here, related to
traditional leadership, gender relations,
traditional agriculture and traditional
health, there are still many other con-
troversial issues within endogenous
development. The articles in this maga-
zine on the above-mentioned subjects,
often raise more questions than can be
answered. Therefore, this issue should
be seen as a start to discussion and
exchange on ways of dealing with con-
troversies, where traditions, change
and modernity need to be addressed.

Controversial issues
This issue of Compas Magazine focuses
on four controversial issues each dealt
with in a separate section: traditional
leadership and governance; gender
roles; agriculture and healthcare. Each
section is introduced with a short edito-
rial, while the main questions on each
of these four issues are summarised on
the back page.

Related to leadership and gover-
nance structures, several authors men-
tion that, though officially replaced by
a centralised state governance system,
the traditional leadership system is still
functioning to some extent. This is not
only due to poor functioning of the
state system, but also to the political
and spiritual authority of these tradi-
tional leaders at local level. In many
countries the complementarities
between traditional and state leader-
ship systems are not well defined, and
give rise to controversies. How could
both systems be improved and work
together in an effective way? Guri
(p.16) and Millar (p.17) argue for sup-
porting traditional leadership systems in
Ghana, analysing their strong and weak
points. Examples from Kenya (Tengeza,
p.29) and India (Newport, p.20) indi-
cate how new organisations were
designed in which traditional leadership
was adapted to present needs, and
their relations with formal government
structures improved.

The discussion on gender in this
issue is quite limited. Though women
increasingly have to take care of all
farm duties, traditionally they are not
allowed to take part in rituals and even
less to conduct them, and certainly not
during menstruation. Kahandawa (p.31)
describes the discussions amongst
women on these taboos, while de Zoysa

(p.33) has some observations on this
theme from the Buddhist point of view.

Related to traditional agriculture,
the example of PFARD (p.38) shows how
rituals, which were strongly discour-
aged by newly introduced religions, still
play an important role in Uganda, not
only during social occasions such as
marriage, birth and funerals, but also in
agriculture and health care. In Sri
Lanka, farmers supported by ECO (p.35)
have analysed and experimented with
various traditional practices of the
ancient farming system, called Hela
Govithana, especially related to ecolog-
ical rice production. Universities have
now become more interested in partici-
pating in this process.

Related to health, Asaah (p.43)
shows how most rural people in
Cameroon do not have access to mod-
ern health care, and repeatedly turn to
traditional health care. She analyses
the strong and weak elements of both
health systems, and the reasons for
choosing one or the other under differ-
ent circumstances. Ways of combining
elements of traditional and western
medicine are explored.

Other case studies presented in this
issue are on the controversies between
pastoralists and settled farmers in
northern Sudan (Egeimi, p.22), the con-
troversial policies related to livestock
production in Europe (van ’t Hooft and
Puls, p.26) and ways of combining tra-
ditional and western research concepts
for seed storage in Nepal (Gurung,
p.40).
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Tourism can be a source of controversy as it provides an opportunity as well as a threat to
remote rural villages
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Latent controversies
The violent expressions of wars, dis-
placements, and destruction in Africa
are only the tail end of a long protract-
ed conflict. The majority of controver-
sies are covert or latent, a part of
every day life in every community. They
are managed in such a way that they
are not often seen in the open. The
notion of not ‘washing one’s dirty linen
in public’ is a major determinant of
how most conflicts are managed in
rural communities, for example in
Ghana. Spiritual concepts, such as cul-
tural identity and collectivity, stand at
the root of managing latent controver-
sies. Clan, lineage and totems are
important aspects of cultural identity
that join people. The spiritual bondage
between people of the same totem pre-
vents them from entering into open dis-
agreements. The concept of ‘being one
another’s keeper’ also limits the num-
ber of controversies over the use of
natural resources. The ‘we’ is empha-
sised above the ‘I’.

Other regulatory mechanisms that
serve as preventive measures to pre-
vent a controversy from becoming overt
include the concept of tolerance and
consensus building. Anticipated favours
and other acts of reciprocity lead to
the postponement of the resolution of
controversies. It is only when the posi-
tive triggers are not met, that these
controversies manifest themselves in
the open. Traditional ways of regulating
controversial feelings also include con-
ciliatory postures such as splitting ash,
drinking or sprinkling water, filling the
mouth with water and spitting it out,
splitting a kola nut, sharing drink or
tobacco (snuff), or eating together.
There are also various sacrifices and
performances that nip controversy in
the bud. Still, many disagreements,
power differences, and struggles over
dwindling natural resources do result in
open conflicts. Traditional regulatory

mechanisms are not enough to prevent
open conflicts, but could be used more
creatively. Also traditional methods for
reconciliation are important in dealing
with relations after conflicts.

Open controversies 
Many of the above-mentioned concepts
are still apparent in the traditional
ways of dealing with open controversies
and conflicts, both in Africa and in
other continents. The Maya Quiché
juridical system in Guatemala called
the Pixab, for example, is based on the
notion of the necessity to maintain
good relationships with all levels of
existence. Problems in human society,
such as disease and misfortune in life,
are related to taking the wrong steps in
life or not listening to the advice of the
elders and ancestors. In box 4, basic
elements of traditional ways of dealing
with controversy are highlighted, with
examples from Guatemala, India and
Africa.

Western juridical systems
It is good to understand the profound
differences between the western and
the non-western traditional juridical
systems. For example, the concept
‘rule of law’ is central in the western
legal system. It includes the absolute
supremacy and the predominance of
(written) regular law as opposed to the
influence of arbitrary power, and
excludes the existence of arbitrariness.
This means equality before the law and
administration by the law courts. The
law should be fair, and reasonable.
There is little room for flexibility.
Another central element of the western
legal system is the ‘separation of pow-
ers’. The three kinds of powers – judi-
cial, legislative and executive – cannot
reside in the same person or body of
persons. The basic premise of this con-
cept is that it prevents power abuse
against individuals, due to too much

power being held in the hands of the
same individual or group.

In India today, as in other develop-
ing countries, the traditional legal sys-
tem has been rendered ineffective by
the new legal system, though not
replaced by it. The indigenous juridical
system is no doubt frequently resorted
to, but does not seem to be strong or
flourishing. At present it seems to have
been reduced to a few small areas
where the legal and administrative
machinery of the government has not
yet encroached. Also in northern Sudan,
the traditional system is rapidly chang-
ing due to the overlapping modern and
traditional juridical systems. The exis-
tence of two legal systems opens the
way for ‘institutional shopping’: persons
may choose to address either the tradi-
tional or the legal formal system
depending on the expected outcome.

The challenge
The causal roots of present day contro-
versies are not altogether new: poverty,
power, marginalisation and struggle
over natural resources. These have
existed as long as people have. The for-
mal systems that have disregarded the
traditional systems of dealing with
these controversies have often wors-
ened both the amount and extent of
overt conflicts. Changed circumstances
have often resulted in partial disinte-
gration of these systems, which could
not adapt quickly enough to these out-
side pressures. Apart from the domina-
tion of formal juridical systems, the
process of increasing urbanisation and
westernisation has seriously affected
the influence of traditional structures,
as well as the role of traditional lead-
ers. Other elements include failing
national policies, the growing pressure
on natural resources, and the growing
influence of modern religions. A striking
example is Guatemala, where the tradi-
tional Maya juridical system was

Traditional ways of dealing with
controversies 
David Millar, A.V. Balasubramanian, Felipe Gomez

Traditional societies have a variety of ways of dealing with latent controversies, as well as with overt conflict
situations. The formal systems that have disregarded the traditional systems of dealing with these controversies
have often worsened the amount and extent of overt conflicts. Changed circumstances have often resulted in
partial disintegration of these systems, which could not adapt quickly enough to outside pressures. Increasing
urbanisation and westernisation have seriously affected the influence of traditional structures, as well as the role
of traditional leaders. A major challenge is to build on traditional ways of dealing with controversies, improving
their effectiveness and complementing them with appropriate modern ways.
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severely affected by the 30-year civil
war. The violence under the military
regime and the corruption of the formal
juridical system, has resulted in the
loss of influence of the traditional
authorities. Over the past few years,
however, the role of the traditional
authorities in dealing with controversial
issues in the rural communities in
Guatemala has increased again. 

The challenge for the endogenous
development process involves an under-
standing of the traditional systems of
dealing with controversies, analysing
their strong and weak points, and look-
ing for ways to build on them and com-
bine them with modern ways.

Stimulating internal debate within the
rural communities on controversial
issues, as suggested by the African
philosopher Paulin Hountondji (p.9), is
by no means an easy task. This requires
insight into the principle that every
intervention is a potential source of
conflict, and that conflicts are a natu-
ral and sometimes necessary part of
community life. We can learn, however,
from the experiences of organisations
that have been active in this field. In
this issue of the magazine van Kessel
(p.13) indicates the need to adapt to
the local concepts of frequently used
words, such as economy, technology
and labour. Newport (p.20), Egeimi et

al. (p.22), Kahandawa (p.31), Tengeza
(p.29), Gurung (p.40), and Asaah (p.43)
present their experiences with enhanc-
ing the effects of traditional controver-
sy mechanisms, and combining them
with modern practices and insights.

David Millar, Cecik, Ghana
A.V. Balasubramanian, Ciks, India
Felipe Gomez, Oxlajuj Ajpop, Guatemala

Search for harmony
Traditional ways of dealing with controversy and conflict are often based on the search for harmony between the opponents, as well as
amongst the three spheres of life: the human world, the natural world and the spiritual world. The modalities used are typical for each
culture. The principle of reciprocity and complementarity, for example, provides the basis for conflict mediation in indigenous cultures
in Latin America and Africa.

Influence of the spiritual world
In the process of dealing with controversies, there may be permanent communication with the spiritual world. Rituals and ritual
confessions play an important role, which can be combined with elements of the formal religions. For example, in the Gawamaa tribal
group in northern Sudan, the religious or communal leader will often use examples of the Old Testament and events in the life of the
Prophet Mohammed, in order to provide historical examples of how things can be resolved. In the Maya Kéqchi’ system in Guatemala,
before passing sentence, the elders consult other elders, as well as the ancestral spirits, the mountain-spirits and the pleyades.
Consensus has to be reached both in the human and in the spiritual realm.

Forgiveness and consensus
In many traditional systems, forgiveness and consensus, transformation and reconstruction of lost harmony play an important role.
According to Mayan traditional practice, when a controversial issue has to be resolved, the elders forgive the person involved following a
process of agreement and consensus with the affected person, when he or she shows a change of attitude and a willingness to settle the
damage done to others. In the African situation, resolution of controversies is built on reparation, which does not require proof of who is
right and who is wrong. Usually fines are given to both the complainant and the culprit, and a sharing arrangement is agreed upon.
Defiance of this order, it is believed, will lead to a postponed punishment system that permeates generations of lineages and clans. Also
in traditional Indian society the main purpose is to ‘harmonise’ the situation in such a way that all parties are able to emerge from the
encounter with honour and dignity. The conflict then ends not with a victor and loser, but with consensus being reached between the
two parties on a different plane. This search for consensus is often combined with a policy of avoiding digging too much into the roots of
the problem. As one traditional leader in northern Sudan put it, ‘peeling back the layers of the onion brings tears’.

Intermediaries and respect for elders
In most traditional systems respected leaders within the communities, usually an aged male or group of males, act as intermediaries and
pass sentence. In his description of the traditional system of mediation amongst the Gawamaa tribal group in northern Sudan, Egeimi
indicates the important role of the mediator in the encounter between groups in resolving a conflict over their natural resources.
Similarly, the traditional systems in India are based on the role of traditional leaders and other institutions, who in their own villages,
guilds or castes combine three kinds of power: juridical, legislative or political, and executive.

Flexibility
In contrast to the formalised western ‘rule of law’, in traditional conflict resolution mechanisms there is a high degree of flexibility and
discretion in the judicial procedure. In Guatemala the elders study a case carefully before passing sentence, taking into account the
context of the situation involved. A notion that is very central to Indian thought is Dharma, literally ‘that which sustains’, which includes
a code that regulates all types of conduct, and that is both flexible and dynamic. The Dharma of normal times can vary in times of stress
or danger, or in unusual circumstances. An ‘act’ can never be viewed in isolation, and its ‘meaning’ can be arrived at only in the light of
the circumstances involved.

Mission in life 
According to Maya cosmovision each person has a special ‘mission in life to serve others’, called Nawal, based on the spiritual energy
given on the day of birth. When one lives according to this mission, one can prevent problems and illness. Moreover, the example of
‘good practice’ is essential in building up humility, respect and human sensibility in young people, which forms the basis of the
traditional juridical system.

Box 4: Basic elements of traditional ways of dealing with controversy 
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How do Africans view the West?

For many Africans the West is equated
to ‘power’ – ‘Where the people who
defeated us came from’. It implies the
technological, economic and military
superiority of the white man. In my
mother tongue the word Ubutume
means ‘country of the whites’, whether
Europeans or from the north Americas,
and also implies this superiority. 

Within African society there have
been two reactions to this: the accept-
ance of this domination and the rejec-
tion of it, which can both lead to gross
simplifications. The acceptance of the
domination of the whites can be con-
nected to placing them very high in the
traditional religious hierarchy, almost as
supernatural beings. This simplified
metaphysical concept of the white man
has led to fatalism and subordination to
white power structures. The so-called
‘negritude movement’ represents
another over-simplified concept.  This
movement considers the technological
underdevelopment in Africa to be a
strength instead of a weakness, and
considers ‘emotion’ to be a central ele-
ment to the Negro, just as ‘reason’ was
considered a central element to the
ancient Greek. This is just not true.  

How should we look at cultural
values? 

I think we have to ‘de-territorialise’
cultural values, in other words, discon-
nect cultural values from the geograph-
ical territory in which they first devel-
oped. Values are no ones property; they
flourish under favourable conditions.
Africa and Europe are but continents;
moral and metaphysical concepts are
not limited to a continent. To consider
Christian values and religion a charac-

teristic of western civilisation is highly
problematic. In the same way, we have
to avoid confusing Arab civilisation with
the Islamic religion and values. Europe
and the Arab countries are far older
than these religions.  

We have to refuse intellectual self-
imprisonment, and behave as free and
responsible human beings, in whatever
place we live. We have to reassert
everyone’s intellectual responsibility for
what they believe and what they
assert. Collective liberation is not really
possible without the liberation of the
individual within the society – it is con-
structed day-after-day in every society.
We have not reached truly universal sci-
ence, values and knowledge; they have
to be constructed. The question is how
do we achieve this? 

We have to accept the social plural-
ism in society, as a result of which an
internal debate can take place. The
contradictions and internal discussions
exist in every culture and civilisation.
In the Middle Ages some Europeans crit-
icised the practice of witch-hunts, just
as some have criticised the war in Iraq.
This phenomenon of internal criticism
exists in every culture. But the question
is how do we find these, largely
unheard, anti-conformist voices?

How did ethno-philosophy
originate, and what is African
philosophy today?

The first ethno-philosophical thinker
was the Belgian missionary Father
Placid Tempels, who around the time of
the Second World War wrote his influ-
ential book about the Bantu in the
Belgian Congo ‘The Bantu philosophy’.
Tempels argues that every culture is
organised around a set of philosophical
principles that are implicit in its lan-

A series of discussions between African and European philosophers
was organised in the Netherlands. One of the African philosophers
invited was Professor Paulin Hountondji from Benin. In March 2001
Compas Magazine published his article ‘Tempting traditions -
internal debate needed in traditional cultures’, in which he rejected
the simplifications of either romanticising or rejecting traditional
cultures, and emphasised the need for internal discussion within
these cultures. For this issue we interviewed Paulin Hountondji on
his latest philosophical insights related to endogenous
development. The Compas coordinators in India, Ghana and Boliva
have reacted to his views.

African philosophy discussed
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guage, beliefs and practices, though
not always stated explicitly by all mem-
bers of that culture. The other major
expression of African ethnophilosophy is
‘negritude’, which implies that Africans
have a distinctive approach to reality
based on emotion rather than logic. 
Father Placid Temples had several
ethnophilosophical followers, including
John Mbiti and Alexis Kagame. In spite
of their former influence, however,
these ethnophilosophers are no longer
very active, due, amongst other things,
to our criticisms of them. 

I believe that there is not one
African philosophy. The mistake of the
‘ethnophilosophers’ is that there is a
typical African ethnophilosophy, which
can be idealised, and which rejects
Eurocentred philosophers. Also anthro-
pologists have simplified the Africans,
by stating that the black man is ‘essen-
tially religious’. This is a simplification.
I believe that there are no fewer athe-
ists in Africa than there are in Europe;
moreover it depends how you define
‘atheists’. 

I cannot deny that there are collec-
tive systems of thought in Africa. But
this is not enough, and this, by the way,
is not specific to Africa. Why should
Africans content themselves with the
description of their collective ways of
thinking and present it as philosophy?
We have to describe the existing world-
views, and critically appreciate these in
terms of their effects on our day-to-day
lives. These effects may be  positive or
negative. 

What are the current issues in
Africa that should be brought to
internal debate?

There are many issues of importance.
For example, the position of traditional
leaders, the corruption and manipula-
tion that takes place, and the position
of women. One of the big issues that
should be brought to internal debate is
female genital mutilation. This is a
common practice in northern Benin. To
the ethnic groups involved this practice
has cosmological meaning. The clitoris
is considered a residual sign of primi-
tive androgyny, as it is believed that
when the world first began everyone
was androgynous, of no particular sex.
For a girl to become a woman, there-
fore, it is considered necessary to
remove parts of her genitalia. The boys
are also circumcised, though in a much
more limited way. As this practice,
therefore, is deeply rooted into the
ancestral culture and cultural identity
of the ethnic groups, attempts to
change this practice meet with fierce

resistance. But when girls of these eth-
nic groups go to school, and meet girls
from other ethnic backgrounds, they
begin to realise that this practice is not
undisputed, and is not good for them.
Meanwhile, these girls have neither the
power, nor the position to say ‘no’. In
spite of the fact that this practice is
prohibited by law today, ethnic groups
will continue to practise female circum-
cision as long as they do not change
their own view on this issue. 

How can traditional leaders
become involved in this
discussion?

Female circumcision is just one aspect
of discrimination against women. The
dowry system, and the landowning sys-
tems that favour males over females,
are other examples of the control of
men over women in these societies.
The real problem is how to encourage
the internal debate within communi-
ties, and which actions can help in this
process.

The appropriation of foreign experi-

ence by the community can do much to
accelerate change. When including tra-
ditional leaders in the process of
change, manipulation should be avoid-
ed. And the role of manipulation and
manipulators can be extremely power-
ful! I personally insist on the need for
‘breaking down the walls of prejudice’.
This is related to ‘imprisonment of
thought’ by the followers of one or the
other side of the discussion. People can
be misled by their leader, or a group of
leaders. There are many ways of manip-
ulating local leaders. Moreover, there
are interests involved. Some local
women, that play a role in female cir-
cumcision, make a lot of money out of
this practice. The solidarity between
these old women and elderly traditional
leaders can be a considerable obstacle
to change. 

This is a difficult case, which shows
that enhancing the internal debate
within ethnic groups alone is sometimes
not enough. Traditional cultures are
subject to change, but the rhythm of
change is often very slow as far as it is
spontaneous. Some action can be taken
to accelerate this internal debate, such
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A.V. Balasubramanian: ‘Every society has its own mechanism for
hearing out various opinions’

The most interesting and positive aspect of the interview to me is Professor
Hountondji’s  rejection of the understanding of Africa and its relationship with
Europe based on overtly simplistic expressions, such as ‘Europe is logical and
Africa is emotional’. I feel that this is very positive and guards us from the trap
of oversimplification and describing the non-west in terms that are merely a
reaction to the west.

Answering the second question he states that “technological superiority is not
a characteristic limited to the white people of Europe and the Americans though
they started there”. This I think is contrary to the facts of history. Around the
time of the second half of the fifteenth century,
when Europe started its active expansion into Africa
and Asia. India was known to be far ahead of
England, France and Holland in major areas of tech-
nology such as steel-making, textiles and dyes, and
medicine, particularly the use of herbs and surgery;
China had demonstrated superiority in paper-making,
navigational aids and the use of fireworks, while the
Arabs had rich traditions of medicine, astronomy and
mathematics.

In the last paragraph, responding to the second
question, he states that the phenomenon of interna-
tional criticism exists in every culture, and wonders
how we can face these anti-conformist voices. I think excessive emphasis is being
placed on the question of ‘voicing dissent’ as though it were a touchstone of any
healthy society. Every society has its own mechanism for hearing out various
opinions, as well as for expressing a consensus with varying degrees of diversity.
Currently, in the west an expression of this diversity is supposed to be the public
voicing of dissent. However, we have to be cautious about this matter since vari-
ous societies have different styles of hearing voices of dissent, as well as differ-
ent standards about what is considered as the correct etiquette to voice dissent. 
Overall I found the piece to be thought-provoking and maybe we could go on to
organise a dialogue between a triad of philosophers/activists drawn from Africa,
Asia and Latin America!



as the use of films to illustrate the
effects of female circumcision. I know
of organisations in Ivory Coast and
Senegal that do this. Moreover, political
pressure is sometimes necessary.

What can you say about the
philosophical discussion
between Africa and Europe?

The relationship between North and
South in the production and use of
knowledge is unequal. Knowledge pro-
duction in Africa is not used to benefit
African societies. We write our novels,
scientific and technical articles for the
western public and scientific journals,
in western languages. Our African pub-
lic is a minority. This is something that
needs to be changed!

This orientation of African literature
and discourse towards the non-African
public has had specific effects: it has
reduced to the description of indige-
nous systems of thought, based on the
identification of the ancestor-based
worldviews. This approach was based
on the assumption that in traditional
societies and oral cultures everyone
agrees with everyone - which in fact is
not true.  But the mere description of a
collective worldview is ethnophilosophy,
not philosophy. 

Much more is needed for the philo-
sophical debate: you have to take a
personal stand and opinion on a given
set of issues, and justify what you are
saying. African philosophers should,
instead of focusing on satisfying the
intellectual curiosity of non-western
readers, develop a plural discussion
amongst themselves on the issues that
are of relevance today. 

Paulin J. Hountondji
01BP 1268, Cotonou, Benin
Pjhountondji@yahoo.fr
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David Millar: ‘It is the underpinning of these worldviews that one will
call the African Philosophy’
I definitely agree with the last statement made by Professor Hountondji. I would
like, however, to make some comments on some of his other statements: 

In northern Ghana, the white man is also called Naa-sal - meaning ‘smooth
chief’. Originally, the smooth chief could not be trusted and is associated with
forced conscriptions and slavery. Now they are seen as ‘the people without a cul-
ture’ - the Betre-yib-zea - who have no origin and are from everywhere.

Related to de-teritorialising cultural values: I do
not totally agree. We do have ‘cultural territories’
linked to spiritualities, totems, and taboos. These are
not geographic and political boundaries, like Ghana or
Burkina, for example, but certain territories with
clear identities and boundaries. We are proud of
these identifications.

Related to his views on African Philosophy, I would
argue that not all Africans present the collective ways
of thinking as a ‘philosophy’: we prefer to call them
worldviews. It is the underpinning of these worldviews
that one will call the African Philosophy - a sort of
epistemiology. 

In the final part of the interview, there seems to
be a misplaced materialistic position on certain notions. The position on dowry and
land, for example: in the African sense they are not viewed in terms of ownership
but ‘custodianship’. The spirits own the land, and all others are custodian of them
for the dead, the living and the yet unborn. They have spiritual connotations that
are missed by international debates. For land, most women I know talk about the
need for unlimited access or user rights, not ownership. This is due to the spiritual
implications. I do not have any experience with female genital mutilation, but I
expect it will have similar connotations. I do not advocate their continuing, but
object to the somewhat westernised position taken: law enforcements that do not
work. African problems should have African solutions.

Freddy Delgado: ‘There is a need to take the debate to the political
level’

The concept of expressions of acceptance or rejection of the domination of the
white man, as expressed by Professor Hountondji in the first part of the interview,
includes a duality of opposites, which can be found in western cultures and Judeo-
Christian religions. In comparison, in the Andean cosmovision their difference is not
perceived as strict duality, but rather as different aspects of the same situation,
which facilitates the re-creation of the person, family or society. This has resulted

in the cultural mix, characteristic of our societies
today, also called mestizaje. Similarly, the notion of
either 'developed' or 'under-developed' societies, or of
'superior' and 'inferior' technologies does not exist. The
latter, for example, depend on the characteristics of
the local ecosystem and the socio-cultural circum-
stances, which are continuously screened by farmers. 

Related to the need for internal debate, in tradi-
tional societies in Bolivia, there is a need to take the
debate to the political level. Over the past few years,
and in the face of increasing privatisation, the tradi-
tional peoples have shown great strength and the
capacity to revive and strengthen their cultural val-
ues, which include the sustainable use of natural

resources, such as land and water, with a strong sense of community. Differences
between traditional leaders, however, have hindered the good functioning of the
representatives of the traditional peoples in the parliament, in spite of a represen-
tation of around 30%. It is important that the spiritual relationships are maintained
in this process.

I totally agree with Professor Hountondji that knowledge production in the form
of books, articles and teaching materials is often directed at western interests and
needs. There is a need to stimulate the documentation of knowledge generation by
farmers, which has been under-valued so far, in spite of it being adapted to local
circumstances. This lack of recognition of the value of the Andean knowledge base
is limiting the philosophical discussions between the Andean region and western
countries conducted on an equal basis.



Over the past 20 years in the Institute
for the Study of Andean Culture and
Technology (IECTA), we have looked at
the concept related to ‘development
with cultural identity’. The baseline in
Andean culture and agricultural tech-
nology is the relationship between man
and the Pachamama. The Pachamama is
the divine and universal mother of life,
or Mother Earth. She gives us every-
thing, and she is the one we communi-
cate with through various rituals. A
reciprocal relationship exists between
man and Pachamama; as Pachamama
looks after us, we in turn have to take
care of her and treat her with belief
and love. If not, she will go against us,
and the harmony between man and
Pachamama will be lost. 

Conceptual differences
This concept is, therefore, the basis for
mythological expressions as well as
what we call Pachavivencia, or living
with Mother Earth. We prefer the term
‘Pachavivencia’, because we feel that
the word ‘cosmovision’ is a western-
based concept that does not-adequately
express the indigenous conscience and
way of thinking. 

We encounter a similar experience
with the meaning of the words ‘tech-
nology’, ‘labour’, and ‘economy’. We
are trying to find indigenous concepts
that fall within this world of thinking,
but we have not succeeded, as in the
Andean concept there are no words
that coincide with these western terms.
Therefore, we use the expression ‘criar
la vida’ (or ‘raising life’) instead of the

word ‘economy’, ‘saber criar la vida’
(or ‘knowing how to raise life’) instead
of the word ‘technology’, and ‘hacer
brillar la chacra’ (or ‘making the pro-
ductive fields shine’) instead of the
word ‘labour’. 

Another constant element in the
research is that we work on it and write
the reports together with indigenous
co-researchers. These persons are not
mere informants but fully-fledged co-
researchers, together with whom con-
clusions about the indigenous ways of
thinking and perceiving life, as well as
ideas are constantly checked.

Controversial vision on labour
The heirs of western culture perceive
labour mainly as an economic activity.
Western workers do their utmost to
earn a living, gain material wealth and
achieve wellbeing. They do their work
in the social context of the modern pro-
duction system, but in the end it is the
natural environment that provides them
with the materials they need for their
economic activities. For them, nature is
the collective of all available natural
resources with which they can work to
transform and humanise the world.
Work is very important to them as a
means of self-expression and as a basic
duty in this world. 

The self-definition as Homo Faber,
or ‘Man Creator’, transcends the differ-
ences between western ideologies such
as Christianity, socialism and capital-
ism. The Homo Faber of the west feels
that he or she can create their own
world, by constantly re-shaping it. To

reach their economic objectives, work-
ers combine their activities with tech-
nology, which becomes increasingly
sophisticated and powerful. Thus,
human creation becomes ever more
impressive and gigantic, and devours an
increasing amount of natural resources.
In the Andean concept, increasing
wealth is not the most central element;
this is, instead, maintaining the good
relationship between Pachamama and
the community.

Modern workers are not atheists,
but their god is a distant and transcen-
dental god, named ‘Supreme Creator’.
Following the biblical creation myth,
from the start this creator has given
man the authorisation to work earthly
things and transform them to his liking
and design. Since this time God has no
longer interfered in any human produc-
tive activity. On the other hand, when
people want to eat, they first have to
work and produce ‘in the sweat of thy
face’ (Gen. 3.19). The products of their
work legally belong to them. This is
their property, reserve and wealth.
After work comes leisure, opportunities
to enjoy the fruits of sacrifice, at the
weekend, on the annual holiday or dur-
ing retirement. In this way modern
workers also follow the example of the
supreme creator: God ‘rested on the
seventh day of his work’ (Gen. 2.2) and
promised mankind, after a laborious
life, ‘eternal peace’. 

Andean vision on labour
In all these aspects, the Andean people
have a different vision on labour, or
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Contexts, concepts and controversies 
Juan van Kessel and Francisco Mamani Cañasaca 

When thinking about the basic differences
between Andean and western
cosmovisions, one has to refer to the
‘culture’, specifically the ‘basic values as
expressed in local words and concepts.
These aspects are seldom an issue in
development discourse. Here we bring
forward some differences in concepts and
languages between Andean and western
ways of looking at life, including the
meaning of commonly used words, such
as economy, labour, and technology.



work. Although for them work is also
the production of subsistence necessi-
ties, they would not define work simply
as an economic activity. Nor would they
consider themselves as independent
creators, and the world as the collec-
tive of all available natural resources.
The Andean cosmovision puts the phe-
nomenon of work in its cultural and
religious context. 

For the Andean people the world is

a living whole, which demands respect
and care. Land is central in this cosmo-
vision: in economic and social life as
well as in religion and culture. In
Andean economy the concept ‘life-rais-
ing’ (criar), therefore, replaces the
more western concept ‘production’.
The basic allegory of Andean economics
is ‘life as it is experienced by the
Andean people’, and that includes the
three spheres of life: of the gods, of all
natural environmental beings, and of
humans. In the Pachamama these
spheres of life interact reciprocally and
mutually, thus manifesting the wonder
of life. The chacra, or productive fields
including herds of livestock, is the
source of divine life and its fruits are
alive. The chacra, and all that it repre-
sents, earns the right to be treated
with respect and care throughout the
whole farming cycle, and demands an

accountable dedication. For Andean
people work is more than a productive
activity, it is also a religious service to
life. 

Andean gender model
Another example of the Andean way of
looking at life is the gender relationship
in traditional culture. This is a relation-
ship in which male and female are per-
ceived as two different beings that are

incomplete without the other, such
as day and night, or such as the left
and the right hand. They are equal
but different, each with a unique
identity, and therefore needing each
other, maintaining a tense – and
therefore productive – balance. Each
has its own specific areas that com-
plement each other in social and an
economic sense. 

The main god, Pachamama, is a
woman, while ‘Father Sun’ activates
her motherhood. The Andean myths
confirm this Andean vision of the
relationship between man and
woman: the woman is considered as
being of higher ethical order,
because she is nearest to Mother
Earth. She is the one that most often
sits on the ground, and therefore the
one most capable of caring for life,
the fields, the animals, and the
seeds. As a result she has to be
involved in the seed selection and
sowing of fields. We have to be care-
ful, therefore, with using expressions
such as ‘discrimination’ and
‘exploitation’, when we observe
these phenomena. 

In the process of transcultura-
tion, most apparent in the urbanised
Aymara and Quechua indigenous
communities, this equality between
man and woman has become less vis-
ible. However, traces of this ethical

superiority of women, and the funda-
mental equality between man and
woman, still exist in the conscious and
unconscious minds of these groups.

Psychological controversies
At the same time the psychological con-
troversies within the indigenous individ-
ual and community are the most diffi-
cult to understand and work with. Many
highland Indians are cultural mestizos,
who after the conquest of the Spaniards
had to combine both Andean and west-
ern ways of life. They admire their ‘cul-
tural father’ or ‘the West’, who is the
conquistador and the winner, while at
the same time hating him, as they feel
that he disdains them. As bastards they
are not admitted to the white elite,
even if they do their utmost to be just
as modern and capable as their western
‘father’, and even if they kill their ‘cul-

tural mother’. They feel and are indeed
misjudged, and regard themselves as
inferior. 

The same ambiguity exists towards
their indigenous ‘cultural mother’, who,
on the one hand is admired and wor-
shipped, while on the other hand being
blamed for the misjudgement and dis-
dain they endure. The result of this
ambiguity can be exaggerated or
aggressive behaviour. This ambiguity is
also reflected in their choice between
traditional and modern agricultural
technology. This psychological problem
can only be solved if they decide to
accept their combined cultural identity
as mestizos as a positive one. 

IECTA activities 
IECTA (full name Casa Franciso Titu
Yupanqui – Institute for the study of
Andean culture and technology) works
on the basis of these Andean concepts
with indigenous people. The level of
the research, education, and publica-
tions is termed ‘popular-scientific’, and
is directed at the indigenous groups and
their leaders as well as studies in vari-
ous universities. These include universi-
ties in Pune, Iquique, Lirqua and in
Tingo Maria in Peru (together with
PRATEC, the Andean Project of
Campesino Technology), as well as in
Oruro and Cochabamba in Bolivia. 

We have exhibitions, especially in
Chile, and publish in several journals
and radio programmes in Peru and
Ecuador. We have a bimonthly maga-
zine, Volvere, which specialises in
Andean anthropology (as does our
library) and can be found on our web-
site. IECTA also supports small scale
‘development with identity’ projects in
four Andes countries. In terms of
research methodology, IECTA is working
with the above-mentioned conflict
models to make controversial aspects
between western and non-western sys-
tems more visible. These insights
enable us to define the objectives and
methodologies of the work within the
communities more clearly. 

References
Van Kessel, J. and Condor, D. Criar 

La vida: trabajo y tecnología en el
mundo andino
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www.iecta.cl
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In Andean cosmovision, the woman is considered of higher
ethical order than the man, as she is nearest to Mother Earth



Leadership and governance

During a meeting of tradi-
tional leaders in Ghana,

one of the participants stat-
ed: ‘My country is a tradi-
tional society, superimposed
by a colonial structure.’ He
continued to explain how the
position of paramount chief
had been undermined by the
colonial and post-colonial
systems of governance, and
how the government and
international donor commu-
nity still fail to understand
the roles and potential con-
tribution of traditional lead-
ers. He indicated that, by
implication, many of these
development interventions
fail to get the sustained sup-
port of the local people.

Many post-colonial
nations have adopted a
republican system of gover-
nance, with some form of
democracy including party
politics, a national legal and
law enforcement system,
and centralised decision
making. Seldom do these sys-
tems build on the local tradi-
tional systems of gover-
nance. Although in most
cases their position has sys-
tematically been weakened
by the formal systems, tradi-
tional leaders continue to
play an important role.
Individual or community
decisions about changes in
agricultural technologies,
land use,
health
treatment
and conflict
resolution
are often
taken by, or
under the
guidance of
traditional
leaders. In
many cases
there are
contradic-
tions, controversies or con-
flicts between the traditional
and formal government sys-
tems.

Diversity in leadership
There is a great diversity in
traditional governance sys-

tems, including various kinds
of worldly and spiritual lead-
ers. In many cases leadership
positions are determined by
heritage or appointment.
Often there are elaborate
processes for training, inau-
guration and initiation, and
different mechanisms for
accountability. Unlike the
premises of western govern-
ment systems, in local tradi-
tional leadership systems,
the three kinds of powers –
judicial, legislative and
executive – are combined,
and also include the spiritual
spheres of life. The mandate
of traditional leaders can
involve the allocation and
regulation of the use of local
resources. It may include
mobilisation of communal
labour or mutual help, as
well as jurisdiction over a
wide range of issues, such as
ownership and family affairs.
It often includes spiritual
aspects, rituals, sacrifices
and festivals.

The fact that these lead-
ership systems have stood
the test of time, and still
survive today, is an indica-
tion of the importance of
their role within the commu-
nities. This does not imply,
however, that in all cases
traditional leaders perform
well, or that their role is
always appreciated by all

members of
a community.
Rapid change
due to mod-
ernisation,
westernisa-
tion and
globalisation
is having its
effects on
traditional
leadership
systems.
These

changes further highlight the
need or adaptation and
improvement of these sys-
tems.

This issue
This issue presents some
examples of revitalising tra-

ditional leadership struc-
tures. Newport and Jahawar
(p.20) report on a case of
successful revitalisation of
traditional leadership in
India, including how more
women and youth were
included in the knowledge
exchange process, and how
adapted mechanisms of
democracy were intro-
duced to stimulate
accountability. Tengeza
(p.29) describes the
process of revitalising tra-
ditional leadership struc-
tures related to the sacred
Kaya forests, under the
rapidly changing circum-
stances in Kenya. Egeimi
(p.22) presents an exam-
ple of the mediation
efforts between pastoral-
ists and settled farmers in
northern Sudan, under the
guidance of traditional lead-
ers.

Guri (p.16) concludes
that traditional leaders con-
tinue to form the basis of
the actions taken by the
people in Ghana, but indi-
cates that problems exist
concerning the way these
traditional leadership sys-
tems function. Millar (p.17)
analyses aspects related to
food security in rural Ghana,
and indicates the difficulties
that western-style democrat-
ic mechanisms present, espe-
cially the centralised budget
allocation and party-political
context of decision making.
He presents shortcomings of
both formal and traditional
systems. Guri concludes that
there are more questions
than answers on this subject,
and concurs with Millar in
the conclusion that a blend
of democratic structures and
traditional rule is necessary.

Major challenges
Millar (p.17) presents some
accountability structures
within the traditional leader-
ship that can prevent power
abuse, but argues that these
are not always strong
enough. Often elderly men
dominate the leadership

positions, which can be a
problem when male leaders
do not appreciate the posi-
tion of women, especially
related to their access to
land, income or marriage
rights. Moreover, inherited
leadership may not always
result in the best qualified
leaders, while succession of

leadership from one genera-
tion to the other may lead to
conflicts. The ambiguity
between formal and tradi-
tional systems of governance
and law enforcement may
result in confusion and con-
flicts.

Such problems can be
observed in many situations.
The authors in this issue con-
clude that in each case the
challenge is to build on tra-
ditional leadership, and to
define roles and responsibili-
ties as well as needs for
capacity building, while
strengthening the under-
standing and communication
between the traditional and
formal system. Analysing and
addressing the strong and
weak points of both systems
in a culturally sensitive way
is a starting point in this
process. Clearly there are
power differences at play
here. The main challenge in
the controversies between
traditional and formal lead-
ership structures, therefore,
implies accepting each
other’s existence and role,
and overcoming mutual prej-
udices, while looking for the
best interface between the
two government systems.
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Weak and unsustainable local organisa-
tion is still an important obstacle to
Ghana’s rural development. Many local
development organisations have been
formed without adequate reference to
the existing local indigenous institu-
tions, such as the chiefs and queen
mothers, as well as the various indige-
nous groups and development associa-
tions that already exist within the com-
munities. Many cooperatives and com-
munity-based organisations, such as
farmers groups, women’s income-
generating groups, or business associa-
tions, facilitated by external consult-
ants, survive only for as long as exter-
nal support is available.

Traditional norms and values
Schmidt (2002) explains that ‘modern
organisational development, as it is
promoted by most external develop-
ment agents, is not based on the con-
figurations of rural people. As long as
these development agents do not have
a solid grasp of the system of social
organisation in our rural settings,
imposing modern organisational devel-
opment strategies will continue to
amount to a scratch on the surface’. 

In Ghana local leaders, such as the
chiefs and their accompanying struc-
tures, as well as the various indigenous
social networks and festivals, serve as
the rallying points for community
organisation for development.
Traditional norms and values, such as
the belief in consensus, dialogue, inclu-
sion, reciprocity, fairness and trust,
facilitate the cooperation for local self-
help initiatives. These, therefore, do
not depend on external prompting and
support. In the scale of values of the
local communities, great importance is
attached to ritual or religious events.
Next come social obligations and only
then follow the mundane economic
activities (Hagan 2002).

Thus, in the context of these tradi-
tional norms and worldviews, rural
communities in Ghana have a more
socially-oriented perception of organi-
sational development, as opposed to
the western conception, geared

towards competitiveness, effectiveness
and efficiency. 

Potential
On the other hand, if given the neces-
sary attention, indigenous institutions
and the values related to them have
the potential to serve as the basis for
developing sustainable local organisa-
tions. In this way, programmes can be
initiated and implemented that will
contribute to economic growth,
increase social cohesion, strengthen
cultural identity, reduce rural poverty
and protect bio-cultural diversity.

The argument is not that indigenous
knowledge and institutions are the
panacea to the failure of development
interventions. In fact, the chieftancy
disputes, and their debilitating effects
on the local communities and the
nation as a whole, are probably the
most reported cases in Ghanaian daily
newspapers. But what the critics of the
chieftaincy institution fail to realise is
that the problem is not with the institu-
tion per se, but with the chiefs as indi-
vidual persons. In any case, in the
Ghanaian situation, indigenous institu-
tions and practices cannot be wished
away. They are so ingrained in the rural
sector, which forms the bulk of the pop-
ulation, that they will continue to form
the basis of the actions taken by the
majority of people in Ghana. 

More questions than answers
In proposing a cultural framework for
organisational development work, I
must confess that there are more ques-
tions than answers. Several aspects
must be seriously considered in evolving
a framework for cultural organisational
development. These include, for exam-
ple:
1. Are we not romanticising indigenous

knowledge and institutions? How
can we address power abuse?

2. Are we not viewing indigenous
knowledge and institutions from an
instrumentalist and utilitarian point
of view? In other words, is this not
an attempt to manipulate indige-
nous knowledge and institutions to

suit our own development objec-
tives, and not those of rural com-
munities?

3. How can we deal with the unequal
power relations between western-
styled development agents and
indigenous institutions in the pro-
posed framework? .

4. How do we motivate local communi-
ties and groups to view organisa-
tional development as a means for
self-initiative, and not as a means
for obtaining funding?

5. How do we manage the interface
between civil society and traditional
authorities, in the light of the over-
riding power of the chiefs and eld-
ers in the rural communities?

Hence, in developing a cultural frame-
work for organisational development, it
is imperative to analyse the interface
between the western and the Ghanaian
cultural systems. The units of analysis
will be based on Ghanaian value sys-
tems and spiritual, social and economic
concepts, as identified by Hagan. On
the other hand the core values of mod-
ern organisational development, repre-
sented by democratic processes, com-
petitiveness, efficiency and effective-
ness, need to be included. The result of
such an analysis will be the identifica-
tion of the inherent contradictions as
well as opportunities for synergy.
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Indigenous institutions: potentials and questions
Bernard Y. Guri

Both governmental and non-governmental organisations tend to encourage
communities to organise themselves into recognisable bodies. As a pre-
requisite for development assistance, these activities were based on western
concepts of good governance and leadership. This article is a call to change
this tendency and to base the development initiatives on local values,
indigenous institutions and the various groups that already exist within the
communities.



Rural people have been trying out vari-
ous strategies to deal with insecurity in
their food supplies since the beginning
of history. Various rituals and institu-
tions have evolved, all geared towards
guarantees of sufficient food supplies
year-round (Millar 1996). In traditional
systems of governance aspects of this
endeavour can be found. 

At the Centre for Cosmovision and
Indigenous Knowledge (CECIK), we have
been addressing the food security needs
of the Bongo Community for the past
four years. In all our encounters, it is
only comparatively recently that the
issues of food security for professionals
in Ghana have been traced beyond agri-
culture, to include so-called ‘remotely
related areas’ such as wars, civil strife,
and unstable political atmosphere. In
recent times also western-styled
democracies have been prescribed and
dictated as the panacea for resolving
rural underdevelopment issues, includ-
ing aspects of food security.

Traditional governance system
Figure 1 shows the structural relation-
ships of the traditional administration
in the Bongo area. In this structure the
spiritual world is the major driving
force, which implicitly regulates the
performance of all other institutions.
Chieftaincy is the centre of administra-
tive and judicial functions, but, as
depicted in the diagram, the power
position of the chief is mitigated by
several parallel institutions: the
landowners or Tindabas, the council of
elders, and the spiritual leaders, such
as the fetish priests, the soothsayers
and the sorcerers. 

The revered spiritual world has a
weak link with chieftaincy but a very

strong link with the landowners and the
institutions that have spiritual roles to
perform. These two institutions miti-
gate chieftaincy by serving as checks
and balances. They regulate the powers
of the chief and prescribe and imple-
ment punishments in cases of excessive
power abuse. This structure ensures
probity, accountability and transparen-
cy in a chief’s performance. 

The family heads are empowered by
the support of their family members,
and some of them form the council of
elders that advises the chief. This coun-
cil is instrumental in influencing policy
direction, formulation, execution, and
sanctions. In addition to the fact that
the council of elders represents the
people, the people have an even
stronger link with the Tindabas and the
spiritual offices. They have daily con-
tact and access to these local leaders.
They have, therefore,
multiple opportuni-
ties for influencing
local policy and its
implementation, and
for redress or hearing
should they disagree
with a certain situa-
tion. All of these
functions are sup-
posed to be lifelong
positions, hence
requiring elaborate
regulatory mecha-
nisms as well as mul-
tiple communication
channels.

This structure is
politically stable, and
provides a climate
with ample opportu-
nities for the people

to influence or contribute towards their
future. It is these same structures that
are used for conflict prevention, resolu-
tion, and management. They also deal
with issues such as population, migra-
tion, and the environment. 

Traditional food security
The people are governed by unwritten
laws and regulations that are guided
both by history and by posterity. These
traditional laws protect the rights of
the people, and prescribe access to
production resources. Trading for
money was introduced only compara-
tively recently. In an earlier study
(Millar 1992), I made a diagrammatic
linkage between the various structures
of traditional governance in northern
Ghana and various aspects of food secu-
rity. This was done within the local cos-
movision concept, which is based on
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Blending systems of 
governance: 

Towards food security

David Millar

Food insecurity is a major concern for small producers and, more
recently, for local policy makers and the international community.
Earlier this year I was privileged to do an investigation into the
decentralised District Assembly concept and food security, within the
Bongo Chiefdom in northern Ghana. I was quite enthused about the
level of understanding of the local people, and how they had identified
points of controversies between formal governance and their traditional
systems. This article, using the encounters in Bongo as a case study,
takes a look into the ways in which traditional systems of governance
as well as western-styled democracy deal with food security issues.

Figure 1: Relationships in traditional administration in northern Ghana
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the relationship between spirituality,
mankind and nature. 

The critical aspect of this worldview
is that spirituality is not devoid of
issues of food security. Most important-
ly, spirituality is a vital element in the
sustenance of strategies geared towards
ensuring food security. I argue that all
discourses about having sufficient food
year-round, affordable, accessible, and
of good quality, need to take into
account the people’s spirituality, espe-
cially their ancestral spirits. 

In a research project I worked on in
1995, I analysed farmers’ production
objectives (Figure 2). This was intended
to draw attention to the array of objec-
tives in the traditional production sys-
tem. As can be seen from the diagram,
food security is an important part of
this, though not the ultimate goal of
rural people. It illustrates that a combi-
nation of objectives, inputs and institu-
tions need to work in synergy in order
to attain food security related goals, as
perceived by the rural people them-
selves. Figure 2 is also an attempt to
identify the three levels of goals that
will guide my discourse on controversies
surrounding food security and gover-
nance. The lower level goal is of imme-
diate concern to the people: ‘survival
with limited agricultural resources’.
The middle goal is ‘sustaining the pro-
duction environment’, while the highest
level goal is spiritual: ‘pleasing the
Allfather’. 

Working on food security from a
cosmovision perspective thus challenges

us development practitioners to be con-
scious of the fact that food security
does not only have a material compo-
nent, as reflected in productivity, avail-
ability, affordability, and access. It also
has a social component, as in gover-
nance, institutions, relationships –
including relationships with the dead –
as well as a spiritual dimension, in sac-
rifices, pacifications, fertility, and
sacredness. 

Democracy and food security
In Ghana, in an attempt to bring west-
ern-style democracy and development
closer to the people, local governance
was accompanied by a decentralised
budget: the District Assembly common
fund. This fund is intended for all
development purposes, including local
food security programmes. However, so
far, most of the
budget has been
used for the con-
struction of physi-
cal structures. It
has not taken
African politicians
long to realise
that the number
of schools, roads,
clinics, and water
sources you offer
to communities
are vote-winners,
used for the elec-
tioneering game in
democracies.
Strategies to

ensure that people are adequately fed
year-round do not sell very well and are
not ‘vote-winning’.

Participation in decision-making has
been narrowed down to party versus
non-party members, and the issue of
accountability and transparency has
been redefined along sectional and fac-
tional lines. Every four years the people
of Bongo have to be reminded of these
scenarios while food remains insecure.
Cases were even reported of supple-
mentary food aid that was shared along
party lines. Discussing this, the rural
people argued that a traditional author-
ity would have emphasised collective
responsibility, with ‘each being his
neighbour’s keeper’. Whatever the
sharing arrangement, the traditional
modes of execution would have ensured
that as far as possible food ultimately
gets to all.

Hence, in the eyes of the rural peo-
ple, in the current concept of democra-
tisation, political insecurity overshad-
ows issues of food security, especially
when the political insecurity is heavily
propelled by external dictates. They
argue that most of their elected repre-
sentatives are preoccupied by this anxi-
ety, and therefore show very little
respect for indigenous structures and
systems.

Blend of the two systems
The presentation above seems to have
made a choice in favour of traditional
systems. This has been done specifically
to draw attention to a neglected area.
By this line of action I wish to present
my proposed choice, which is a blend of
the traditional system of governance
with the western-type democracy. This
blend I find in the principles of endoge-
nous development.

It is a truism that the traditional
systems also have weaknesses, which
lead to various controversies. That par-
tially explains why we have the prob-

COMPAS Magazine  9/200318

Figure 2:  Three levels of production goals of Ghanaian farming 

Local market in Bolgatanga

PLEASE THE ALL FATHER 

THE GODS & SPIRITS ARE PLEASED 

community well 
being 

sacrifices made 
(access for all) 

sustained land/  
food availability 

improved 
nutrition 

SUSTAINING THE PRODUCTION  
ENVIRONMENT 

increased  
livestock 

introduce  
technology and 

change 

increased  
fertility and 
moisture 

improve skills, 
tools knowledge 

increased  
crop yields 

improve  
management 

extension  
inputs 

make sacrifices 
and get rewards 

from it 

indigenous 
knowledge and 

practices 
fertility & seed 

active labour government NGO 
clan head/
soothsayer 

family elders/ 
soothsayers 

tendanas/
soothsayer 

SURVIVAL STRATEGIES WITH LIMITED AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES 



lem of food insecurity among tradition-
al communities in the first place. I have
listed here a few of the shortcomings of
the traditional governance systems,
which are also potential points of con-
flict, and provide points of action with-
in the framework of endogenous devel-
opment:
- Some of the traditional structures

of authority, the chieftaincies, are
male dominated, except for the
southern half of Ghana where the
queen mothers provide some kind of
a balance. That of the north might
need the inclusion of say, Magazias,
the traditional women leaders, and
their assistants, to reach a similar
balance.

- Chieftaincy has been upgraded to
the national level, but the same has
not been done for Tindabas, or the
Spiritual officers. The upgrading of
these institutions is problematic but
necessary in order to create a social
balance.

- Open participation in decision-mak-
ing is very restrictive in the indige-
nous systems. This limits commit-
ment and the richness of different
views.

- Traditional structures have a limited
capacity, capability, and scope.
Stretching it beyond its limits gen-
erates stress, inefficiencies and
ineffectiveness.

- Loyalties within the indigenous sys-
tems are very clear, but as in formal
systems, can be clouded by hidden
agendas, selfish motives, uncertain-
ties, and various privileges. 

- There are indigenous production
practices, such as uncontrolled bush
fires and certain cultural practices
in agriculture, that do not favour
food security.

- Socio-cultural practices like funer-
als, outdoor activities and festivals
have high wastages that result in
food shortfalls.

- Gender and generational inequity,
inherent in some indigenous sys-
tems, militate against food suffi-
ciency.

- Tenure controls and uncertainties
also reduce the chances of food
security.

Like every human institution, and par-
ticularly because of its links with cul-
ture, overhauls are necessary to bring
traditional practices abreast with the
demands of today. For these reasons,
and together with those mentioned ear-
lier, I advocate a blend of democratic
structures with traditional rule. There
are monarchies in Europe and the Arab
World that have been actively integrat-
ed into democracies – why not Africa?

The Wenchi experience
In the last two years, I have had the
opportunity to work with CARE-
International on a project in the Wenchi
district of the Brong Ahafo Region of
Ghana. The project deals with food
security and natural resource manage-
ment issues. This, for me, is the first
attempt to put traditional authorities
centre stage with respect to develop-
ment within the formal District
Assembly system.

At the community level, there is a
conscious attempt by CARE to get serv-
ice providers, assemblymen and tradi-
tional structures working in tandem to
ensure sustainable utilisation of natural
resources. This experience is still in its
infantile stages, but preliminary results
show that, when benefit sharing with
respect to the gains are equitable, it is
the most promising way in which to
conduct rural development.

At the beginning of this exercise, in
order to surmount the conflicts and sus-
picions surrounding such a partnership,
a series of confidence-building work-
shops were organised. These climaxed
in the indigenous institutions accepting
the centrestage with phrases that indi-
cated the preparedness of the
Traditional Authority to be involved and
to dictate the pace of their develop-
ment.

After this the partnership was

agreed upon by all involved, various
festivals were reactivated to serve as
fora for accountability and concerted
actions. Fire festivals are being renego-
tiated, to turn them into positive devel-
opments. End-of-year and New Year
get-togethers have been mentioned and
the traditional yam festival is being
looked at with censorship arrangements
in mind. There is also an initial eupho-
ria from civil society organisations – tra-
ditional youth groups, peer groups,
dance and music groups, hunting
groups, and farming groups – to take
countervailing positions, and to ensure
that some negative practices, of both
communities and service providers, are

checked.
I believe that in this way – partner-

ship between traditional authorities and
the representatives of the District
Assembly system at the pilot communi-
ty level – it is possible to build up com-
petencies and positive experiences.
This can then be upgraded to zonal and
district levels. The need to understand
the cultural differences and specifics of
traditional systems to address culturally
sensitive issues such as foodsecurity,
underscores the need to start small. 
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“Our resources are for the living, the
dead, and the yet unborn – this is
‘Amanmere’”

“Our natural resources are our Bank”

“We must not annoy our ancestors by
destroying our land”

“We know what to do, we lead the
way, but we do not go at it alone”
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In Prakasam District of Andhra Pradesh
in India there are 37 Pattapu villages,
called Pattapupalems. The total popu-
lation of these villages is around seven-
teen thousand. Though they are Hindus
and follow Hindu culture, these people
have their own customs, traditions and
beliefs, which differ considerable from
the present day Hindu traditions.

Kapu community administration
The Pattapu village has traditional lead-
ers, called kapu – which means ‘protec-
tor of the village’. Each village can
have three different kapus, called
Pedha Kapu, Nadu Kapu and Chinna
Kapu, who together form the village
committee. These traditional leaders
have administrative power, are respon-
sible for social control, the economic
affairs of the village, and conflict reso-
lution. They are indispensable in all the
religious ceremonies and the festive
occasions in the villages. 

Although the government has
installed an official administrative and
juridical system, this kapu leadership is
still functioning in many of the Pattapu
hamlets. 

Resolving disputes
If there is any dispute in the village,

both the accused and the accuser have
to appear before the kapus and the eld-
ers of the village. The Saladhi, or mes-
senger, generally announces the meet-
ing seven days prior to it; so all vil-
lagers can attend the meeting. It is also
the Saladhi’s responsibility to make
sure that both the plaintiff and the
defendant are present at the hearing. 

The hearing is held at the village
temple, and the kapu proceed by hear-
ing both sides of the case. They then
deliberate over the issue, and the
Pedha Kapu declares the guilty. The
Chinna Kapu decides the fine or penal-
ty, and the Nadu Kapu enforces the
decision. If the accused refuses to

abide by the judgment with fine, his
property is taken and auctioned to get
the penalty amount. If the accused is
not satisfied with the verdict, he has
the right to appeal to the kapus of two
adjoining villages. They meet at the vil-
lage of the accused, and the case is dis-
cussed once again by the nine kapus,
three from each village. If they come to
the conclusion that the judgement has
been unjust or too harsh, they have the
right to overturn the verdict and reduce
the punishment. 

Traditionally, the presence of
women at these kapu hearings is strict-
ly prohibited. If any woman passes the
venue of the kapu meeting, even by
chance, the meeting is cancelled. If a
woman commits a mistake, first her
husband is called for the meeting, and
she is called in for hearing the next
morning.

New controversies
Due to westernisation of Indian society,
the kapu traditional leadership struc-
ture is losing influence among the fish-
erfolk communities. This is partly due
to the media, who
often question the
kapu decisions,
while a changed
attitude towards the
elders and a liking
for court procedures
is germinating in the
minds of the youth.
The local political
parties also have an
adverse impact on
the functioning of
the kapu. If a kapu
supports a particular
political party, the
supporters of the
opposition may
antagonise the kapu
administration at
village level. Overt

confrontations between the traditional
and the government system, however,
are rare in the Pattapu communities. 

New types of conflicts, due to
increased globalisation, are also becom-
ing very prominent, and seriously
threaten the village economy and natu-
ral resource base. Neither the kapu sys-
tem, nor the governmental administra-
tion has the capacity to effectively deal
with these problems. In Andhra
Pradesh, for example, the fish landing
has declined sharply after 1975, due to
various reasons, such as the utilisation
of high-tech fishing crafts and gears,
destruction of mangrove habitats due to
newly constructed shrimp farms, and
the collection of shrimp fry in the
breeding areas. Another major threat is
the governmental plan for introducing a
ship breaking yard project (dismantling
of oil tankers), which will seriously
affect the natural resources in the
coastal areas. 

Even though there are certain legis-
lations for the protection of traditional
fishermen, such as the Marine
Regulation Act, the Coastal

Revitalising traditional leadership
Jeyanth K. Newport and Godfrey G.P. Jawahar

The people of the Pattapu Community live near the coastal lands adjacent to
the Bay of Bengal, in the Prakasam District of Andhra Pradesh, India. Their
traditional livelihood system, based on fishing and subsistence agriculture, is
seriously threatened by the ecological consequences of increased shrimp
culture, and the plans for a ship breaking yard. This article describes how the
Society for National Integration through Rural Development (SNIRD) supported
the traditional leadership system to empower the community organisation,
enhance their advocacy capacities and restore the local governance of the
ecosystem. 

Three traditional leaders (kapus)



Regeneration Zone Bill, and the Aqua
Culture Bill, the implementation of
these acts is not enforced. Lack of
effective development incentives, like
a subsidised price for diesel, insurance
for traditional crafts and gears, market-
ing linkages, cold chain facilities, and
resolution of gender specific problems
in fish selling, are further hurdles in the
development of these fisherfolk com-
munities. 

Community organisation and
gender 
In 1992 SNIRD initiated the
‘Organisation of Marine Fisherfolk for
Sustainable Resource Utilisation’ proj-
ect in 45 villages in Prakasam District.
It has 17 staff members working on
community organisation, micro-credit,
disaster management, and protection of
the marine ecosystem. The mission of
SNIRD is to facili-
tate the collective
advocacy capacity
of the target
groups by empow-
ering traditional
leadership, and
facilitate sustain-
able development
at macro-scale. All
activities have a
gender focus.

To strengthen
the participation
of women, SNIRD
promoted Mahila
Sangams, or women sangams, in the
first phase of the project, from 1992-
1995. Then grama sangams, or village
action committees, were formed with
representations from traditional lead-
ers, youth sangams and women
sangams. SNIRD organised regular train-
ings and meetings for the grama
sangams. Initially, the kapus treated
women as inferior participants but in
the course of time the kapus started to
accept their participation, and equal
recognition was given to them. 

In youth and women sangam meet-
ings the development interventions
were identified, to be discussed in the
grama sangam meetings. After getting
the kapus’ permission and course of
action the youth and women sangams
lobbied with the government depart-
ment. Hence the kapus were involved
as the decision makers, whereas the
youth and women sangams implement-
ed the development interventions along
with the guidance of the kapus.

Fish Workers Union
At a later stage, starting in 2000, SNIRD
initiated a macro-level organisation.
Initially kapu leaders from 45 villages

went on an exposure trip to Kerala and
Tamil Nadu, to look at various develop-
ment interventions. After returning
they organised a press meeting to high-
light the way the state policies hamper
the future of the fisherfolk communi-
ties. To make the community aware of
the unionisation process, the leaders
organised a cycle rally covering all the
fisherfolk villages in Prakasam District.
After the rally, the leaders organised
two ‘kapu conventions’ to further plan
the macro-level organisation, which
would involve all the community lead-
ers. After a series of executive body
meetings, the Samudra Theera Matsya
Karimukula Union, the Seaside Dwellers
Fish Workers Union, or STMKU, was reg-
istered under the Trade Union Act in
1998. 

The general meetings of the STMKU
are organised every six months at vil-

lage level, while the executive body
meets every three months at district
level. In these meetings all the mem-
bers, both men and women, who have
paid their membership fee, can partici-
pate. Overall, STMKU has a membership
of around 34% women. 

Lobbying for conflict resolution 
One of the main functions of STMKU is
to lobby with the authorities to enforce
the implementation of the existing leg-
islation, and to influence policy making
in favour of the fisherfolk community.
For example, the STMKU presented the
issue of the Ship Breaking Yard to the
relevant authorities at various levels.
After a long struggle, with support from
the fisherfolk communities and the
Andhra Pradesh Pollution Control Board,
they succeeded to procure a High Court
order to halt any construction activity
in the project site. This has been a
major relief for the local communities
who would have been affected by this
project. 

Regarding the negative effects of
the shrimp culture, various lobbying
activities are also under taken. As many
of the shrimp farms fall within coastal

regulated zones where shrimp culture is
forbidden, the STMKU gave presenta-
tions to district, state and national
administrators, in order to get imple-
mentation of the Coastal Regeneration
Zone Bill enforced. As a result in
Gundamala village, the encroached
shrimp farms, which had occupied and
destructed mangrove land, were
removed. Continuous lobbying for the
implementation of the bill is ongoing.
Moreover, the kapus of all the fisherfolk
villages have ordered the community to
stop the collection of shrimp fry in
breeding areas, to sustain regeneration
of fish resources.

Altering the negative cycle
Influences from outside pose a serious
threat for the survival of the Pattapu
coastal communities. The experiences
of SNIRD show that the newly created

democratic bod-
ies, which build
on traditional
leadership and
administrative
systems, are
effective to
enforce conserva-
tion of the
ecosystem. Hence
development poli-
cies should con-
sider endogenous
development
interventions that
not only involve

the communities, but also their tradi-
tional leadership structures. Still, only
re-enforcing traditional leadership sys-
tems is not enough. 

SNIRD has enhanced participation of
women in decision-making, through the
formation of new groups, such as the
women’s Sangam, and the village action
committees, or Grama Sangam. The
kapu conventions, which is being organ-
ised once in a year at district level,
bring harmony and are strengthening
the kapu administration. The STMKU
Fish workers Union has strengthened
the lobbying capacity of these tradi-
tional leadership structures. 

For us it has become clear, that bas-
ing the development activities on tradi-
tional leadership systems, and facilitat-
ing their capacity for lobbying, can
alter the negative cycle of events that
threaten the existence of these fisher
communities. 

Jeyanth K. Newport, 
Development Associate, 57A, Yesudian
Street, Nagercoil – 629001, Kanyakumari
District, Tamil Nadu. 
E-mail: jeyanthNewport@rediffmail.com
E-mail: snird_org@rediffmail.com
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Community participation in launching eco friendly fish aggregating devices along the coast of
the Bay of Bengal



Our story is set in the typical Sahelian
zone around the El Ain forest, some 26
km east of El Obeid town, in North
Kordofan. The village Gagrur is a small
settlement of 45 households of the
Gawamaa tribal group, who depend on
dry-land farming for the cultivation of
subsistence and cash crops. Many
households also own a small number of
goats and sheep. 

Two different groups of pastoralists
rely on Gagrur’s land as a source of fod-
der and water for their livestock, while
at the same time providing manure for
their crops. The most important group
are the Sebeihat of around 40 house-
holds, who raise cattle, sheep, goats
and camels, and depend entirely on the
Gagrur land and resources during the
hot dry summer period between April
and June. The other group of pastoral-
ists are the Baggara tribes, who have
their home base in South Kordofan, and
move northwards during the rainy sea-
son, following long and well-established
transhumance corridors. They pass
through the Gagrur territory every
August. 

Conflicts 
Though customary law states that agri-
cultural land after harvest is subject to
public grazing, during the crop-growing
period, from mid-July to mid January,
no animals are allowed to enter the
fields. The Gawamaa village Sheikh sets
the start of this period with a ritual
called ‘stick raising’. This period coin-
cides with the passing of the herds of

the Baggara pastoralists, and the time
of greatest pressure on the pastoral
resources in the region. Conflicts
between pastoralists and resident farm-
ers over crop damage are increasing
due to the increased number of animals
in the area, as well as the expansion of
the productive fields into areas which
were previously used for grazing and
livestock corridors. Conflicts between
these groups are normally settled by
the Gawamaa village sheikhs, who are
responsible for estimating the damage
and determining the appropriate fine. 

In the 1990s, and facilitated by SOS
Sahel, the villagers of Gagrur dug out a
reservoir, or hafir, and registered a
5000 ha community forest. The poten-
tial for increased conflict was rife
between the residents of Gagrur, who
were concerned with protecting their
hafir and community forest, and the
pastoralists who saw water sources,
pastures and livestock corridors closed
off to them.

Conflicting laws are another reason
for increased tension. Though formally
all unregistered land is state owned, in
practice registration of land tenure is
the exception rather than the rule.
People consider land in their possession
as ‘their own’, and land held in com-
munal ownership is subject to custom-
ary law. In 1986 the Native
Administration was reinstated: the cus-
tomary institution of traditional lead-
ers, including Sheikhs, Oumdas and
Emirs, who are responsible for main-
taining customary law, including the

allocation and management of land.
There are numerous cases, however of
federal government overriding the
Native Administration.

Traditional conflict management
Conflict over natural resources is not
new. In northern Kordofan, a sophisti-
cated system known as Goodiya, is used
for resolving conflicts of all types, from
domestic disputes to land allocation,
which draws heavily on the Koran and
the teaching of the Prophet
Mohammed. Traditional conventions
also conform to religious rules, such as
‘you should take care of your neighbour
as you would yourself’. Mediators tend
to be religious leaders, community
leaders, or people of social standing
within the communities, and mediation
takes place in the house of an inde-
pendent person. Most mediation begins
by saying ‘we are gathered here for the
goodness of everyone and we do not
want any more bloodshed’.

During the meeting, the facts are
laid down. The leader will first ask the
two parties to forgive each other
before going on to discuss the conflict.
Mediators also relate the conflict to his-
torical events, such as examples from
the Old Testament and events in the
life of the Prophet Mohammed, to pro-
vide examples of how things may be
resolved. The mediator may talk to the
parties individually, working on easing
the situation between the parties. A
mediator respects the two parties by
letting them put their own stories for-
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Conflict transformation: 
pastoralists and settled farmers

Omer Egeimi, Mohammed Abdel Mahmood and Abdeen Sid Ahmed

Since time immemorial traditional leaders of
the Gawamaa farmers in North Kordofan,
Sudan, have dealt with controversial issues
between settled farmers and pastoralist
groups in a traditional way, based on religious
rules and forgiveness. But as competition for
natural resources increases rapidly, the
frequency and severity of these conflicts are
rising. In 1999, SOS Sahel started an
initiative to reconcile sedentary farmers with
the Sebeihat pastoralists, combining
traditional conflict resolution mechanisms
with some participatory tools.



ward first before he states his proposed
solution. The resolution ends with a
recital from the Koran.

No longer enough
This traditional conflict resolution sys-
tem faces a rapidly changing institu-
tional and economic environment, how-
ever. The existence of both traditional
and court systems opens the way for
‘institutional shopping’ when there is a
dispute. Moreover, respect for local
leaders as mediators in the traditional
system has weakened. The decisions
reached may be rejected if one of the
parties does not agree, especially when
there is no documentation of the
process. 

But one of the greatest threats to
the traditional conflict resolution sys-
tems is the growing severity and fre-
quency of conflicts, caused by decisions
of competing authorities over natural
resources. Finally, the traditional sys-
tem is based on forgiveness, with a pol-
icy of avoiding digging too deep into
the roots of a problem. As one tradi-
tional leader put it, ‘peeling back the
layers of an onion brings tears’ and can
make a conflict worse. However, as
competition for resources becomes
more acute, the need to find solutions
that will deal, at least in part, with the
root-causes of the problem are becom-
ing increasingly important; forgiveness
alone is no longer enough.

Facilitating a dialogue
In 1999 a process was started to
respond to the increasing number of
resource-related controversies between
the Gawamaa settled farmers and the
Sebeihat pastoralist groups. The aim
was to facilitate a dialogue between
the interested parties and traditional
leaders, and to assist them in finding
their own solutions. First the SOS Sahel
project team organised training work-
shops with the Gawamaa traditional
leaders, a representative of the
Pastoralist Union and government offi-
cers, to study ways to combine new
skills on conflict management with tra-
ditional ones. The groups then identi-
fied a pilot area, in which the new
approach would be tested. 

During the actual preparation phase
a meeting was held at Gagrur village,
with the village Sheikh as the main con-
tact person. During this initial meeting,
people were asked to draw a map of
the natural resources available in the
village, and to identify the different
users. This then led to discussion about
current competition and conflict over
resources. A second meeting was held
with Sebeihat at their camp. The team
followed the similar approach to the

one used in Gagrur. 
During a second round of meetings

with both groups, the information col-
lected in the first round was confirmed,
and built on by the local communities
by using a range of participatory tech-
niques. Examples used were conflict
mapping, a time-line of events, and the
‘conflict tree’ which turned out to be
one of the most effective tools for
analysing the causes and effects of the
conflict. The roots of the tree repre-
sent the root causes, the trunk repre-
sents the core problem, while the
branches represent the effects of the
problem, or symptoms. Comparing the
trees drawn by different parties in a
conflict clearly showed how the percep-
tions differed. These tools were well
understood by the communities, and
made it possible to identify the core
conflict and its effects. It also became
evident that collaboration was impor-
tant for both of them. 

The negotiation stage
Both parties mentioned the importance
of involving a third party, and together
elected a four-person team and a chair-
man to mediate during the negotiation
process. The project centre was chosen
as a neutral location for the negotia-
tions. Representatives from the two
communities were selected during the
preparatory meetings, with no project
representatives present, on the basis of
personal qualities, levels of trust in the
community, and position in local public
life. All were men. The ground rules
were agreed upon: good listening and
equal participation without bias from
any side. The final agreement was to be
practical and acceptable to both par-
ties.

The meetings began with the chair-
man confirming the importance of
peace between the groups, and the
need to share resources between the
different stakeholders. This was fol-
lowed by a presentation of the outcome
of the community meetings within the
two groups, to allow both sides to
understand both perspectives. Then the
negotiation started, in which solutions
were proposed and discussed for their
feasibility. Throughout this process, the
mediation team used religious and cul-
tural customs that call for sharing of
resources among relatives and neigh-
bours. Finally an agreement acceptable
to both parties was reached, and signed
by representatives of the two parties.

The ‘new Goodiya’
Interviews one year later showed that
nearly 80% of the population of Gagrur,
and nearly 90% of the pastoralists knew
about the agreement, and its various

articles. Both parties stressed that the
agreement had been implemented,
though some provisions had been made.
The majority of those who had been
involved indicated that the participato-
ry tools had in fact strengthened the
indigenous system. The process was
perceived as transparent and helpful in
analysing the root causes of the prob-
lems. According to representatives of
the Pastoralists’ Union: ‘we call the
new process the new Goodiya’.

This type of bilateral agreements
involve high costs in terms of time and
resources, however. Moreover, any pas-
toral community such as the Sebeihat
needs to negotiate access to resources
with various farmers’ communities,
while the agreements need to allow for
variability from season to season and
year to year. Discussions with local
communities therefore indicate that
the promotion of ‘a culture of peace’
by popular awareness raising may be
more effective than small bilateral
agreements. Moreover, without the sup-
port of the government administration
and technical departments, there is a
risk of these institutions undermining
the agreements between the groups. 

SOS Sahel UK, 
P.O. Box 1387
Khartoum, Sudan
mohammedmam@netscape.net
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Ore olarabal name kule – ‘war is not milk’ – Maasai
proverb

Pastoral cosmology arises from everyday necessities.
What is it that gives life? Milk gives life but one needs
to milk the livestock to obtain this food. The livestock
in turn obtain their food and the potential for milk
from the environment. Pastoralists assist this food
harvest by intelligent herding, while God provides for
his people with the gifts of life, rain and other natural
resources. The reciprocal chain of life thus begins and
ends with God, and the human relationship to God.
Right relationships permeate the whole of pastoralist
life, among family, clan, people, between peoples,
with the environment, and with God. Disputes and
violent resolutions are often part of the social fabric
in these pastoral drylands. Yet, all of these normal
conflicts can be resolved through agreements stem-
ming ultimately from the common cosmology of the
people. Traditional societies, rich in oral literature
like these pastoralists, offer a wide diversity of peace-
making resources based on the concept of convenantal
relationships. Yet, these resources are woefully under-
valued and under-utilised by government administra-
tors, non-governmental agencies, and conflict resolu-
tion practitioners. 
In: Pastoralist cosmology as foundation for sustain-
able peace and development – H.H.Jenner
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Dealing with land conflicts in Zimbabwe

With high population density and
poor soils, controversies over

pieces of land abound among villagers
in the Masvingo province. When the
government introduced the policy of
‘one man, one farm’ in the year 2000,
some 250 farming families from
Masvingo province had already occu-
pied the land of six white commercial
farmers, in the area named Shashe
Block (photo 1). Around the same time,
the British multinational company Rio
Tinto wanted to purchase the same
land to allocate it to 150 families from
Murowa, a village in Midlands province,
so that they could start mining dia-
monds in Murowa. In addition to 65
hectares of land for each farming fami-
ly, Rio Tinto would compensate the 150
families with houses, schools, a clinic,
roads, clearance of the land and fenc-
ing of the plots. Obviously Rio Tinto
wanted the 250 families from Masvingo
District, who had occupied the six
farms before their deal with the gov-
ernment, to be removed.

Initially all stakeholders considered
the case from their perspective. The
position of the Masvingo District office,
and the provincial land distribution
committee, was that they did not have
any other area to resettle the 250
Masvingo families. The position of the
Murowa farmers was that they would
not accept anything short of the 65
hectares promised to them. On the
other hand, the 250 Masvingo farmers
declared that they would not leave the
six farms without a concrete alterna-
tive arrangement with the government.
The six white farmers were threatening
to contest the acquisition of their
properties in court, should the govern-
ment fail to drive the 250 families out.
These serious and life-threatening con-
troversies in the Shashe Block resulted
in insecurity for all involved, and the
continuous changing of plans. Aztrec,
who had worked with the Masvingo
farmers for several years, was caught

in the middle.
After two years of intensive dialogue and numerous round-

table meetings, the stakeholders came to a solution whereby
the 400 families could co-exist. Photo 2 shows the son of a
newly resettled farmer, Mr. B. Nzvanzuike, proud of the home-
stead and the 8 ha plot allocated to him. Five of the six white
farmers agreed to a monetary compensation, paid by Rio
Tinto, while the remaining white farmer agreed to continue
his cattle ranching activities on 500 ha of land. 

The coming together of the 400 resettled black families
opened new social and cultural controversies.  In order to
start the dialogue between the different groups involved, a
decision had to be made as to under whose traditional author-
ity the Shashe block of farms were to fall. Another dimension
of the controversy was the aspect of the spiritual authority in

1. The Shashe Block 4. Chief Bere

2. Nzvanzuike’s farm

3. Assessing the harvest of 2003

5. Using theatre to bring unity

6. Spirit mediums playng the mbira
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the settlement area. The people
from Masvingo Province live accord-
ing to their traditional beliefs,
while those from Midlands Province
are predominantly Christians.
Aztrec facilitated numerous meet-
ings and spiritual consultations with
the chiefs of the two groups.
Finally, it was agreed that Chief
Bere (photo 4), who had been chief
in the Shashe Block until his dis-
placement in 1945 when the area
was given to a heroic British pilot,
would continue to act as the tradi-
tional authority.

At a field day in April 2003,
during which the different groups
of farmers proudly assessed their
harvests (photo 3), the spirit medi-
ums from Chief Bere presided over
a ritual welcome to the new farm-
ers from Masvingo and Midlands
provinces (photo 6). During the
same event, the Aztrec theatre
group leader William Chindara
(photo 5) addressed both groups of
farmers, appealing to the spirit of
co-existence as Zimbabweans. The
group comprised young people from
both groups and carried the mes-
sage “together we stand, divided
we fall”.

In addition to its involvement in
the dialogue between the various
stakeholders, Aztrec has been work-
ing with all the 400 farmers regard-
less of their origin. In 2002, 10
tonnes of grain seeds were distrib-
uted to the farmers. All farmers
have obtained certificates for eight
hectares. Once the facility is
installed, five of the eight hectares
will be put under irrigation.
Planning and management of the
scheme will be done in an organ-
ised way, as the idea is to market
the surplus collectively. The two
brothers Mudzingwa (photo 7) show
their plot to visitors.

 conflicts in Zimbabwe

Land ownership has always been controversial in Zimbabwe, and has been a
central element within the various liberation struggles throughout its history.
Over the past few years, a process of land reform has taken place. This has
been a process full of controversy, and many cases have reached the
international press. Here the controversies in the case of the resettlement of
two groups of farmers in the area of the Shashe Block in Masvingo province
are described. In 2000, Aztrec, a non-political NGO and Compas partner
organisation, was accepted to facilitate the dialogue between all stakeholders
involved. This photo-article describes this effort to prevent violence, and assure
co-existence as well as food security.

Cosmas Gonese

The Shashe Block is adjacent to the Masvingo conservancy, which
includes a total of 20,000 ha of land for wildlife (photo 8). Before
2000 this area was subdivided into ten commercial farms, with
five white commercial farmers, who owned the entire 20,000 ha,
and five newly resettled black farmers. The controversy here was
based on the differences between black and white farmers. When
the black farmers approached Aztrec to facilitate the dialogue
with their white neighbours, numerous meetings were held.
Finally it was agreed to form a joint management team for the conservancy. In addition, the chiefs and the
spirit mediums from local up to national levels will now be able to enter the conservancy to perform their
spiritual tasks.

As a token of appreciation for its mediating role, the 400 farmers, Rio Tinto and the Masvingo and
Midlands land distribution committees agreed that Aztrec would be given 180 ha for the construction of a
training centre for newly resettled farmers in the Shashe Block. Peaceful co-existence and food security are
emerging in this area.

Aztrec
Private Bag 9286
Masvingo, Zimbabwe
aztrec@mweb.co.zw

7. Two Mudzingwa brothers show their plot to a visitor

8. Wildlife in  Masvingo conservancy
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Animals and people have been living
together for thousands of years, but the
past hundred years have been extraor-
dinary in the amount of change in the
relationship. Early European peoples,
such as the Celts and Germanics,
expressed reverence to nature and wor-
shipped different gods. But western
societies today, like many urban soci-
eties throughout the world, have under-
gone vast changes. They increasingly
focus upon material prosperity, eco-
nomic growth and the right of the indi-
vidual to do what one prefers with the
rewards of labour and investment. 

Changing relations
Over the past decades a few privileged
species, such as dogs, cats and horses,
have been increasingly treated as pets
and family members, equally entitled
to special diets, veterinary (emergency)
care, geriatrics, dentistry, physiothera-
py and even chemotherapy in case of
cancer. Meanwhile, in industrial live-
stock production units, especially farm
species such as pigs, poultry and cattle
have been devalued to productive
machines, to produce cheap meat, eggs
and milk. The intensive animal produc-
tion system in the Netherlands alone
comprises some 14 million pigs and
nearly two million cattle, as well as 100

million chickens, confined within an
area of about 33,000 square kilometres. 

The relations between man and ani-
mals are also changing in developing
countries, where two-thirds of the
world’s domestic animals are kept, over
90% owned by rural smallholders. These
farmers depend on a wide variety of
animals for their food and livelihood, as
well as for their cultural identity. In
India, for example, cows have been
regarded as sacred for centuries.
Ecologically as well as culturally the
cow has been central to Indian civiliza-
tion. Cattle products, including urine,
dung, milk, curd and ghee, or clarified
butter, are used in agricultural and
health practices, as well as being ven-
erated in various rituals. Similarly,
Andean indigenous people consider ani-
mals to be their peers, brothers and
life companions. They believe that the
animals have come from the upper
world as a gift from the gods. In return,
man must take care of them. “We raise
the animals and the animals raise us, it
means caring and nurturing in the same
way as a mother treats her daughter.” 

The livestock revolution
Meanwhile, the world’s livestock sector
is growing at an unprecedented rate,
due to increased demand for livestock

products, and this
growth is now
mainly taking
place in develop-
ing countries.
China, for exam-
ple, is the world’s
largest producer
and consumer of
most meat prod-
ucts, producing
nearly five times
more pork than
the US. An increas-
ing amount of
chicken meat and
pork is exported
from Thailand and
Brazil to the EU.
Patterns of food
consumption are

becoming increasingly similar through-
out the world, incorporating more meat
and dairy products. This trend is associ-
ated with increased international trade
in foods, the global spread of fast food
chains and exposure to fast food habits. 

This shift towards intensive animal
production in developing countries is
also called the livestock revolution.
Developing countries appear to be only
too willing to adopt the European and
North American policies, which favour
the largest livestock farmers or enter-
prises, and progressively incorporate
farming into a wider agro-industrial
complex. This process has been encour-
aged by national policies promoting
industrial production systems, and by
cheap labour, land and feed ingredi-
ents. Moreover, and importantly, wel-
fare and environmental regulations are
less strict and costly than in Europe.
This trend of shifting the much criti-
cised industrialised livestock systems
from the rich to the poorer regions in
the world, further threatens the liveli-
hood systems of millions of poor rural
smallholders, as well as their environ-
ments. 

Hidden costs
Although successful in meeting human
demand for tailored products at eco-
nomic prices, the hidden costs of the
intensive and landless animal produc-
tion systems can no longer be ignored.
Thousands of small farmers have been
pushed out of business by the agricul-
tural policies favouring large-scale pro-
duction units. This process has been
accelerated by the introduction of new
European regulations requiring farmers
to make investments to control the
environmental degradation caused by
confinement of large number of animals
at high stocking rates. 

Other hidden costs of the industri-
alised livestock systems include the
negative impact of animal welfare
problems and huge feed imports from
developing countries, which affects
their human food supply. Europe’s
intensive livestock business requires
seven times the area of Europe in other

Livestock controversies in Europe 
Katrien van ’t Hooft and Ineke Puls

Europe has recently experienced several large animal disease epidemics which, besides huge economic losses,
have caused wide scale protests and social unrest. These issues have not only sharpened questions about
European animal disease regulations, but also increased public awareness about the negative effects of the
industrial animal husbandry systems, and the human-animal relationship on which they are based. 

Dutch farmers on their way to the Dutch government in The Hague, to demonstrate
against the non vaccination policy for foot and mouth disease
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countries to produce animal feed.
Moreover, this intensification of live-
stock production can lead to a build-up
of pesticides and antibiotics in the food
chain, which poses a real threat to
human and animal health. At the same
time, the European Union subsidises its
dairy industry to the tune of 16 billion
euros a year, including subsidies for
exporting cheap dairy products, which
have a detrimental impact on small-
holder dairy farmers in the developing
countries. More than 50% of the dairy
products traded on the world market
originate from the European Union. 

Controversial regulations
Since the 1980s the European Union and
its member states have tried to
increase the sustainability of the agri-
cultural systems, including industri-
alised livestock keeping, by issuing an
ever increasing number of rules and
regulations regarding environment, ani-
mal welfare, animal health and food-
safety. These rules did not only have
positive effects on the mentioned
fields, but also increased the produc-
tion costs and strain on the farmers. In
the Netherlands, for example, dung
from dairy cattle units can no longer be
sprayed on the fields, but has to be
injected into the ground in order to
reduce the ammonium levels in the air,
responsible for the problem of ‘acid
rain’. At the same time and due to
these regulations, farmer groups that
want to experiment with more sustain-
able uses of cattle dung are facing seri-
ous difficulties and even court cases. 

Another unsustainable regulation of
the European Union is the non-vaccina-
tion policy of livestock against several
highly infectious diseases, such as clas-
sical swine fever and foot and mouth
disease. Farm animals were vaccinated
against these diseases for various
decades, and people consumed their
products without hesitation. Since
1991, however, European law has pro-
hibited periodical vaccination against
foot and mouth disease. The reasons
were purely economic: it was calculat-
ed that the costs of controlling an occa-
sional outbreak would be less than the
costs of the yearly vaccination cam-
paigns, given that revenues would rise
from the export of disease-free meat.
This calculation turned out to be wrong
during the foot and mouth disease out-
break in 2001, which mainly affected
Britain and the Netherlands. 

Killing healthy animals
When the outbreak started it became
clear that according to European regu-
lations the ‘stamping out’ strategy
would have to be followed in order to

stop the disease from spreading, com-
bined with strict controls on transport
of animals. This meant killing all ani-
mals on farms where a sick animal had
been identified, as well as on all sur-
rounding farms within a radius of two
kilometres. In a livestock intensive
country such as the Netherlands, this
included around 2,900 farms where
some 271,000 farm animals, nearly all
healthy, had to be killed. In total some
90,000 cattle, 136,000 pigs, 35,000
sheep, and 10,000 goats were destroyed
in a period of three months in this
country. In the United Kingdom over
two million animals were killed and
burnt for the same reason.

The quality of life of these farm
animals, and the attitude of indiffer-
ence towards their massive destruction,
became painfully clear during this peri-
od of animal killing. The poor communi-
cation between the government offi-
cials and the affected farmers’ families
about this sensitive issue affected com-
plete rural areas, while the general
public was shocked by the images of
dead cows being thrown into trucks.
Not only cattle and farmers suffered,
all related industries, the tourist and
recreation sectors, research projects
and agricultural training institutes had
to discontinue their activities. A study
of the impact of the foot and mouth
crisis amongst Dutch dairy farmers con-
cluded that it had resulted in high lev-
els of stress, marginalisation and
depression.

Changing livestock policies
For a few months numerous questions
were raised about the non-vaccination
policy, the economic reasoning behind
it, and the way animals are treated in
the livestock industry. This became a
general topic for heated debate in the
media, shops, and schools. Protest
marches were held, and in some areas
farmers blocked the roads, which
resulted in violent encounters with the
police. Actions of solidarity supporting
affected farmers were started by
numerous citizens groups.

This reaction of the general public
has prompted the Dutch government
into looking into other livestock poli-
cies. This, in combination with con-
sumer preferences, may help move the
highly industrialised livestock produc-
tion systems in a more sustainable
direction. This is not easy. The prices of
animal products from conventional
farming are still much lower than from
organic farming, as the hidden costs of
environmental degradation, for exam-
ple, are not included. This situation
does not facilitate the marketing of
organic animal products, which are now

more expensive. 
Some positive effects are also visi-

ble, however. Due to pressure from the
general public and the high costs of the
recent outbreak, the European stamp-
ing-out policy in the case of foot and
mouth disease is being reconsidered.
The area under organic agriculture in
the Netherlands increased by 20%
between 1999 and 2000, and is now
25,000 ha, some 1.3% of the total agri-
cultural area. The plans are to increase
this to 20% by 2020. 

Other controversies between the
economic benefits and the ecological
and social damage of intensive livestock
systems still need to be solved. Europe
has had to learn in the hard way. Will
other regions and cultures in the world
simply copy the same system, or will
they include these lessons into their
development plans? 
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Gender is a controversial
issue because the temp-

tations to either reject a tra-
ditional culture, or to ide-
alise it, are at work.
Moreover, gender is about
power and resources, and
has to do with cultural and
personal values. Gender
issues are particularly hard
to incorporate into ongoing
discussions.

Western bias
During the last decades gen-
der issues have consistently
been raised in the debates
and programmes of develop-
ment. For a long time the
focus of gender thinking has
been on the negative impact
of development on women,
the gender division of labour,
and the gender specific con-
straints in access to and con-
trol over resources.
Undoubtedly these interna-
tional discussions on gender
differences and gender rela-
tions have been influenced
by the particular focus on
gender in the west. Women
in the west historically had
no right to vote, to own
property, to be educated or
to take part in decision mak-
ing. As a result of the
‘women’s liberation move-
ments’ the participation of
women in politics, education
and economic life has
increased, though the main
centres of power and leader-
ship are still in male hands.

This western concept of
women’s liberation has also
been introduced in the

development debate, and
often dominates the discus-
sions. 

In many cultures the par-
ticipation of women in the
different domains seems to
be very limited, and the
position of women outright
difficult. Many women are
faced with the dowry system
in marriage, female genital
mutilation, limited rights to

take part in decisions,
strict labour division,
overburdened labour,
relative under-nutrition,
and limited access to
political and spiritual
leadership. But, how do
women in those cultures
think about these issues
themselves? How should
we examine these issues
without criticising or
romanticising? How can
their voices be heard
under circumstances of
restricted participation?

Intercultural gender
perspective
One of the possibilities for
starting such a dialogue is to
look at the gender concepts
within the different cosmovi-
sions. In many traditional
cultures a complementarity
between opposite forces is a
central element of their
thinking. Men and women
are not equal, but have com-
plementary roles of equal
importance. The men, for
example, perform rituals,
the women prepare the
accompanying food and
drinks for all involved. This,
of course, provides the
women with a certain role,
security and social structure
in which to function, as well
as natural way of learning
for girls.

Female cosmovision con-
cepts are especially related
to the Earth and to repro-
duction. The earth is per-
ceived as Pachamama in
Latin America, and as ’moth-
er or womb’ in Africa. The
Indian notion of ‘sacred
seeds’ which are nurtured by
women, reflects the impor-

tance of women in reproduc-
tion. Women traditional
leaders are especially power-
ful in aspects related to
health, reproduction, child-
care and nutrition. In
Zimbabwe for example, the
female spiritual leaders are
very powerful – the spirit
mediums. Nevertheless, very
often, women are limited in
their position.

In an intercultural dia-
logue, it is legitimate that
controversial items are
raised as subjects for
debate. Endogenous develop-
ment, building on local
resources, leadership, knowl-
edge and values, may find it
particularly difficult to deal
with gender issues, as the
gender roles are often clear-
ly defined by traditional val-
ues. Yet, it would be a mis-
take to suggest that the
process of women’s libera-
tion as it has taken place in
the west would be the sole
model for other societies.
Endogenous development
will always need to be gen-
der sensitive, but also cul-
ture sensitive.

Experiences and ques-
tions
In this issue, Kahandawa
(p.29) presents an interest-
ing experience of a discus-
sion amongst women farmers
on taboos related to the
menstrual cycle. De Zoysa
(p.31) adds a reflection on
the same
subject
from the
Buddhist
perspec-
tive.
Tengeza
(29)
explains
how male
traditional
leaders were motivated to
share their knowledge with
women and youth.
Hountondji (p.7) and Waris
Dirie (p.45) discuss aspects
related to female circumci-
sion. Obviously, these issues
only cover a few of all the

gender related controversies
in endogenous development.
Other issues that could be
debated on this theme could
include the way the cosmovi-
sion or worldview of women
differs from that of men, or
the difference in values and
objectives between women
and men. To what extent
does the perceived relation-
ship between the natural,
human and spiritual domains
differ between men and
women? What are the prob-
lems involved and what pos-
sibilities are there to
improve them by building on
the own tradition and lead-
ership?

In each situation it is
important to pose the ques-
tion to what extent would
men and women need a dif-
ferent approach when it
comes to activities that can
support local initiatives. To
what extent should there be
a gender difference when it
comes to building on local
values, needs and capacities?
Are there differences in the
methodology that can be
used to improve local knowl-
edge and skills, and to
enhance local control of
development options? How
can we stimulate the inclu-
sion of a gender focus in the
identification of develop-
ment niches, the selective
use of external resources,
and the retention of the
benefits in the local area?

How can we
base the
exchange
between cul-
tures, as well
as training and
capacity build-
ing, on the con-
cepts used by
men and
women? A true

understanding of culture-
based gender concepts, and
addressing these in a cultur-
ally sensitive way, stand at
the roots of endogenous
development.
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Gender in intercultural perspective

To what extent should
gender differences be

taken into account
when it comes to
building on local

values, needs and
capacities? 
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The so-called Kaya forests, of which 45
have been identified, are situated on
the Coastal plain and hills of Kenya.
Most of them are residual patches, on
average between 10 and 400 ha, of the
once extensive lowland forests of East
Africa. The forests owe their existence
directly to the beliefs, culture and his-
tory of the nine coastal Mijikenda eth-
nic groups. Around three centuries ago
these groups came from the present
day Somalia, and started to live in
small fortified villages sheltered in the
forests, or the Kaya – which means
‘homestead’ in the Bantu language. In
the early part of the twentieth century,
most of these villages were abandoned,
though the newly formed communities
have maintained the sites of their origi-
nal settlements as ‘sacred Kaya
forests’. 

Traditional council 
Cutting trees, and other destructive
activities in and around these sites, is
traditionally prohibited by the Ngambi,
the council of elders of each communi-
ty. This council is also largely responsi-
ble for the day-to-day running of com-
munity affairs, including spiritual,
social, and economic matters. The
council meets regularly to deliberate on
issues related to, for example, food,
water and security. Elders qualified to
sit in the council are mostly aged and
respected members of the community,
who have gone through various initia-
tion rites. 

The Ngambi are thus the main cus-
todians of the sacred Kaya forests, as
the Government is not managing them
effectively. But the encroachment of
the Kaya forests is becoming more and
more common andtrees are being cut
down to use the land for shambas, or
gardens. It is clear that the position of
the Ngambi is no longer strong enough

to assure the survival of the sacred
forests.

Studies done in these sacred forests
have indicated that other invaluable
traditional knowledge of the Mijikenda
communities is also declining at an
alarming rate. This has been attributed
to the fact that this knowledge is often
held secret by a small group of elders,
and not passed down to the younger
generations. The studies also pointed at
the loss of indigenous knowledge due to
influences from foreign religions, such
as Christianity, the tourist industry and
modern education.

Women and youth sidelined
Women are the main forest resource
users in terms of fuel wood, while the
young people harvest fruits, graze live-
stock and trap wild animals and birds in
the forest. But, as control is in the
hands of the Ngambi, and women and
young people are forbidden by tradi-
tional law from taking part in the meet-
ings of the elders, the main users of the
forests are being
sidelined. The
reason for this
controversy is
that traditionally,
women are con-
sidered to be
impure during the
menstruation
period, and can-
not enter the
sacred site at
that time.
Besides, women
are regarded as
unfaithful,
untrustworthy
and too weak to
uphold the top
secrets of the
Ngambi. Women

have always accepted this, though
changes in attitude are apparent among
the younger generations, due to, for
example, the influences of a formal
education system. 

Kaya conservation groups
On the initiative of CFCU, an elders’
workshop was organised in 1999, which
brought together the elders from all
the Kaya councils. This congregation
unanimously recommended the forma-
tion of the so-called ‘Kaya Conservation
and Development Groups’. It was decid-
ed that both traditional and new man-
agement guidelines were to be com-
piled, to enhance effective use and
conservation of the Kaya forests. The
Kaya conservation groups were also to
promote the culture and traditions of
the local people to counter the decline
in traditional knowledge, and to start
development projects for poverty alle-
viation. 

The Kaya conservation groups were
registered as cultural groups with the

Traditional leadership and gender: 
Handling controversies in sacred forests 

Amini H. Tengeza

The Coastal Forest Conservation Unit is part of the National Museum of
Kenya. The long-term objective of the unit is to register all sacred Kaya forests
and groves as national monuments, and to enhance the sustainability of their

management. The Unit has assisted the local communities in protecting
these forests for their biological and cultural values. Simultaneously they have

helped to alleviate their economic problems. During this process it was
learned that development which builds on indigenous knowledge, local values

and traditional leadership is certainly not without controversy. 

The council elders are the custodians of the sacred forests, women are not allowed to
take part in their meetings
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Ministry of Social Services, and are
therefore recognised by law. They
would be different from the Ngambi or
elders’ councils, as the members would
not have to go through any form of ritu-
al initiation. It was decided that women
and young people should be strongly
involved in the Kaya conservation
groups, though the responsibility for
traditional rituals would stay with the
Kaya elders. 

Transforming traditions 
CFCU’s objective was to transform the
traditional system of the Kaya forests
management to a more defined system,
able to face today’s challenges, and
owned by the community as a whole.
CFCU formulated a draft constitution to
serve as a reference document for the
groups. In each Kaya forest meetings
were organised with the elders. All
other interested members of the com-
munity were invited to contribute to
the discussion and formulation of a con-
stitution. 

In all groups formed, the constitu-
tion clearly outlined the significance
and veto power of Kaya elders. In fact,
the final management plan was formu-
lated by all members of the communi-
ties. It was based on the rights of the
community members to use the forests
in a sustainable way. The basis of the
management plan was the administra-
tion of simple biological monitoring of
the status of the entire forest and its
products. This was well received by the
communities.

Problems faced 
Several problems have hampered the
functioning of the conservation groups.
For example, we have found that any
conservation activity by the groups

require total coop-
eration from the
local political lead-
ers. Related to the
ownership of the
forest, it has
become clearthat
the ownership sta-
tus of the forest
should remain com-
munal, like it used
to be. The groups
should not make
the forest their
own asset, and bar
other stakeholders
from it. We also
found that active
participation of the
group members
may require some
incentives from an
external source.

Moreover, we found that the tradi-
tional cultural role of Kaya elders
should not be taken for granted and
amalgamated into the conservation
groups, but should be clearly defined.
As the elders often functioned as the
groups’ officials, they had dual roles.

Many of the groups’ officials lack
formal education and only speak the
local language. Capacity building and
training of the community conservation
groups is vital. The powers and respon-
sibilities of the conservation groups also
needs to be discussed, to encourage
them to operate within the lines of the
national constitution.

Some achievements
Now, three years later four pilot groups
have been formed, which represent
four sacred sites. It is still too early to
give a full evaluation of achievements,
however some positive results can
already be observed. There have been
tree planting activities, boundary and
forest inspections, and the controlled
harvesting of forest resources. The
empowerment of Kaya elders and offi-
cials of the conservation groups have
enhanced the cooperation with provin-
cial administration. Due to this
improved relationship, the government
has now accepted the appeal from the
elders to demarcate and register the
sites as national monuments and to
allow them to perform their traditional
rituals and ceremonies here.

The groups also play a role in pro-
moting the economic welfare of the
local people through the establishment
of small-scale development projects.
These projects include beekeeping,
dairying, community tap water supply,
commercial indigenous tree nurseries,
and retail shops. The gender issue has

been addressed by stimulating repre-
sentation of women within the conser-
vation groups. One example is the
‘Kaya Rabai group’, which to date has a
membership of 68 of whom 35 are
women. Other groups also have reason-
able representations of women, and
some of these women hold leadership
positions.

No longer worried
CFCU has formed the Kaya conservation
groups in order to solve the long-lived
controversies between indigenous insti-
tutions and the government, while pro-
moting the culture, values and tradi-
tions of the people. Promotion of tradi-
tional culture through ceremonies has
facilitated the passing on of knowledge
from the elders to the broader commu-
nity, especially to women and young
people. 

It is worthwhile noting that these
newly formed groups are based on the
acknowledgement and respect for the
traditional institutional rules, taboos
and all other regulations. The formation
of parallel institutions, such as the Kaya
Conservation Groups, is not aimed at
substituting but at strengthening the
traditional, cultural and socio-economic
status of the local traditional institu-
tions. 

According to the Kaya Rabai elders:
“The project opened up our people’s
minds and showed them how important
our forests are. Now we meet regular-
ly, just as we used to a long time ago,
to discuss our Kayas. The project
helped us to realise that we are in dan-
ger of losing our Kayas.” The Kaya
Kinondo elders indicated: “People used
to desecrate the Kayas but the guards
have been able to stop this. We are no
longer worried about the future of the
Kayas because of the project’s educa-
tion programme. In fact some Kayas
have become even stronger as a result
of education.”

NMK/Coastal Forest Conservation Unit,
P.O. Box 596, Kilifi, 
Kenya – East Africa 
cfcu-kilifi@kilifibks.africaonline.com

Capacity building and training of the community conservation groups is vital



Over 70% of the local mobilisers are
women. They are selected from the
local communities, and receive a 3-6
month training course on participatory
methodologies for mobilising people, as
well as techniques for inducing group
discussions to activate hidden
strengths. The training is conducted
within the communities using participa-
tory training methods. The main fea-
ture of this training is that it is built on
the concept of learning from and with
the people, to stimulate development
from within. 

Also in the local groups over 90% of
the members are women. This does not
mean that the men are not involved,
but women have taken the lead. There
are presently about 475 groups with a
membership of 2600. The number of
members in a group varies from 5-10. 

Traditional saving strategies
As all the members of the groups are of
similar social and economic status,
there are many common interests they
can work on. All groups were initially
set up using personal savings. At first
people laughed at the idea of these
poor people having savings. Even the
husbands opposed this idea by saying:

“It’s us who earn money for the family,
and as it is not adequate even for our
living it cannot be used for savings”. 

But the women were very innova-
tive in addressing these challenges, and
return to traditional practices. Thrift
was one of the traditions in these rural
communities: a housewife keeps aside
one fistful of rice before she starts
cooking each meal. At the end of the
week each woman has collected about
half a kilo of rice, which is shared in
the group as savings, and sold to anoth-
er group member at a reasonable price.
This money went into the group fund.
In this way the group fund soon became
a major source of credit for farming
and other income-generating activities.
Men appreciated the achievements of
the women. Instead of discouraging
them, they now help the women with
their group activities. 

Mutual labour sharing is another
activity started by various groups. This
traditional collective activity was revi-
talised to suit present day conditions,
and helps the women to complete their
farm work efficiently, cheaply and on
time. It also stimulates them to inter-
act more frequently, to become more
involved in social work, and to increase

their political influence. 

Controversies discussed
As a result of these experiences, more
groups have decided to use traditional
farming practices again. In this process,
FIOH has facilitated networking among
traditional practitioners, to get to know
them better and to enhance the
exchange of experiences. This has cre-
ated a sense of respect towards indige-
nous knowledge and traditional practi-
tioners about whom outsiders often
have a distorted vision. 

Network meetings were organised,
which functioned as forums for the dis-
cussion of issues related to indigenous
knowledge and practices. For example,
controversies occur when people, who
are not knowledgeable on astrology,
indicate auspicious timing, or neketh.
To solve this problem, the network of
practitioners developed a calendar
describing all the possible neketh dur-
ing one cultivation season. This calen-
dar has been published by FIOH, and
has become an important handbook for
farmers. 

Another important issue discussed is
how indigenous knowledge can be pre-
served. Many practitioners do not pass
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Future in Our Hands Development Fund (FIOH) is
a Sri Lankan NGO supporting marginalised
farmers in their quest for endogenous
development. FIOH works with local ‘mobilisers’
to stimulate farmers to form groups, to analyse
their situation and initiate activities to improve
their standard of living. Over 90% of the
members of the local groups are women. In this
article controversies in gender roles are
discussed, such as the taboos on women during
their menstruation periods.

Rituals, taboos and gender
Jayaratne Kahandawa



the knowledge on to more than one stu-
dent. Most of the knowledge is in the
memory of the practitioners, and some-
times written on ancient Ola leaves.
Such discussions have opened the minds
of many practitioners, who are becom-
ing more flexible in passing on knowl-
edge. 

Gods and purity 
In traditional farming, it is believed
that the gods can influence the har-
vests. They can help in matters related
to prosperity, and their blessings are
necessary for crop protection. The gods
also include the sun, moon and other
planets, which provide energy in the
cultivation of crops. Other gods are in
charge of a particular geographical
area. They look after the interests of
the farmers and should be respected. 

Devils, it is believed, will do any-
thing that will hinder good harvests,
and should be kept away to ensure a
good crop. There are also neutral
beings, such as the Bahirawa, who is in
charge of the earth, and will do no
harm if treated well and properly
respected. The rituals in agriculture are
all related to this cosmovision. The
kem, for example, or traditional prac-
tice, can be used to protect crops from
disease. The effect of a kem is
explained in different ways. One way is
that it harnesses the energy of the cos-
mos from gods and devils, to give maxi-
mum protection against disease. 

When dealing with gods and devils,
the concept of purity and impurity
comes in. The person performing a ritu-
al, to harness the strengths from the
gods and repel the bad effects of dev-
ils, is vulnerable. He or she can be a
victim of devilish influences, and any
bad performance to the gods can make
them angry. This means that the person
who performs the ritual should be
extremely clean, both physically and
mentally. 

Women are considered to be at a
disadvantage in relation to cleanliness.
Monthly menstruation is regarded as
very unclean, and therefore women
cannot perform rituals that require
purity. Girls prior to attainment of
puberty, and women who have attained
menopause, are considered clean and
can perform certain rituals. Virgins
before puberty are considered super
clean, in fact the symbol of prosperity,
and can participate in various rituals
related to agriculture and medical
treatment.

Discussions
In the present situation of change, the
traditional roles of men and women in
farming have become controversial.

Therefore, in the network meetings,
gender roles have become an important
issue for discussion. The following dia-
logue can demonstrate this.

Abeyratne, an elderly farmer,
explained his techniques for crop pro-
tection to the members of one of the
groups. The technique included a kem
for paddy bug that included ‘chanted’
water and a few other rituals. In brief,
the kem he performed was to spray the
water in the paddy field early morning
using a branch of leaves. 
I asked: “Can this be performed by
your wife or any other woman?”
His immediate answer was a firm “No.”
I asked: “Why?”
The farmer was stern in his tone. “Dear
sir, farming is a sacred profession.
Farming provides food for people and
without farming, people will have no
food. It is a gift of nature god.
Everything related to dealing with
farming should be done with utmost
cleanliness. Women cannot perform
anything that needs utmost cleanli-
ness.” 
“Why do you consider women as
unclean?” I asked. 
“Naturally they have their menstrua-
tion periods. We call it ‘killa’ or ‘kili
period’. There are three main ‘killas’.
First is the attainment of puberty. The
second is when a person has contact
with a dead body. The third is the men-
struation period. A person who is
unclean due to these three incidents
can perform no auspicious things relat-
ed to farming”, explained Abeyratne. 

I asked the group: “Nowadays there
are families headed by women, and
quite a lot of farmers are women. Does
this mean that they are not able to
protect their crops or get the blessings
of nature gods because they are
women?”
Another elderly farmer Ariyaratne
explained: “That is the irony of farm-
ing today. It’s true that nowadays these
things are changing. But the fact
remains that women are not clean and
they cannot perform some rituals that
need absolute cleanliness. So they have
to get a man to perform them. The
reason that there are so many prob-
lems in modern farming is non-adher-
ence to these traditions.” 

Meeting the challenge 
Many women agreed with the argu-
ments about menstrual periods. I asked
them the same question: “What rituals
are you performing and what rituals
are you not performing?” 
One woman explained: “To get the
blessing of gods by chanting Buddha
mantras is possible for women too.”
Another woman jumped in: “We do not

perform anything related to devils. But
we can do all things related to get the
blessings of gods.” 
But there were other views: “Things
have changed nowadays,” explained
another. “We have now started ques-
tioning the notion of kili. What is kili?
We agree that women should not per-
form certain actions related to evil
during the menstruation. But that is
only for five days. Add two or three
days to it and that will be a maximum
of eight days.” 
Another woman added: “Yes, we should
be practical. Take my case. I am a
woman with three girl children. I have
to do farming in order to survive. I
know that I should not perform certain
things during kili period. But the rest
of the time I do everything that can be
performed by men.” 

Changing attitudes
Sharing different views through group
discussions with women has influenced
the attitudes of men with regard to the
basic concept of kili. A well-respected
traditional healer as well as a practi-
tioner of rituals related to farming,
R.M. Ukkubanda, analyses the position
of women differently. “The traditional
notion of kili is not practical now. Many
men interpret it differently, and use it
to downgrade the position of women.
Farming is a task that should be per-
formed by both husband and wife. Both
should have a good understanding of
things they can perform and what not.
A good husband will know when his
wife should not perform certain tasks.
A good wife will know when her hus-
band should not perform certain tasks.
If both have mutual understanding and
respect, there cannot be any conflict in
relation to kili or anything like that.” 

Ukkubanda’s analysis summarises
the changing attitudes of men in rela-
tion to women’s involvement in farming
practices. He is the husband of a group
member in one of the FIOH facilitated
women’s groups. There are only a few
men, however, who look at this reality
in the same way as Ukkubanda.
Nevertheless, similar to the other issues
mentioned above, this is an indication
that this kind of discussion on endoge-
nous development issues is improving
the position of women. 

FUTURE IN OUR HANDS 
325/A/3 Kanupelella
Badulla, Sri Lanka
future@wow.lk
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My experiences with ritualistic cere-
monies in Sri Lanka are that gender dif-
ferences often result in gender inequal-
ities. In a particular harvest ceremony,
dedicated to Lord Vishnu, which I
attended, all women were excluded
from any form of participation. The
reason presented for this was that
women were considered unclean due to
their menstrual cycles. However, even
the girls and aged women were exclud-
ed! One can conclude that such a prac-
tice is based on prejudice rather than
fact.

Dichotomy 
Here an important lesson emerges. How
can a society, based on the Buddha’s
very clear messages on gender differ-
ences and equalities, have fostered
such a practice? I think this arises from
the fact that the historical narrative
behind ritualistic practice can be differ-
ent from each particular religion. There
is a dichotomy between the true spiri-
tual meaning and its ritualistic prac-
tices. This point requires deeper analy-
sis and thought, and cannot be under-
stood in a superficial manner. 

The question of gender and equality

was addressed within Buddhism in a
culturally sensitive manner. The
Buddha, when asked whether a woman
could achieve the same spiritual heights
as a man, replied in the affirmative.
The Buddha was the first Indian sage to
establish an order of nuns, whose status
was not inferior to that of the monks.
There are even many instances of
praise for women’s achievements, some
of which supposedly surpassed those of
men in similar situations. The type and
quality of equality for women adopted
within Buddhism can be viewed as a
culmination of a questioning, which had
begun within Hinduism (an example of
such questioning is Yushidithra’s ques-
tioning of a woman’s role in the
Mahabaratha), but was never complet-
ed.

Recognition of differences
Gender equality in Buddhism is with
due recognition of gender differences.
In western societies there appears to be
confusion between equality and same-
ness – that is uniformity. This implies a
subtle demand that equality may be
achieved by conforming to the stan-
dards and behaviour dictated by the

dominant male group.
There has been a re-establishment

of male dominance within the
Theravada tradition of Buddhism in Sri
Lanka. The reasons for this are many,
and the long period of colonialism with
its Christian influences has only added
to these negative historical processes.
The lessons on equality and diversity
concerning the relationship between
men and women in Buddhism, could be
a meaningful indicator of the impor-
tance of cultural diversity in this age of
globalisation and uniformity.
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Equality and diversity: 
lessons from Buddhism

Arjuna de Zoysa

In Sri Lanka gender differences often result in gender inequalities. This
makes the author wonder how a society based on the Buddha’s very clear
messages on gender differences and equalities could have fostered such
practices.
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Agriculture is changing fast
due to growing popula-

tions, as well as changing
habits, economic conditions,
technologies, visions and
aspirations. In regions with
better production conditions
agriculture has become pri-
marily market oriented,
replacing traditional agricul-
ture with high input agricul-
ture. In the more marginal
areas the viability of this
market-oriented agriculture
is a serious problem. For
economic, as well as cultural
and ecological reasons, agri-
culture in these regions has
maintained its traditional
semi-subsistence focus.

Both modern and tradi-
tional agriculture are con-
fronted by a variety of prob-
lems and controversial
issues. Farmers and support
agencies often have to deal
with these controversies.
Several of them are men-
tioned in this issue. Other
major issues, such as burning
for land preparation, biodi-
versity, patents on indige-
nous varieties and knowl-
edge, and genetic engineer-
ing, are not touched upon
here.

Profitability and 
sustainability
Many small-scale farmers
cannot compete on the
national or international
market with larger farmers,
who produce under more
favourable conditions.

Liberalisation of trade is
pushing small farmers out of
the market, while consumers
with western tastes are
often not interested in the
their products (PFARD, p.38).
Scientists often consider tra-
ditional and ecological agri-
culture as unproductive and
labour intensive. Upawansa
(p.35) indicates that under
tropical conditions, the
opposite is often the case.
But also in traditional agri-
culture, both ecological sus-
tainability and productivity
are under pressure.

Soil fertility
PFARD mentions loss of soil

fertility as an
increasing prob-
lem, where many
farmers see
chemical fertilis-
ers as the solu-
tion. But chemical
fertilisers often
are too expensive
for farmers in less
favourable cir-
cumstances.
Organic fertilisers
and other ecologi-
cal practices, as
advocated by
many NGOs, do

not always provide a ready
solution. Producing for the
organic market, therefore,
can provide new opportuni-
ties while also posing new
questions. How can adequate
certification and control
mechanisms be introduced?
How can we ensure soil fer-
tility and local food security
under organic agricultural
conditions?

Feminisation
A strong tendency towards
the feminisation of agricul-
ture is occurring, due to
phenomena such as male
out-migration to earn income
outside agriculture, and the
HIV-Aids epidemic. Women,
however, often lack the right
to take major decisions, to
own land or to implement
specific tasks traditionally

ascribed to men, such as
ploughing or conducting spir-
itual rituals (Kahandawa,
p.31). Moreover, women
often lack
access to
information
on traditional
land use man-
agement
(Tengeza,
p.29), or the
means to
implement
modern agri-
cultural prac-
tices and
inputs. They are often over-
burdened due to their multi-
ple tasks. Important ques-
tions include: how can we
build on female concepts
and practices in agriculture?
How can their access to land
be enhanced? How can we
make their voices heard and
build on them?

Rituals and festivals
PFARD (p.39) indicates how
in Uganda the traditional
vision of life, including the
spiritual practices related to
the agricultural cycle, is
eroding due to the process of
westernisation, to
Christianity and Islam, and
due to the influence of west-
ern based agriculture. For
many farmers, however,
especially those living in the
more remote areas, the agri-
culture related rituals and
festivals are an intricate part
of their farming system and
culture. They are the means
to celebrate the reciprocal
relationship between the
human, spiritual and natural
worlds, which stands at the
basis of their cosmovision.
Some spiritual practices in
agriculture, for example in
crop protection (Upawansa,
p.35) or grain storage
(Gurung, p.40) are believed
to be effective and essential
for the resilience of farming.
Leaders of formal religions,
as well as scientists and
development workers, often
see rituals and other spiritu-

al practices as superstitious,
outmoded and contra-pro-
ductive. Gurung argues that
a change towards a more

open and
participato-
ry approach
among
develop-
ment work-
ers and sci-
entists is
required.
Only by
respecting
spiritual
practices it

is possible to experiment
with and optimise them.

Animal production
In this issue van ‘t Hooft and
Puls (p.26) indicate how in
the industrialised countries,
and increasingly also in the
less-industrialised non-west-
ern countries, animal pro-
duction has become very
intensive and increasingly
unsustainable. In these sys-
tems animals are reduced to
a means of production for
highest profit. Ecologically
these animal production sys-
tems are out of balance. This
is reflected in high medicine
use and the recent outbreak
of several large disease epi-
demics, such as foot and
mouth disease, mad cow dis-
ease, and fowl pest. The
control mechanisms include
the destruction of millions of
healthy animals. Recently,
public pressure to enhance
ecological agriculture in
Europe has increased.
Questions posed here
include: will other regions
and cultures in the world
simply copy the industri-
alised livestock system, or
will they include the lessons
learnt in Europe? How can a
new agricultural system in
Europe learn from the role of
animals in other cultural
contexts? How can the trans-
fer be made to a more
regionalised market system?

Controversies in agriculture

For many farmers,
especially those living
in the more remote

areas, the agriculture
related rituals and

festivals are an
intricate part of their
farming system and

culture.



The aim of Hela Govithana was, and
still is, to bring about sustenance and
prosperity to the country, the region
and the village. The term used in Sri
Lanka to describe prosperity is soub-
hagya, though the two words are not
synonymous. Soubhagya refers to a geo-
graphical area, and the linkages
between man and the environment. The
word soubhagya also refers to the avail-
ability of plenty of food of good quality,
a rich ecosystem and healthy environ-
ment, coupled with leisure and pleas-
ure for the community members. It
implies a sense of fulfilment among
community members. .

At a workshop of scholars of
Indigenous Knowledge, held in
September 2002 in Dambulla, soub-
hagya was defined as ‘a traditional
holistic lifestyle, which encompasses
economic prosperity, spiritual advance-
ment, as well as contented living in
harmony with nature. It is an ideal and
broad development approach, fully util-
ising the principles underlying our tradi-
tional wisdom.’ 

Climatic prediction
In most farming methods the condition
of the soil, land preparation and mois-
ture conservation are very important. In
Hela Govithana, however, little atten-
tion is paid to soil management.
Instead, farmers are concerned to

ascertain that farming is in tune with
the weather conditions of the main cul-
tivation season, the north-east mon-
soon. Several methods are used for cli-
matic and weather forecasting, such as
observing the flowering habits of differ-
ent trees. For example, profuse flower-
ing of Ficus gloriosa (Bo tree) and
Tephrosia purpurca (Katupila) indicates
favourable weather throughout the sea-
son; similarly profuse flowering of other
species, such as madatiya or karanda
indicates drought years.

Other traditional weather forecast-
ing methods are astrology and the
observation of natural phenomena, such
as wind direction, ends of the curvy
moon, or cloud pattern, as well as ani-
mal behaviour. When the watu kurulla,
a small bird, builds its nest close to the
surface level of the water of a tank, it
indicates that rainfall will be scanty;
when it builds its nest far above the
surface level it can be assumed that
there will be floods in the forthcoming
season. 

Synchronised planting 
Once the farmers have a feel for the
conditions of the forthcoming season
they choose suitable crops and decide
when to plant. They may also decide to
avoid farming altogether. When the
decision to cultivate has been made,
farming operations are timed in a man-

ner to coincide with the rainfall pat-
tern, which more or less follows the
phase of the moon. 

There are twelve lunar months. The
first lunar month falls around April.
Soon after the full moon of the fifth
month, in September, a few showers
are generally experienced. After these
rains farmers do a very light tillage
operation. After the second half of the
fifth month Sri Lanka experiences the
hottest and driest month of the year. As
the rains are expected again at the end
of the sixth or at the beginning of the
seventh month, farmers sow dry both
wetland and upland rice. At the same
time they also sow other upland crops.
There is ample time to complete sowing
when they sow dry, and the seeds ger-
minate with the first rains, which last
for a few days. After a dry period of
around two weeks, the maha monsoon
rains begin and continue till the end of
the tenth month, around the end of
January. The eleventh month, is dry
and suitable for the harvest. 

The description above demonstrates
the traditional way of synchronising the
planting calendar with the climatic
rhythm. This very important factor was
not given due consideration when mod-
ern agriculture was introduced. Instead,
to overcome the uncertainty of the
weather, rice cultivation is delayed till
the reservoirs are filled by the maha
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Ancient farming and modern science
G.K. Upawansa

Excavations, oral history and old documents
show that the people of Sri Lanka have practised
farming for thousands of years. ECO, the Eco
Conservation Organisation, has gathered
information on the ancient farming system
called Hela Govithana, which is still practised by
farmers in remote villages. Most farmers
however combine elements of this system with
conventional, or modern farming. This article
shows how Hela Govithana differs from
conventional as well as from organic farming. It
also discusses important controversies related to
indigenous practices. Due to systematic efforts
of ECO to involve scientists in its work,
universities in Sri Lanka now are increasingly
including these traditional farming practices in
their curriculums and research.

In Hela Govithana rituals and festivals play an importatn role but spiritual leaders are
often reluctant to share their knowledge
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monsoon rains. This creates the need
for an irrigation system to water the
crop during the tenth and eleventh
months. Harvests are then delayed till
the twelfth and the first months. 

During this period, however, occa-
sional showers as well as heavy insect
infestations threaten the harvests.

Moreover, the water collected in the
reservoirs for cultivation is not enough
for the whole season, and makes it nec-
essary to use ground water for irriga-
tion. This is leading to deepening of the
ground water table and as a result
desertification in some places, like the
northern parts of the Anuradhapura dis-
trict.

Traditional land preparation 
In Hela Govithana minimal tillage,
sometimes near zero tillage, is normal
practice in contrast to modern farming.
Nutrient management depends entirely
on the locally available nutrients, using
small amounts of green manure, organic
kitchen waste and farmyard manure to
fertilise the paddy fields. Biodiversity in
and on the soil is crucial for both land
preparation and nutrient management.
Mixed cropping is used for maintaining
soil fertility year after year. Crop rota-
tion is not used, as each crop has its
own associated microbes and rotation
disturbs continuity and microbial diver-
sity. 

Shifting cultivation, as practised in
the past, is another good example of
how biodiversity can be used for nutri-
ent management. Farmers used to clear
the jungle with a curved knife (kathta,
see photo), with a handle of about one
metre long. It cannot be used to cut
down big trees. Clearing was called eli
kranava, which means ‘bringing in

light’. Bushes were cut right at the bot-
tom; trees with a girth of 5-7 cm were
cut at a height of around 2 metres, and
some branches of big trees were
lopped. In fact, this clearing operation
could provide the exact amount of light
required for the various crop species
and varieties. The bushes and branches
were spread evenly over the land and
allowed to dry well. This was set fire to
at the correct time and with the right
wind, so that a quick fire sterilised the
land.

Nitrogen deficiency due to denitrifi-
cation is a serious limitation for crop
production in the humid tropics. The
traditional method of land preparation
seems to be the best in these condi-
tions as it conserves nitrogen.
Sterilisation of the land reduces the
amount of denitrification bacteria and
nutrient absorption by charred materi-
als, both of which keep the nitrogen
level in the soil high till the end of the
season. Further research is needed on
this mechanism.

Traditional crop protection
In Hela Govithana crop protection is
achieved using a variety of spiritual
practices, such as pirith, reciting
Buddhist stanzas. Other practices
include yanthra, or specific symbols,
manthra, making a combination of
sounds, as well as astrological timing of
planting. In Anuraghpura district one of
our collaborating NGOs, Janodaya,
introduced sprinkling of a very small
quantity (a few grams) of chanted ash
on rice fields to manage brown plant
hopper. For several seasons Janodaya
promoted this practice. Now the farm-
ers are applying the treatment by
themselves and say they have consider-
able success. 

During the last four seasons, in
Lamasooriya, a village surrounded by
forest reservation, farmers have pro-
tected their rice fields from wild ele-
phants using spiritual powers and
astrology. They perform a pooja, or
offering, to the local god called Keerthi
Bandara just before the auspicious time
to start fencing. The fence is then
erected with fence posts from specific
trees. It is not a strong fence, just a
mere indication with a few posts at the
points where the elephants enter the
fields. Farmers have found this effec-
tive.

Controversial knowledge
exchange
As an NGO that wants to work with
indigenous knowledge, the Eco
Conservation Organisation is confronted
with two main problems. The first
important problem is that the holders

Kathta, a tool traditionally used to clear the jungle
for shifting cultivation

ComponentComponent Conventional AgricultureConventional Agriculture Hela GovithanaHela Govithana

Objective of farming To maximixe profits. Soubhagya, or wellbeing of the
society.

Climatic prediction - An essential component.

Land preparation Intensive, deep and several 
operations.

Minimal, shallow and one or
two operations.

Cropping Monocropping, maintains the crop with
various cultural operations. Rotation
considered essential. Fallowing may or
may not be practised.

Mixed, hardly and mainte-
nance. Mixed vegetation, in
rice. Rice after rice and 
fallowing. Fallowing is an
essential practice.

Crop protection Chemical and mechanical means, some-
times organic.

Organic, astrological and spiri-
tual practices.

Plant nutrition Heavy dependence on chemical 
fertilisers.

Depends on biodiversity and
organic fertilisation.

Biodiversity Not concerned. Enhanced for nutrient 
management and land prepa-
ration.

End results Ecological deterioration, declining
health, insecurity.

Rich ecosystem, high 
quality food, food security.
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of traditional knowledge, such as spiri-
tual leaders, healers and astrologers,
are often reluctant to share their
knowledge with outsiders. The main
reason is that outsiders may disrespect
it, misuse it, pirate it, or even ridicule
them about it. 

Most traditional knowledge and
practices are handed down from gener-
ation to generation, verbally or in writ-
ten form. To protect ownership of their
knowledge, certain words or symbols
are altered, so that only initiated peo-
ple will be able to adjust the writing
and interpret it properly. Ancient texts
also have to be deciphered and under-
stood in this respect. At the same time,
the spiritual practices, such as kem,
mantra and yanthra, will only be effec-
tive if the person who performs them is
blessed or initiated, not only by birth,
but often also through a period of
apprenticeship. Sometimes testing or an
initiation process is required to empow-
er a person for this purpose.

Adapting to reality
ECO is of the opinion that documenting
and testing of indigenous practices is
very important. Basic activities include
showing respect and sincere interest in
indigenous knowledge and practices,
participating in field rituals and organ-
ising intensive discussions about the
technical, social and spiritual dimen-
sions of indigenous knowledge with the
holders. This way ECO has been able to
gain the confidence of many of the tra-
ditional leaders. The attention drawn to
indigenous practices stimulates the
revival of hidden practices, and
increases its handing down from gener-
ation to generation.

To maintain this relationship with
local farmers that is based on confi-
dence, ECO no longer attempts to docu-
ment sensitive local spiritual practices,
such as yanthra, mantra or kems. There
are no restrictions placed on the docu-
menting of piriths, or Buddhist stanzas,
and the botanicals used for crop pro-
tection. These practices are being doc-
umented for exchange among farmers,
and ECO encourages each holder of
indigenous knowledge to pass on his or
her skills to at least two successors. 

Scientific barriers
Another major barrier to working on
the basis of indigenous practices is the
mistrust and disrespect of conventional
scientists and government agencies.
Indigenous knowledge is often per-
ceived as primitive, superstitious and
incapable of coping with the current
demands on food production.
Conventional science is based on sound
scepticism: phenomena that cannot be

measured or understood accord-
ing to existing scientific criteria
are not accepted as true or rel-
evant. So far, no serious scien-
tific efforts have been under-
taken to understand and test
indigenous practices, hence no
hard scientific proof of their
validity is available. In addition,
there is no standard methodolo-
gy for testing the effectiveness
of these practices. 

One of the difficulties in
developing scientific methodol-
ogy is that, in traditional prac-
tices elements cannot be sepa-
rated from each other, as their
effects are based on their inter-
action. Therefore it is difficult
to evaluate the impact of each
individual practice, according to
modern experimental design. For exam-
ple, testing the effectiveness of a cer-
tain mantra for crop protection cannot
be done without taking into account
the astrological circumstances, and the
qualities of the person performing the
ritual. It is obvious that this type of
research requires a different scientific
paradigm. Theory building can, for
example, build on ancient knowledge
from India, the ancient scripts from Sri
Lanka, on spiritual leaders and Buddhist
priests, as well as on modern science. 

But in the appreciation of the tech-
nical aspects of agriculture we also
encounter interesting controversial
positions between indigenous practices
and conventional science. As explained
above, in conventional agriculture
attention is given to land preparation
and nutrient management, while in
Hela Govithana, major attention is
given to minimum or zero tillage,
weather prediction, water harvesting,
as well as synchronisation of planting
with seasonal climatic conditions.

Universities on the move
It is generally very difficult, especially
for western educated scientists, to
accept indigenous practices. One way
to convince scientists is to compare
Hela Govithana practices with other
farming methods; another way is to do
case studies. ECO attempts to do both,
and with positive results (see also
Compas Magazine No.5, p.18-21). ECO
has gradually involved scientists and
government agencies in its research on
traditional practices. Their involvement
was initially more on the bio-physical
aspects, but gradually they also became
more open to the spiritual dimensions
of indigenous knowledge. After being
involved in case studies and as a result
of personal observations, some
researchers are now prepared to do

more serious research on indigenous
knowledge. 

The faculties of agriculture in the
Peradeniya, Rajarata, Ruhuna and
Eastern Universities are becoming
increasingly interested in the potential
of traditional farming practices. For
example, though astrology and tradi-
tional pest management practices were
already part of the research activities,
the Peradeniya University is now going
to do research on the traditional
weather prediction systems, as well as
on the mechanisms of nitrogen conser-
vation in the burning processes. 

Over the years ECO has also devel-
oped solid experience and some good
demonstration cases in several loca-
tions. The videos produced by ECO,
telecasts, as well as articles in differ-
ent newspapers have also made it easi-
er to convince scientists, policy makers
and politicians. 

ECO
Hyneford
Dekinda, Nawalapitiya, Sri Lanka
pasasa@sltnet.lk

In traditional practices it is difficult to evaluate the impact of each
individual practice, according to modern experimental design
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During the years of intensive interac-
tion with farmers, the trainers of PFARD
learnt about the background of theritu-
als practised during the process of
farming. Of course, we knew that ritu-
als were important in daily life, but up
till then we did not realise their pro-
found influence on the use of land and
natural resources. This increased our
interest in indigenous knowledge, cos-
movision and endogenous development. 

In June 1999 we attended the
Compas Pan African Workshop at
Masvingo in Zimbabwe, in which the
ENIAKA programme (Enhancing
Indigenous Agricultural Knowledge in
Africa) was launched. After this, and
using our activities with sustainable
agriculture as a starting point, we start-
ed documenting elements of cosmovi-
sion and indigenous knowledge more
seriously. Two indigenous groups were
involved: the Basoga people, belonging
to the Bantu-speaking groups in eastern
Uganda, and the Lango people of the
Lira district in northern Uganda. 

Case studies
Over several months we compiled a
number of case studies, which were
presented in a national ENIAKA work-
shop on March 2000 in Entebbe, the
first of its kind in eastern Africa. The
work on the case studies was supported
by many practitioners of indigenous
knowledge. One of them was Maganda

Byekwaso, a spirit medium from a
remote village in Iganga. Throughout
the documentation process he guided us
and checked the accuracy of the out-
comes. We had learnt that spirit medi-
ums could be difficult to work with, as
they do not easily share their knowl-
edge, assuming that development work-
ers, who are influenced by western
education, do not appreciate the local
communities and cosmovisions. But
Maganda did not have such feelings, as
he also worked together with the
Department of Culture, which aims at
preserving, promoting and presenting
the people’s way of life. 

The case studies, of which one is
presented in the box on the next page,
have been done in the areas of tradi-
tional institutions, agriculture, environ-
mental protection, and healing prac-
tices. In our work with the farmers,
however, we noted various controver-
sies, some of which will be discussed
below. 

Religious controversies
The people of Uganda observe certain
rituals, according to times of the year
and their needs. Specific rituals are
performed during planting, weeding and
harvesting, while others are associated
with marriage, childbirth, death and
burial. Some rituals are performed dur-
ing wars and after victory, in times of
sickness, and during catastrophes such

as famine and drought. Traditionally,
people believe that whatever happens
in life has a cause and effect relation-
ship. The dead, for example, have to
be revered properly and certain rituals
have to be performed for them, to
ensure that the living can live a happy
life. 

Uganda’s cosmovison today, howev-
er, is not only based on these tradition-
al beliefs, but rather a hybrid of tradi-
tional cultural influences from western
education, as well as Christian, Arabic
and Islamic influences. People are
caught at the crossroads of these cul-
tures and traditions, and the struggle
for identity poses a considerable chal-
lenge. 

All newly introduced religions have
tried to alienate the tribal peoples of
Uganda, and Africa as a whole, from
their ancient traditions. Christian
teaching, for example, is opposed to
the belief in traditional spirits other
than Jesus, who is regarded as the Son
of God. The traditional beliefs do not
find contradiction in the way God is
regarded by Christianity, but their gods
are not capable of performing like the
Christian God. The tribal people believe
that they should avoid doing anything
that annoys one of their gods, as this
can have negative consequences at the
individual or collective level. Hence the
role of the gods cannot be underesti-
mated. This collective nature of exis-

Changes and controversies in Uganda
Samuel Batuuka and David Nkanda

Peasant Farmers Association for Rural
Development (PFARD) is a small NGO and
new Compas partner organisation,
working with various indigenous groups in
northern and eastern Uganda. The
activities on sustainable development
and farmer empowerment started in
1989 in the Iganga district, with soil and
water conservation, biogas and promotion
of local practices for food security. About
95% of the people are poor peasant
farmers. Over the years several
controversies became apparent, such as
the effects of more recently introduced
religions, modern farming methods, and
increased market influences in the area.
In this article some reactions to these
changes are described. 



tence is what matters to the ethnic
peoples of Uganda, and probably to
people in the whole of Africa.
Christianity, on the other hand, is more
concerned with individual responsibility,
which implies that God relates to indi-
viduals rather than to the community as
a whole. 

The people who have adopted the
Christian religion and western way of
life often regard more traditional peo-
ples as backward. In times of difficulty
and stress, however, even many con-
verted people turn to their traditional
rituals, as demanded by the community.
For example, it is not uncommon to
find Christians performing traditional
rituals, like those for burying the dead.
Moreover, if a catastrophe is feared,
but which can be dispelled by perform-
ing certain rituals, many Christians
temporarily suspend their Christian way
of life, and ritually cleanse their family
to prevent serious consequences. Other
believers, however, do not revert to the
old traditions whatever the conse-
quences. 

Farming and markets
Most farmers in Busoga, and Uganda as
a whole, are poor and illiterate.
Training these farmers in conventional
farming techniques has not been very
successful. Many techniques are not
adopted because they are not part of
their farming culture; others find them-
selves at a loss, because they did not
follow the instructions. Meanwhile,
crop yields have declined over the past
decades, as soils are not given enough
time to regain their fertility.

There are major differences
between two categories of farmer
groups: the commercial farmers, who
apply conventional farming methods to
produce destined for marketing, and
peasant farmers, who use the tradition-
al methods, for both home consumption
and marketing. When it comes to mar-
keting, however, both groups have the
same problems. It is even worse for
many of the commercial farmers, as
they have invested a lot of money,
while prices remain disappointingly low.
Smallholder farmers would make similar
losses but they can consume their pro-
duce instead. In Uganda, therefore, the
liberal market policies pursued by the
government have been detrimental to
commercial farming. Another problem is
that most farmers have no products
that are commercially attractive for the
western market. 

New answers
In the few years of working on the basis
of local cosmovisions, PFARD has estab-
lished strong links with local practition-

ers, including hereditary chiefs, elders,
traditional musicians, spirit mediums,
traditional healers and herbalists. The
organisation is promoting the planting
of herbs with medicinal value, and
Herbal Centres have been constructed
at several places, for training and infor-
mation sharing among traditional heal-
ers, as well as for research and docu-
mentation. A lot of information on the
role of these local leaders, and on the
various traditional practices has been
documented. 

PFARD has also continued its activi-
ties with soil fertility improvement,
based on low cost organic farming tech-
nologies. One of the trials aimed at
enriching the soils with a minimum
amount of rock phosphates, while oth-
ers explored the effect of using pigeon
peas and chickpeas, as well as legumi-

nous plants, such as Tithonia. PFARD
also supported farmers in the formation
of co-operatives for information shar-
ing, stocking of produce and organised
marketing, to obtain higher prices. This
work, as well as the activities with tra-
ditional medicine men and women, has
attracted a lot of attention, both
nationally and internationally.

Peasant Farmers’ Association for Rural
Development
P.O. Box 508
Iganga, Uganda
e-mail:pfard2002@yahoo.com
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The sacred grove of Buswikira village
One of the cases documented by PFARD is the conservation of Great Sacred Grove
of Buswikira village in Mayuge district, which has been preserved for over 100
years. Buswikira is associated with the founding father known as Kintu, of the
ethnic groups of both Busoga and Buganda. Kintu is believed to have come from
the eastern mountains in the 13th to the 14th centuries. He settled briefly at
Buswikira and then proceeded to Buganda, where he founded the Buganda king-
dom. While he was away Kintu left 11 children and gave them countries to
administer on his behalf. Later he died in Busoga and was buried at Buswikira
hill. 

The sacred grove has been conserved, though the surrounding areas have
been cultivated. The grove covers about two acres, and it contains the great spir-
its of the Busoga and Buganda kingdoms. Some of the spirits are responsible for
the preservation of peace and order, while others operate in the area of rains
and the fertility of humans as well as soils. No one is allowed to collect firewood
or poles for construction from the grove, or burn anything there, because this
would expose the
great spirits to
‘nakedness’. To do so
would be to disgrace
the founding father,
who may then cast
evil spells on the
people of the area.
A reed palace has
been constructed
around the grove,
with an elaborate
entrance, designed
by the spiritual heal-
ers of the kingdom
of Busoga. 

A woman, who is
referred to as the
‘wife’ of the great
father, is believed to
be possessed by the Kintu spirit. People refer to this spirit medium as the grand-
mother of the kingdom of Busoga and Buganda. Each year all spirit mediums in
the area contribute offerings to the Great Spirit of Kintu, and bring animals, mil-
let and traditional brew to sacrifice at the annual festival at the sacred grove.
During this festival all traditional spirit mediums and healers celebrate, share
their experiences, lobby for government support, and pray to the founding father
for spiritual guidance and protection from evil spirits, disease and instability. 

Kintu spirit medium of the Great Sacred Grove of Buswikira village 
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In Nepal, food shortage is a growing
concern in rural as well as urban areas.
Although the different stakeholders
agree that there is a strong need to
enhance food security, the strategies
differ dramatically. The prevailing
development policies, for instance, are
to enhance rural people’s food security
mainly through imports and increased
production. Decreasing storage losses
are not a priority. Despite this negli-
gence at the policy level, the agricul-
tural extension service does support
farmers in reducing their on-farm stor-
age losses. 

Air-tight metal bin
In general, post-harvest loss reduction
is classified as a technical activity.
Much of the research focuses largely, if
not exclusively, on technology develop-
ment, with little understanding of the
socio-cultural system within which it
operates. Although it is generally
acknowledged that farmers’ values,
beliefs and cosmovisions influence their
actions, the spiritual dimension has not
been considered in programmes dealing
with grain storage. 

The Rural Save Grain Program was
launched two decades ago with the
objective of reducing on-farm storage
losses by introducing improved tech-
nologies, such as the air-tight metal
bin. This did not yield the expected
results, however. Farmers widely
rejected the metal bin and were subse-

quently criticised of not being aware of
grain losses, of having limited knowl-
edge and lacking proper management.
In my view, this criticism is not justi-
fied. Farmers follow different strategies
to prevent storage losses and to secure
sufficient food. And, apart from techni-
cal solutions, these strategies include
social and spiritual means.

Storeroom: a sacred place
In countries like Nepal, where agricul-
tural activities are embedded in a com-
plex belief system, the understanding
of this part of farmers’ reality is crucial
to the successful search for effective
technologies. “You cannot enter my
storeroom!” is the common response of
a Nepalese farmer when somebody
wants to have a look there, take grain
samples or even pictures.To attempt
further negotiation is useless. The
storeroom is a private, secret and
sacred place and outsiders are not
allowed to enter. There is a widespread
notion that the Goddess of Prosperity
lives in the storage area, and that the
intrusion of a stranger might frighten
her away, which will trigger food scarci-
ty and misfortune. 

This example shows that the spiritu-
al dimension of storage management
might be invisible but, in farmers’ life,
it is a reality with perceptible conse-
quences. As a divine residence, the
storeroom is a central place in connect-
ing the mundane with the sacred world.

This double meaning of the storeroom
as a physical storage place and a con-
necting link to the supernatural world is
reflected, for instance, in the houses of
the Mewahang Rai of Eastern Nepal.
The single-room ground floor, used as
kitchen and living place, is divided into
a semi-public half near the western
entrance, and the private eastern half.
Strangers do not normally enter the
house, and, as the log stairway leading
to the storeroom on the first floor is
located in the private eastern part,
they cannot even get close to the stair-
way. 

The sacredness of the storeroom
itself is again heterogeneous. The
northern half is considered more pure
than the south-facing part. Millet, the
staple crop inherited from the ances-
tors, is compulsorily stored in the mid-
dle of the northern wall at the dwelling
place of the malevolent house deity.
Apart from the protective character of
the architecture, social rules also main-
tain the sacredness of the storage
place. Only women are allowed to
enter the room, and when fetching
grain, they must observe absolute
silence. During menstruation they are
prohibited from coming into contact
with grain.

The grain soul
In Nepal, numerous rules, rituals and
festivities reflect farmers’ awe of
nature and their gratefulness for food.

The sacred in 
grain storage 

An unspoken controversy between farmers and scientists

Astrid Björnsen Gurung

Food insecurity is of growing concern in Nepal. Scientists, extension workers and farmers agree on the urgent
need to support on-farm storage in marginal areas, but follow contradictory strategies. As these differences often

remain unspoken, programmes dealing with the food security of farmers are prone to failure. This example of
participatory action research with the Mewahang Rai ethnic group in eastern Nepal and the Tharu groups of
western Nepal shows that it is possible to break the silence, and to find effective solutions that include the

cultural notions of the people involved.



The idea that grain itself contains
supernatural qualities is common, and
most farmers speak of saha, the ‘grain
soul’ or ‘corn spirit’. Saha is generally
invisible and must be acquired through
ritual. It is only found in grain produced
on one’s own land. Sufficient saha acts
as a multiplying and replenishing force
in the storeroom. Saha is capable of
leaving the commodity, and, once lost,
even a large amount of grain will be
finished within a short period.

One of the most common saha-con-
serving practices is called dumo,
whereby some handfuls of grain are
kept in the container, even during times
of acute food deficit. The practice is
based on the concept that each time
grain is removed it takes away some of
the substance where the grain soul is
dwelling. When only a small amount
remains, the farmer assumes that the
grain soul is now dwelling in this last
stock in higher concentration. If this is
consumed, the grain soul would have no
place to dwell and would thus disap-
pear. In this context farmers want the
new grain to get in touch with the last
year’s stock, so that the grain spirit can
expand.

The saha potential is also embodied
in ancestral spirits and divine figures. In
some parts of Nepal we find, for
instance, the belief in the Corn Mother,
an old, grey-haired woman residing in
the storage chamber. The Mewahang Rai
call her budreni and routinely appease
her with sacrifices. As she encompasses
both benevolence and danger, house
owners follow strict rules of silence and
avoid encountering her. In her wrath,
she might trigger disease, sickness or
even death. Therefore, the storeroom is
only entered during her absence, at
certain times in the morning and the
evening.

Controversial implications
Many of the storage-related rituals and
practices have no direct effect on crop
production or storability. A few, howev-
er, stand in conflict with scientific rec-
ommendations. The sacredness of the
storeroom, for example, and the rules
of non-disturbance and restricted
entering times contribute to a condition
that promotes storage pests. This is not
only true for rats that avoid busy
places, but also for insect pests, some
of which can be controlled by simple
physical disturbance. Sacred places
within the storeroom are also favoured
by insect pests. Keeping a commodity in
the same spot to appease a deity pro-
vides insect pests easy access to their
favourite grain when coming out of
their hiding places. 

The dumo practice described above

is another example of the adverse
affect of certain rituals. When a small,
mostly heavily infested stock of old
grain remains in the container to con-
serve saha, it represents a potential
source of infestation. This practice can
render new technologies, such as metal
bins, totally ineffective. Moreover, the
privacy surrounding storage manage-
ment has an impact on the information
exchange among households. Grain
storage and the means to control stored
products are rarely discussed. Storing
the harvested grain hidden on the
upper floor prevents the inspection of
technologies and practices, as well as
comparisons between households.
Consequently, the generation of new
knowledge is slow. 

Paradoxical beliefs?
Most of the beliefs of farmers have an
internal logic, and make sense in the
context of their livelihood system. In
this view, it is curious that Nepalese
farmers have developed and perpetuat-
ed practices that are obviously detri-
mental to storability and food security.
Why did this happen? A possible expla-
nation is that certain traditional prac-
tices were rendered obsolete by the
introduction of improved varieties. In
the old system, for instance, the dumo
practice of keeping a
handful of grain in the
container, served as a peri-
odic renewal of the
sacredness. As such, it pro-
vided mental peace and
the confidence that the
stock would last for the
entire season. As old vari-
eties were less susceptible
to storage pests than
improved ones cultivated
today, it had no major
adverse effect on storabili-
ty. With the new, more
susceptible varieties and
crops, farmers need to
adjust their traditional
practices. 

The rule that prevents
access to the storeroom hampers the
collection of accurate data as well as
extension work. However, it is wrong to
simply criticise farmers, and to try to
convince them to abandon their old
belief patterns. Instead, development
agents should take up the challenge to
develop means to work with farmers,
and not merely with pests and grains.
This involves not only the acknowledge-
ment of traditional knowledge, but also
respect for local beliefs as an important
and implicit part of farmers’ reality. In
this process, we should pay attention to
the attitude of scientists and extension-

ists, who often consider traditional cus-
toms as old fashioned and obsolete,
rather than to farmers’ attitudes. 

A bin with a view
One example of successfully dealing
with controversial views in storage
management is given by the
Participatory Action Research in
Gobardiha, Western Nepal. During the
first year, participating women farmers
had been told that the traditional clay-
bins used for wheat storage should be
opened and checked after 140 days of
storage, at the end of the rainy season.
Drying the wheat at this time would
preserve the seed until the end of the
storage period. However, although this
scientific finding was well visualised
and had been explained to the farmers,
they did not follow the recommenda-
tion, due to the belief that opening the
vessels is harmful, as the air entering
triggers pest infestation and spoilage.
Thus, most of the bins remained sealed
for the entire storage period. 

The challenge then was how to
monitor the saved grains without open-
ing the bin. The answer was simple, yet
required the close collaboration
between scientists and farmers: with a
window. A piece of glass inserted at the
foot of the bin allowed monitoring from

outside. Once insects were detected,
the farmers did not hesitate to remove
the grain for sun-drying. If no insect
activity was observed, opening was
unnecessary. This ‘improved bin with a
view’ was highly successful. Windows
are now also incorporated in larger ves-
sels containing food grain. 

Astrid Björnsen Gurung
Talwiesenstrasse 38
CH 8404, Winterthur, Switzerland
abgurung@freesurf.ch
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Woman proudly showing a ‘bin with a view’, which allows insects in
stored grain to be detected



Plants have been used as
primary sources of medi-

cine for thousands of years
and were our very first medi-
cines. Over 4.000 years ago
the Red Emperor of China
published a list of 4.000
medicinal plants. The
ancient Egyptians placed
medicinal plants in the pyra-
mids to treat their pharaohs

after death, who were mum-
mified using plants, herbs,
spices, and minerals. Today
traditional healers are still
the main providers of pri-
mary health care in many
regions of the world, identi-
fying, experimenting and
using natural substances to
treat humans and animals.
Often these practices include
spiritual elements, such as
invoking the gods, sacrificing
or chasing away bad spirits.

Diverse health systems
Traditional systems of health
care include the highly
developed and well docu-
mented classical systems of
China, Tibet and India, as
well as the less studied sys-
tems in Africa and Latin
America and the omnipresent
folk systems that are passed

on orally. In the western
world as well, until only a
hundred years ago, the sci-
ences of botany and medi-
cine were largely one and
the same. It was only at the
beginning of the twentieth
century that pharmacology
started to focus on identify-
ing, synthesising, and
patenting bioactive com-
pounds, and to move away
from using herbal treat-
ments.

In many traditional cul-
tures, illness among humans
and animals is attributed to
natural or supernatural
forces, which can be caused
by improper human action.
Both disease and medicine
can also be categorised as
hot or cold. This does not
simply refer to the tempera-
ture of the illness or the
medicine, but also to other
characteristics. The category
hot often refers to conta-
gious diseases, while more
chronic conditions, such as
parasitism or nutritional
deficiencies, fall into the
cold category.

According to the cause,
there are also different
options for treatment.
Common diseases often fall
within the domain of local
health practitioners for
humans and animals, who
may use herbal preparations
and/ or western medicine,
often combined with strict
instructions about food or
habits. On the other hand, in
the case of a supernatural
cause of disease, a spirit
medium or spiritual healer
can be sought to restore the
balance between good and
evil through a ceremony or
ritual.

Combining traditional
and modern
Nowadays, in many non-
western countries both tradi-
tional and modern health
care systems function side by
side. There is no clear
demarcation line between
the traditional healers and

domestic medication. Access
to modern healthcare is
often very limited and unaf-
fordable. In Tanzania, for
example, there is only one
western trained medical doc-
tor for every 33,000 resi-
dents, while there is one
healer for every 343 resi-
dents of Tanga town, and
one for every 146 residents
in the rural areas. As a result
far more people receive
health care from healers
than from conventional
health workers.

In this issue, Asaah (p.43)
describes the various reasons
for rural people in Cameroon
to choose for one or the
other system under specific
circumstances. Though rural
people themselves use both
health care systems in vari-
ous ways, there are many
controversial aspects
between these systems.
Traditional health practices,
which are often implement-
ed with a range of limita-
tions are
under ideo-
logical pres-
sure. Often
traditional
health prac-
tices, which
depend on
oral culture
and lack a
homogeneous
theory, are
considered
inferior and
superstitious. The traditional
health knowledge base is
eroding, due to the
increased influence of west-
ernised health practices and
lifestyle, and the traditional
limitations imposed on the
transition of knowledge to
the next generation.
Moreover, traditional prac-
tices and beliefs can be
detrimental, while contro-
versies related to patents
and property rights of plants
with medicinal properties
abound.

Come-back

The debate over the lack of
scientific evidence to prove
the efficacy of traditional
systems of medicine has
been going on for years. In
India, for example, while
practitioners of both modern
and traditional health sys-
tems have locked their horns
over this issue, traditional
medicines, have been
patented abroad. But there
is evidence of change. Apart
from numerous private initia-
tives, the Indian government
has decided to include the
different traditional systems
of medicine, such as ayurve-
da, unani, siddha and home-
opathy, in the regular med-
ical curriculum. Many inter-
national organisations are
seeking collaboration with
India for ayurveda training.
In Africa, various research
programmes on AIDS and
malaria are based on a col-
laboration between tradi-
tional healers and biomed-
ical researchers. The interest

in ethnovet-
erinary med-
icine in ani-
mals is
increasing.
This recent
come-back
partly stems
from the
lack of
affordability
of the mod-
ern health
system, part-

ly from a general revival of
traditional culture, and part-
ly from the recognition of its
qualities. Nevertheless,
often there is only limited
recognition of the impor-
tance of the traditional
health systems, which have
been built up over thousands
of years. Further research
and work in this area is
required. In this issue, Asaah
(p.43) provides an example
of such an initiative in
Cameroon.
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Traditional and modern health 

Sale of well controlled herbal medicine in Peru

Often there is only
limited recognition of
the importance of the

traditional health
systems, which have
been built up over
thousands of years.

Further research and
work in this area is

required.



Traditional healing is a health system
based on the social, cultural and reli-
gious background of the people. Health
is considered to be the absence of both
disease and intervention by evil spirits,
and disease can therefore be due to
witchcraft and the wrath of ancestors
and gods. Diagnosis is often carried out
using the senses, such as taste, touch,
smell and sight, as well as by consulting
spirits and oracles. Treatment is based
on the past experiences and skills of
the practitioner, which are usually
handed over from other family mem-
bers. Sometimes, during the period of
acquiring healing skills, these practi-
tioners disappear for several days from
the physical world, and are believed to
be in a spiritual world.  

The acquisition of skills for modern
medicine takes place in medical schools
from lecturers to students. The modern
healer relies on the patient’s com-
plaints and carries out laboratory diag-
nosis. Health is considered to be the
absence of disease, and emphasis lays
on the physical state of the individual.
The modern medical doctor identifies
the causative agent of the disease and
gives scientific explanations of its
effects, in order to decide on the treat-
ment using previously prepared drugs of
known composition. Also control tests
are recommended for people without
symptoms of disease; this is not com-
mon with traditional medicine. 

Preferring traditional medicine
Traditional medicine is more readily
accessible and available to most people
in rural areas. Health centres are usual-
ly far away from the rural homesteads.
Traditional healers are therefore con-

sulted more often, especially during
emergencies. Traditional medicine is
also less expensive than modern medi-
cine, and payment made be done in
kind with, for example, chickens,
goats, palm oil, salt, or palm wine.
Moreover, most of the rural health clin-
ics are poorly equipped and lack essen-
tial drugs. Sometimes in such areas
medicine stores exist that sell drugs at
higher prices than in the health cen-
tres, though the quality is often doubt-
ful. 

In areas where the two systems
exist, a decision on which to use is
often based on the illness concerned.
For example, most people find tradi-
tional medicine most effective in the
treatment of fractures as well as men-
tal problems. Also in cases of venereal
disease, typhoid fever, yellow fever,
epilepsy, menstrual and fertility prob-
lems, traditional medicine is considered
more effective. Other patients prefer
traditional healers over modern ones
due to reasons of privacy. 

Preferring modern medicine
Depending on the individual, modern
medicine is often preferred in cases
such as the treatment of wounds and
diseases that require operations. People
also tend to prefer modern medicine
due to a fear of ‘quacks’, or false tradi-
tional healers. These are known to
demand considerable sums of money
from their patients. Some attribute dis-
eases to witchcraft or poisoning, often
in an accusatory manner, which may
result in aggressive behaviour.

Other people prefer modern medi-
cine because they believe traditional
medicine is reserved for the poor, with

whom they do not wish to be identi-
fied. Such persons, however, may con-
sult traditional healers when they sus-
pect witchcraft, or when they want
protection from evil spirits. Some indi-
viduals consider traditional medicine
too cumbersome, as its products are
more voluminous and difficult to trans-
port than modern medicine. Sometimes
the taste and odour of traditional medi-
cines also deters patients. 

The religious background of an indi-
vidual may also influence the prefer-
ence for modern medicine. Some
Christians consider that traditional
healers associate themselves with gods,
which is against their religious laws.
Moslems avoid certain traditional reme-
dies that include palm wine and animal
remains, which they consider to be
filthy and unfit for consumption.

While modern medicine follows sci-
entifically well-established and explica-
ble principles, traditional medicine is
based on principles that are often diffi-
cult to explain. For example, the heal-
ing practices of the Fulani people,
which include singing songs, offering
protective rings and reciting verses of
the Koran in treating certain curses and
in protecting people from evil spirits. 

The need for integration
The objective of both medical systems
is to cure patients. Both have actually
been found to do so. A balance needs to
be found between these two methods,
considering the fact that one is pre-
ferred over the other by local people
under certain circumstances. Moreover,
if, for example, a person sustains an
injury consisting of a fracture and a
skin wound, he may treat the fracture
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Integrating different healing practices
Ndambi O. Asaah, Ibrahim Manu and Nyambi N. Ombaku

Indigenous knowledge, practices and beliefs in
Cameroon still hold a special place in society.
Though one can identify common elements in

traditional healing, there are obvious differences
between the regions and the ethnic groups. Modern

medicine is more homogenous in diagnosis and
treatment. Both methods have given spectacular

results in many cases. The question is now: is one
of these methods preferable, or could they be

integrated? Here we outline some of the
experiences using an integrative approach from the

Health Missionary International in Cameroon. 



traditionally and the wound using mod-
ern practices and materials. It is likely
that this combination will lead to com-
plementality, though care needs to be
taken to prevent possible antagonistic
effects. Much research still has to be
carried out in this direction. 

In order to foster an integrated sys-
tem, a few steps have to be taken.
Funds need to be allocated for research
in traditional medicine. Presently, the
Cameroonian government is providing
funds to traditional healers, for exam-
ple for research into diseases such as
tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS. Medical
practitioners, both traditional and con-
ventional, need to be trained in both
traditional and modern medicine.

Traditional healers’ association
We believe that a union, including both
modern and traditional health practi-
tioners, is required for attaining an
integrated system of medicine. Such an
association may lead to a more scientif-
ic approach in traditional medicine, and
the production of improved traditional
drugs. If both systems coexist in the
same health units, then diagnosis could
be made using the modern approach,
while treatment follows in either or
both methods, depending on the dis-
ease. For this to be become a reality,
however, several difficulties need to be
overcome. 

One of the difficulties is the fact
that some traditional healers consider
(part of) their knowledge and experi-
ences to be confidential, and will not
readily disclose them to others. Also,
some of the herbs they use are not well
described, which makes communication
about such plants more difficult. Most
traditional healers have a poor educa-
tional background, which makes it diffi-
cult for them to understand modern
practices and explanations. Some mod-
ern health practitioners, moreover,
tend to adopt a superior attitude
towards traditional practitioners.

The Federation of
Cameroonian Traditional
Practitioners (FENAMETCAM)
organises meetings between
conventional and traditional
medical practitioners, to dis-
cuss issues related to tradi-
tional medical practices and
ways of integrating them into
modern practices. 

Modern traditional 
clinics
The Health Missionaries
International is an initiative
established in Cameroon in
2001. Its main objective is to
improve the livelihoods of

local communities, especially related to
health and natural resources. Besides
several smaller groups, the Health
Missionaries International works in part-
nership with three main associations:
the Bereje Mixed Farming Group (organ-
ic agriculture and medicinal plants),
the Friends of Nature Association (envi-
ronmental protection and sustainable
use of natural resources) and the
Cardiovascular Disease Prevention
Association, which promotes the use of
medicinal plants, especially those used
to treat cardiovascular diseases.

The Health Missionaries
International operates two ‘modern-tra-
ditional’ clinics that treat outdoor
patients, one in the North West
province and the other in the South
West province of Cameroon. Here con-
sultations and treatment of common
diseases such as malaria, all forms of
fever, sexually transmitted diseases,
gynaecological problems and skin dis-
eases are carried out. The approach of
these clinics is a step towards integra-
tion between modern and traditional
medicine, as they use both traditional
means and laboratories for diagnosis
and treatment. Rates charged for con-
sultations are usually cheaper than
those in modern hospitals. 

On request from local communi-
ties, educative talks are also arranged.
These usually include topics such as
medicinal plants, the human body,
health hazards, sources of contamina-
tion, and disease resistance. During
such activities, farmers are trained in
the collection and use of medicinal
plants (herbs, roots, tree barks and
fruits). 

Research 
The Health Missionaries International

carries out research activities on vari-
ous medicinal plants, in three main
ways.

One is the ‘historical method’.
Traditional healers are consulted for

their methods of treatment, the type of
herbs, method of harvest, dosage, and
preservation. During seminars, tradi-
tional healers bring along medicinal
plants that they find useful in particular
situations. Modern textbooks on medici-
nal plants are also consulted. This his-
torical approach is an initiating step in
the research process. It is sometimes
difficult because of the ‘sacredness’ of
some traditional practices.

In the ‘elimination method’ the tra-
ditionalmedicines, which usually consist
of various herbs, are studied. Some of
these may not be useful. For example,
a local traditional medicine for the
treatment of malaria, which consisted
of eight herbs, was known to cause
dizziness and difficulty in salivation as
side effects. After research, a single
herb (locally called egi-nzeck) was
identified as the causative factor. After
its elimination, these effects were sup-
pressed. Meanwhile, the curative power
of the concoction remained unaffected.

The ‘substitution method’: Some of
the medicinal plants are seasonal, diffi-
cult to prepare, cumbersome and have
harsh side effects, including pains,
vomiting, diarrhoea, and an unpleasant
odour. For example, we have succeeded
in replacing some of the painful reme-
dies for wounds by using plants with
milder side effects. 

A dynamic turn
Traditional medicine is now taking a
more dynamic turn. It is only recently
that traditional medicine has been doc-
umented in Cameroon. It has always
been passed on orally from one family
member to another, and certainly some
information is lost in its passing from
generation to generation. Also, modern
preservation techniques are now being
used to improve the quality of tradi-
tional medicine. Activities of ‘modern
traditional healers’, who have received
additional schooling to complement
their practices, are now common. Their
drugs are more standardised and han-
dled under improved hygienic condi-
tions. This approach has aroused the
interest of many groups all over
Cameroon, including religious and tribal
groups as well as farmers’ organisa-
tions. 

Ndambi O. Asaah
Bereje Mixed Farming Group(BEMFAG) PC
DSCHANG
BP 353, Dschang, Cameroon
ndamboa@yahoo.com
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The sale of traditional remedies of good quality is a step towards a
more integrated system of medicine
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Compas partner in Guatemala threatened

Over the past few months the Compas partner organisation in Guatemala, Oxlajuj Ajpop,
the officially registered co-ordinating organisation of seven groups of Maya spiritual

leaders in Guatemala, has been seriously threatened. Unknown individuals entered the
offices during dark hours four times in June and July of this year, going through documents and taking some valuable

ancient texts and personal belongings of members of this organisation. The individuals involved felt seriously threatened, to
the extent that they decided to change the office to another address and take personal security measures. 

These threats recall the civil war of the eighties and early nineties in this central American country, during which mass
killings and persecution of Maya indigenous groups took place. The remnants of this recent history are still very much alive
in the minds of millions of indigenous people in Guatemala. Only in the past few years has it become possible to open the

mass graves of the people killed during this period, in order to facilitate their re-burial and the re-conciliation between dif-
ferent groups involved. The recent acts of aggression against Oxlajuj Ajpop are a direct threat against these reconciliation
efforts, as well as against the Maya spiritual leaders who seek ways of overcoming this traumatic period by reviving tradi-

tional values and practices. As a way of dealing with the present situation, Oxlajuj Ajpop has decided to draw international
attention in order to build up pressure on the individuals and structures responsible for these criminal acts. The Compas

network supports the call for an immediate halt of the threats against Oxlajuj Ajpop, and to respect the integrity and the
peaceful activities of the indigenous organisations in Guatemala.

The Virtual Farmer. Past, present and future of
the Dutch peasantry. 

J.D. van der Ploeg. Royal van
Gorcum, Assen, The
Netherlands, 2003

With this title the author goes
straight to the heart of a major
controversy in Dutch agricul-
ture. In the early fifties the
Dutch government started its
immense project to modernise
Dutch agriculture, a process
with a virtual model, the mod-
ern farmer as large-scale
entrepreneur operating on the

world market. However, this virtual model, which is still
strongly shaping the 'expert system' and national policies,
does not sufficiently correspond with reality. Research by
the author and his staff provides a far more diverse and
dynamic picture of the Dutch farmer, who more or less still
operates as a peasant, trusting his own intuition and making
use of diverse opportunities to survive economically. The
author argues that the image most policy makers have of
farming corresponds insufficiently with reality, making poli-
cy effective. Because of this controversy, farmers feel
rather frustrated and lose trust in the government and in
the independence of the expert system. 

The author uses many examples to describe how farmers
in particular regions developed different 'farming styles' to
suit their specific farming conditions and own preferences.
He also highlights the experimental capacities of many
farmers, suggesting that some of them even challenge cur-
rent agricultural science. Where science still has to find
proof, hundreds of farmers already copy farmer-innovated
management practices on their own. 

The author concludes by considering the implications
this rural reality may have for the new rural renewal
process. Not surprisingly this book has generated a lot of
comments. Many farmers have applauded the analysis and
finally feel they are being taken seriously. In general the
institutional reactions have ignored this cry for a fresh and
independent look at agriculture. The book shows the impor-
tance of an independent academic view of rural renewal.
Henk Kieft, ETC Netherlands.

Desert Dawn

Waris Dirie and Jeanne D'Haem,
2001 Virago Press, USA, 230 p,
ISBN 1860499627

In her earlier international
bestseller 'My Desert', Waris
Dirie gave a moving account of
how, as daughter of Somali
nomads at the age of thirteen,
she run away from her parents,
arrived in the USA and became
a world famous top model and
special ambassador to the
United Nations Population Fund
in its programme against
female genital mutilation. In a

very open way she had the courage to write about how she
experienced genital mutilation, the prospect of an arranged
marriage and the position of women in traditional Muslim
cultures in general. 

In her second book Desert Dawn she writes about how,
after twenty years in the USA, her strong longing for her
parents and country drove her back to Somalia. In the after-
math of the cruel civil war that ravaged her country, she
found her family back in one of the most remote and poor-
est villages. She describes her impressions about the differ-
ences between her own culture and the West, and the con-
troversies in her own culture she again was painfully con-
fronted with, especially those related to the position of
women. She tried to discuss the issue of female genital
mutilation with her family, but this turned out a very diffi-
cult task. At the same time, the ten-day visit was long
enough to regain trust in her own people and culture that
she experienced as socially and spiritually very rich. The
many confrontations with the traditional society challenged
her, and she decided to come back for a longer period to
face the controversies in her culture and work together with
other people to improve the health situation of women. 
Coen Reijntjes
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The Compas programme started in
1997. It is a collaborative pro-

gramme comprising 26 partner organisa-
tions in 14 countries in Africa, Asia,
Latin America and Europe, and it
receives financial support from the
Dutch government. It also receives
additional funding from Novib, the
Swiss Development Cooperation, CTA
and UNESCO/Most. Over the past five
years Compas partners have worked
with local communities to document
and analyse their cosmovision and
indigenous practices, and have devel-
oped methods to support endogenous
development: development from within
the own culture, based mostly, but not
exclusively, on the use of locally avail-
able resources. 

During this period the partners
exchanged experiences about these
efforts  and an intercultural dialogue on
this approach was started. The Compas
Magazine was published, and distrib-
uted free of charge both in English and
Spanish. Two books were also produced:
Food for Thought in 1999, and Ancient
Roots, New Shoots in 2003. The website
www.Compas-network.org was launched
in 2002, both in English and Spanish. 

New phase 
On the basis of the experi-
ences of the Compas partners
over the past five years, ten
different entry points have
been identified to support
local communities in endoge-
nous development (see mid-
dle circle of figure 1). In the
new phase, the partners will
continue to support local
communities in these activi-
ties, depending on the local
circumstances and needs.
However, the work with the
communities will be
approached in a more system-
atic way, thus enhancing the
possibilities for upscaling the
approach and increasing our
understanding of the process
of endogenous development.

Developing good docu-
mentation of the way the
local communities value and
use their local resources  (see

inner circle of figure 1) will be the first
step in the activities with the communi-
ties. Also the practical methods for sup-
porting endogenous development will
be more systematically documented. In
addition, of creating an enabling envi-
ronment for endogenous development
will be explored in the programme (see
outer circle of figure 1). We will contin-
ue to work together as a network of
NGOs, farmers’ organisations and one
university. In addition, a group of uni-
versities in eight countries will be
involved in supporting the work of
these partner organisations in research
and education.  

Enabling environment
Compas realises that endogenous devel-
opment does not take place in isola-
tion. The ecological, economic, politi-
cal and cultural environment within
which change takes place can enhance
or frustrate the local process of
endogenous development. For example,
the prevailing legal and customary sys-
tems determine the extent to which
people can use their local resources.
Similarly, the characteristics of the
wider economy, and the openness of
the education system and scientific
institutions to non-western science and
local development, can have great
impact on the opportunities for endoge-
nous development. 

Understanding and influencing these
conditions at the various levels will
include the following elements: stimu-
lating local and regional economies,

dealing with controversies, securing
local resource rights, joint learning and
capacity building, enhancing policy sup-
portive research as well as the inter-
scientific dialogue. Compas will take
initiatives in these domains. 

University consortium
In this phase we will also start to col-
laborate with nine different universities
in the form of a consortium of universi-
ties (UC) for endogenous development.
Nine universities from eight countries
have been selected on basis of their
interest in and expertise with issues
related to endogenous development.
They will play a role in supporting the
Compas partner organisations in design-
ing, documenting and systematising of
the experiences of their fieldwork. At
the request of the partner organisations
they will also carry out topical research
to address specific problems identified
by the rural people and the organisa-
tion involved. 

In addition, the universities will
train students in the concepts and
methods of endogenous development,
and contribute to the theory building
related to traditional knowledge sys-
tems. The UC will contribute to the
quality of the Compas programme
through these activities. They also will
contribute to the co-evolution of sci-
ences from different cultural and
regional origins, and will help to train
future professionals and leaders in
endogenous development.

The Dutch government has agreed to
finance Compas for another four years
through its Thematic Co-financing (TMF)
programme. We are grateful for the
renewed support and new opportunities.
New challenges are presented here.
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