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Like an armful of wild flowers, this first COMPAS Newsletter brings together a variety of experiences of working 
with communities on the basis of indigenous knowledge, ancient visions and traditional leadership. Community based 
experiments are carried out by combining local knowledge and external knowledge. A total of 15 organisations in 10 
countries all over the world have joined the Compas network to strengthen their work with rural communities on the 
basis of local wisdom and worldviews. Each partner organisation has contributed an article to this newsletter and like 
a flower each has its own particular shape, colour and scent. In this way aspects of rural people’s worldviews or 
cosmovisions are brought forward in a first step towards an inter-cultural dialogue between individuals and organisa-
tions interested in ‘development from within’ or endogenous development.  
 
In spite of the strong tendency towards the modernisation of agriculture and the further development of market 
economies, local experiences with ancient wisdom have maintained an influence in rural people’s lives. Today indige-
nous knowledge receives more interest and recognition and research increasingly focuses on subjects like botanical 
pesticides and biodiversity. However there is a tendency to focus on practical facts like medicinal plant recipes. As-
pects that are more difficult to understand for the western-educated mind are often left out. Most outsiders, indi-
viduals and organisations working with communities have encountered expressions of cosmovision, whether in the form 
of farmers‘ logic, spiritual leaders, sacred places, rituals or festivities. Still, the importance and actual meaning of 
these cultural expressions often remain unclear.  
 
The COMPAS Newsletter hopes to pro-
mote the exchange of experiences on 
cosmovisions, sustainable land use and 
endogenous development. We are aware 
of the risk of slipping into the well-worn 
traditions of descriptive anthropological 
research or of presenting another ’trick’ 
for extension projects to impose outside 
ideas in local communities. Supporting en-
dogenous development requires a new ori-
entation and energy. By stimulating an 
intercultural dialogue, indigenous institu-
tions can be strengthened, enabling the 
communities to re-enforce their position 
locally, regionally and internationally. In-
siders, the people in the communities, 
can reverse the process of cultural ero-
sion aggravated by globalisation and ac-
tively experiment with combinations of 
ancient and new knowledge.  
 
We are looking forward to receiving  
articles responding to the ideas expressed in this first issue. Compas' main interest is agriculture, but experiences 
from other fields, such as human health, animal health and natural resource management are welcomed. You are in-
vited to come forward and add your experiences, like flowers, to those offered by the partners in this first  
COMPAS Newsletter.  

 
                                      Welcome to the inter-cultural dialogue! 

 
Katrien van ‘t Hooft  
 Bertus Haverkort  
   Wim Hiemstra 

Subscribe now! 
The COMPAS Newsletter is free of charge. 
Those interested in receiving future issues are 
requested to use the order form on the paper 
wrapper, or by sending us a letter with your 
details. Those people who recently have sent 
us a subscription form are already on our mail-
ing list. Spanish version of the COMPAS 
Newsletter can be ordered from AGRUCO, 
Casilla 3392, Cochabamba, Bolivia, e-mail: 
agruco@pino.cbb.entelnet.bo (available  
May 1999) 

Welcome to the inter-cultural dialogue 

Next issue: Biodiversity 
 
How is biodiversity linked to peo-
ple’s cosmovision? Who is re-
sponsible and how are decisions 
taken? How do communities dia-
logue with outsiders about the 
management of these natural 
resources? Please send your arti-
cles before 30 April 1999. 

Participants of the Compas workshop (February 1998). From left to right and front row first are:  
Rukman Wagachchi, Vanaja Ramprasad, Mary Shetto, Backson Sibanda, Maheswar Ghimire, Gloria 
Miranda Zambrano, David Millar, Jaime Delgadillo, Kalyani Palangasinghe, Marthen Duan.  
Second row: Purushothama Rao, Krishna Prasad, Joke de Jonge, Cosmas Gonese, Shyam Sundar,  
G.K. Upawansa, Gowtham Shankar, Bertus Haverkort, Marijke Kreikamp.  
Back row: Aruna Kumara, Coen ter Berg, Darshan Shankar, Wim Hiemstra, Ananda and Johan Kieft. 
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In search of the right compass 
Towards experimentation within farmers’ worldviews 

 

Bertus Haverkort, Wim Hiemstra and Katrien van’t Hooft 

Endogenous development refers to devel-
opment based mainly, though not exclu-
sively, on locally available resources such 
as land, water, vegetation, local knowl-
edge, culture and the way people have 
organised themselves. Endogenous devel-
opment strives to optimise the dynamics 
of these local resources, thus enhancing 
cultural diversity, human welfare and eco-
logical stability. It is a response to the 
current process of global modernisation, 
which in many respects is having the op-
posite effect. 
      Although participatory approaches 
often experience difficulties in overcom-
ing an implicit western bias and top-down 
tendencies, their importance and that of 
indigenous knowledge is becoming in-
creasingly recognised. Many indigenous 
farming techniques have been docu-
mented. A host of literature exists on sub-
jects like soil and water conservation, 
ethno-veterinary practices, use of natural 
pesticides, inter-cropping, agroforestry, 
food preservation and human health 
(Reijntjes et al.1992). Yet, we are con-
cerned about the fact that often the focus 
is limited to that part of indigenous 
knowledge that can be understood and 
valued from the perspective of western 
knowledge. Other parts related to con-
cepts of life, the process of learning and 
experimentation as well as the role of 
traditional institutions are less appreci-
ated and less likely to be accepted as 
relevant.  
 
What is Compas? 
Compas is a collaborative undertaking of 
15 development organisations in 10 differ-
ent countries in South America, Africa, 
Asia and Europe. These partner organisa-
tions are committed to endogenous devel-
opment. They want to understand the 
worldviews of the rural people with whom 
they work and seek opportunities to sup-
port the dynamics of indigenous knowl-
edge and traditional institutions. The 
Compas network for COMPAring and Sup-
porting endogenous development started 

in 1995. Its objectives are to create the 
space necessary to reach a deeper under-
standing of farmers’ visions and enabling a 
dialogue between development organisa-
tions that share this concern.  
      The initial partner organisations 
started documenting farmers’ worldviews, 
their notions of cause and effect and the 
relationship between humankind and na-
ture. The first exchange workshop in 1996 
was hosted by AGRUCO, the Bolivian Com-
pas partner. The partner organisations 
concluded that a focus on people’s cos-
movision might enable them to re-connect 
their work with rural people’s knowledge 
in its full significance. The partners de-
cided to go on with this work, taking it a 
step further than documentation. During 
the second phase of the Compas pro-
gramme (1997 – 2002) the focus is on ex-
periments based on local concepts, with 
traditional leaders involved in the imple-
mentation. 

This is an important step forward in 
the field of experiences currently being 
made in the domain of Participatory Tech-
nology Development (PTD) and Participa-
tion Learning and Action (PLA). The 15 
partner organisations are committed to 
design, carry out and evaluate field ex-
periments not only with farmers, but also 
based on farmers’ own worldviews, local 
concepts and criteria. They will share 
their experiences during regional and in-
ternational workshops and will publish 
them through the COMPAS Newsletter. 
 
Indigenous cosmovisions 
Cosmovision can be briefly defined as the 
way people perceive the world in which 
they live (see box on this page). During 
the workshop in Bolivia, the Compas part-
ners showed that in spite of differences, 
there are also similarities amongst the 
indigenous perspectives of rural people in 
Latin America, Asia and Africa (Haverkort 
and Hiemstra, 1999). Agricultural prac-
tices are generally subject to rules and 
rituals that assume a relationship between 
nature, mankind and the spiritual world. 

Compas is an exciting initiative in which field-based organisations work to-
gether with rural people and traditional leaders. The aim is to support en-
dogenous development by means of ancient visions and new insights on agri-
culture, health and natural resource management. This article explains the 
history of Compas, the concepts used and the approach and activities as 
reflected upon by the participating organisations. 

Some concepts defined 
 
Classical knowledge: knowledge of an-
cient cultures derived from classical texts 
or other cultural expressions such as de-
signs or architecture. Examples are: Indian 
knowledge based on the Vedas, Chinese 
knowledge of I Ching and Lao Tse, Greek 
texts of Plato and Aristotle, knowledge of 
the Egypts, Aztecs and Incas, Shona 
knowledge reconstructed from the Great 
Zimbabwe Ruins. 
 
 
Rural peoples' knowledge:the actual 
knowledge of rural people based both on 
traditional knowledge (knowledge that was 
transmitted orally from one generation to 
the next) or indigenous knowledge 
(knowledge that has been generated by a 
certain population in a specific environ-
ment) and external knowledge (i.e. knowl-
edge brought by education, extension, 
churches, mass media or commerce). 
 
 
Formal knowledge: also referred to as 
western, scientific or conventional knowl-
edge. Knowledge that results from the for-
mal process of fact finding and under-
standing, based on positivist methods like 
quantification and interpretation of re-
search data. This knowledge is being gen-
erated in formal research centres and 
taught at formal educational institutes 
such as universities and agricultural 
schools. 
 
 
Cosmovision: or concept of life refers to 
the way a certain population perceives the 
world and cosmos. It includes assumed 
relationships between the spiritual world, 
the natural world and the human world. It 
describes the role of supernatural powers, 
the relationship between humans and na-
ture and the way natural processes take 
place. It embodies the premises on which 
people organise themselves and deter-
mines the philosophical basis for interven-
tion in nature.  
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In all countries major changes in demogra-
phy, economics, technological innova-
tions, exposure to mass media and degra-
dation of ecological resources have taken 
place and are leading to an erosion of in-
digenous cultures, knowledge and cos-
movisions. At the same time, despite ap-
parent acceptance of dominant technolo-
gies, a core of indigenous institutions sur-
vives and a wealth of indigenous knowl-
edge still exists.  

In indigenous cosmovision mankind, 
nature and the spiritual world are often 
seen as interrelated in a reciprocal rela-
tionship. If nature is not treated well, it 
may react by treating people badly: there 
will be plague, drought or bad harvests. If 
spirits are respected they will ensure a 
good life for living creatures. Many rural 
people, therefore, look upon farming not 
only as an activity in the natural world, 
but also as an activity in the spiritual 
world. 

 The spiritual world is seen as contain-
ing a creative force and a destructive 
force, which have a certain balance. 
There may be a polarity of good and bad 
forces and there are often different spiri-
tual beings such as gods, spirits and ances-
tors. These spiritual beings may express 
themselves in nature and through living 
humans such as spirit mediums, shamans 
and priests. Although often not perceived 
by outsiders, these traditional leaders 
have great influence on the decisions rural 
people make. 

 
No need to romanticise 
In many cosmovisions nature is considered 
sacred. This finds its expression in con-
cepts like Mother Earth, sacred mountains, 
rivers, trees and animals. Animals, plants 
and trees are often considered to be 
linked with the spiritual world and should 
be treated with respect. The sacred char-
acter of nature often leads to the need to 
conduct rituals during agricultural activi-
ties. The way farmers learn and experi-
ment is intimately related to their own 
concepts, logic and criteria. Astrological 
information is often used in determining 
the moments for implementing specific 

agricultural activities. 
In many cases the ag-
ricultural and ritual 
calendar are linked. 
At the same time the 
partner organisations 
have concluded that 
there is no reason to 
romanticise tradi-
tional cosmovisions. 
Traditional practices 
have not always been 
effective in prevent-
ing over-exploitation 
of soils, overgrazing, 
deforestation, pollu-
tion, erosion or envi-
ronmental disaster. 

Nor have they always led to maintaining 
social stability and equality. Indigenous 
knowledge is not equally spread in com-
munities and certain individuals may mo-
nopolise and misuse certain knowledge. 
However, for development organisations 
to be effective in supporting endogenous 
development, they need to understand 
and accept the characteristics of indige-
nous knowledge systems and cosmovisions. 

The partner organisations also ex-
pressed their conviction that by focusing 
on rural people’s cosmovision it may be 
possible to connect their development 
work with indigenous people, their leaders 
and knowledge in a new perspective. It is 
within their cosmovision that farmers in-
terpret development and define their re-
lationship with outside knowledge and 
agencies. In this way development work-
ers are being challenged to go beyond 
validating indigenous technical knowl-
edge. Farmers’ concepts of life - and the 
agricultural practices based on them – are 
a reality to which they can relate, when it 
is taken serious and accepted as the start-
ing point of development co-operation. 
 
Approach and activities 
In scientific circles worldwide, western 
science and technology are regarded as 
the only valuable approach. An 
intercultural dialogue can help to over-
come the implied western supremacy of 
development approaches and technolo-
gies. Partners from different backgrounds 
can come together in a platform, search-
ing for technology development that 
builds on the traditions of wisdom from 
different cultures. Intercultural dialogue 
has the potential to counteract the eco-
nomic and political domination manifest in 
the current globalisation process. Moreo-
ver it can support processes of decentrali-
sation and regional endogenous develop-
ment. 

The Compas programme has four ma-
jor activities for organisations involved in 
supporting rural communities in endoge-
nous development. The first activity is 
learning together about cosmovision and 
indigenous institutions. As a second activ-

ity, local experiments in the context of 
the farmers’ knowledge and cosmovision 
can be conducted. As third activity, these 
activities require to go through a process 
of self-development and training of field 
staff. A fourth activity is sharing experi-
ences through networking and advocacy. 

During a second workshop, February 
1998, the Compas partners jointly formu-
lated an approach for each of these activi-
ties. They are described in detail in ‘Food 
for Thought’ (in press). Here we will give 
a brief overview of these approaches. 
 
Learning about cosmovision 
The aim of learning about cosmovision is 
to find the point of articulation for co-
operation and to strengthen the cultural 
identity of the population. Indigenous 
knowledge springs from a local ecological 
and cultural context and is often holistic. 
It includes community-based activities, 
focuses on the optimal use of local re-
sources, strives to minimising risks and 
allows for site specific solutions. Certain 
knowledge may be tied to economic or 
cultural activities or to spiritual practices 
that are difficult to understand for outsid-
ers. 

Farmers’ knowledge is frequently lim-
ited to what they can sense directly, usu-
ally through observation and what they 
can understand with their own intuition or 
concepts. It may be difficult for farmers 
to relate to influences that are relatively 
new to them like population growth, dete-
riorating natural resources and external 
markets. Yet their own concepts, rituals 
and insights, once taken seriously, may 
also bring about important contributions 
to problem solving. 

Documentation should be a participa-
tory process where outsiders and indige-
nous institutions co-operate. Its results 
should be used basically by and for the 
benefit of the local population. It is essen-
tial to communicate in the local language 
and use cultural expressions, such as songs 
or visual expressions in ceramics, textiles 
or wall paintings. Information can be fed 
back to the community using a variety of 
different methods such as village work-
shops, village drama, puppet shows, visual 
aids such as slides, videos or traditional 
media, publications and discussions in the 
local media. In all situations traditional 
leaders should be involved and rituals 
might be carried out. 
      The Compas partners indicated that 
the following topics were useful in their 
work and provide a checklist for documen-
tation and assessment.  
Indigenous institutions: What are the in-
stitutions that regulate community deci-
sion making, the management of resources 
and experimentation with new farming 
practices? Which persons have special 
knowledge and power and play a particu-
lar role in the community? What are their 
roles and responsibilities in agricultural 

The first Compas workshop was hosted by the community of Capellani and 
AGRUCO in Bolivia. 
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experimentation and innovations?  
Cosmovision and concepts of life: What 
beliefs in divine beings play a role in soci-
ety? What is the role of ancestors, sacred 
persons, animals, special places and ob-
jects? What is the concept of nature, the 
role of energy, rituals and spiritual tech-
nologies, the time concept, relationships 
of cause and effect and the relationship 
between mankind, nature and the spiri-
tual world? 
Indigenous knowledge: What are the im-
portant practices relating to natural re-
source management, agriculture and 
health? What concepts and explanations 
for these practices are used? How do they 
relate to western explanations and con-
cepts? How do people learn, teach and 
experiment? What agricultural experi-
ments have been undertaken and how was 
this done? What were the subjects, meth-
ods, parameters, criteria and indicators? 
Interaction: How does the indigenous 
knowledge system interact with outside 
sources of knowledge? What is the focus of 
general and agricultural education, agri-
cultural research and extension, religion 
and health? How has indigenous knowl-
edge used in learning, teaching and ex-
perimenting, been influenced by external 
and internal change? 
Changes in the traditional cosmovision: 
What changes have taken place in tradi-
tional cosmovision? Which of these are due 
to internal influences and which are the 
result of adjustments to ecological, tech-
nological, commercial, political or demo-
graphic change? To what extent is experi-
mentation and learning influenced by the 
western worldview? What are the contra-
dictions and tensions? 
Options for endogenous development: 
How can local communities decide on 
their future, maintaining their cultural 
identity, using their local resources and 
carefully consider opportunities for the 
use of external knowledge? 
 
Conducting local experiments 
In experiments based on this conventional 
western knowledge, repeatability is an 
important criteria. But many situations 
are non-replicable by design, given the 
specific characteristics of the area and the 
population. Moreover, those aspects of 
reality that cannot be measured are often 
neglected in western research and devel-
opment. This implies that theory about 
spiritual phenomena is lacking. Supporting 
local experiments in the context of farm-
ers’ knowledge and cosmovision is a major 
aspect of the work of the Compas part-
ners. In all rural societies farmers experi-
ment in order to improve their practices 
and adjust to changing circumstances, 
using their own experimental designs, cri-
teria’s and indicators. Documenting in-
digenous knowledge can lead to experi-
ments in the community that involve 
adapting local practices or testing exter-

nal innovations. In cosmovisions that re-
quire ecological stability for production, 
enhancing traditional methodologies may 
lead to an increased balance between na-
ture and human interventions. 

This process should part from a readi-
ness to understand indigenous knowledge, 
to respect it, to challenge it when neces-
sary and look for ways in which it can be 
tested and improved. Farm-level experi-
ments can contribute to three goals. First, 
the effectiveness and relevance of local 
practices can be enhanced. Second, the 
experimental practices and skills of farm-
ers can be improved. Finally, experiments 
may help to build a theory to explain the 
effectiveness of indigenous technologies 
(see Haverkort, pag. 38-40).  

The Compas partner organisations are 
working on a framework for experiments 
within a cosmovision perspective. Many 
important points relating to the experi-
ments were raised during the workshops, 
like gender, activities and parameters of 
spiritual leaders, sacred places and time 
frames that respect ritual calendars and 
astrological data. Moreover, local value 
systems and socio-cultural issues such as 
taboos, totems, class and caste and power 
differences have to be taken into account.  
 
Self-development and training 
It is obvious that outsiders, who want to 
support farming communities in the proc-
ess of endogenous development, need to 
have the attitudes and skills to build up a 
good relationship with traditional leaders 
such as priests, healers, soothsayers and 
shamans. Field workers may have to de-
velop skills in intuition, reflection, flexi-
bility, spirituality and openness. Moreo-
ver, they should not only accept and re-
spect the community processes, but also 
take part in them. This can mean taking 
part in rituals and carrying out local ex-
periments based on farmers’ concepts. 

Most staff of support organisations has 
received training that take the superiority 
of western conventional way of thinking 
for granted. Awareness about possible 
arrogance in the professional situation and 
a process of ‘de-schooling’ or ‘learning 
how to learn from the community’ may 
well be needed. At the same time care 
should be taken to avoid encouraging the 
conviction that traditional knowledge and 
cosmovisions have the answer to every 
problem. 

The practical translation of these skills 
is the capacity to have a good dialogue. 
Dialogue does not necessarily mean reach-
ing consensus: there may be disagree-
ment. The key is to make an effort to un-
derstand, agree or respectfully disagree 
and remain open to feedback and further 
information. Enhancing endogenous devel-
opment requires an open attitude towards 
indigenous knowledge, traditional institu-
tions and to methods for technology de-
velopment. Not the top-down approach 

involved in the transfer of technology, nor 
the use of Participatory Rural Appraisal 
techniques during a diagnostic phase, fol-
lowed by a persuasive phase of technology 
testing. Rather, there is a need to express 
appreciation for indigenous knowledge 
and indigenous institutions and for an 
open dialogue with the community in the 
search for alternatives. The required re-
orientation and training is not likely to 
come from conventional training insti-
tutes, like universities and agricultural 
schools. It needs to be developed by inno-
vative NGOs or farmers organisations. 
Teachers can be found in communities or 
centres of spiritual development. 
 
Networking and dialogue 
Networking is an important activity that 
allows for experiences to be exchanged 
and assessed and coalitions to be built 
between like-minded organisations. This 
can result in co-operation in domains 
where a single organisation is too small to 
carry out the activity on its own.  

Networking between partner organisa-
tions has taken place during the work-
shops and several smaller meetings. 
Moreover networking is also taking place 
at individual level. In order to enhance 
the dialogue amongst the partners them-
selves and with others, this six-monthly 
COMPAS Newsletter is being produced. We 
intend to use all possible resources to find 
a way forward in sense making, learning 
about and understanding farmers’ world-
views. We invite all readers to participate 
in this process. 
 
References: 
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     Bangalore, India 
Reijntjes C., Haverkort B. and Waters-Bayer 
A., 1992 
     Farming for the Future, An introduction 
     to Low-External-Input and Sustainable 
     Agriculture, Macmillan, London, United 
     Kingdom 
Veldhuizen L. van, Waters-Bayer A., Zeeuw 
H. de,1997 
     Developing Technology with farmers, 
     ZED Books, London, United Kingdom 
Pretty J. et al. 
     A trainers’ guide to participatory 
     learning and action 
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From T & V to learning about cosmovision 
 

David Millar 

In Northern Ghana, as in many other countries, farmers have received vari-
ous types of assistance to help them increase their production: conventional 
extension based on Training and Visit (T&V) and of late, participatory ap-
proaches. In this article, David Millar shares his experiences with extension. 
The community is approached with empathy and respect for their cosmovision 
and it is clear that ancestors play a crucial role. 

Twenty years ago, I started working as a 
Government agricultural development 
worker. At that time, agricultural research 
had developed a hybrid variety of sor-
ghum. When used in combination with 
chemical fertilisers, it yielded two or 
three times the normal returns for North-
ern Ghana. In order to convince farmers of 
the advantages of this new variety, the 
government introduced the Training and 
Visit system. Extension workers received 
training twice a month to enable them to 
effectively communicate information to 
farmers. Technical guidelines on land 
preparation, ploughing, sowing, fertiliser 
application, transplanting, weeding, top 
dressing, pest management, harvesting, 
storage and marketing were determined 
by headquarters and transferred to farm-
ers by extension workers. The extension 
staff worked with farmers who were will-
ing to establish demonstration plots on 
their farms. These farmers were visited 
every fortnight and were given technical 
guidelines, which they were supposed to 
pass on to their colleague farmers. 
     In the semi-arid area of Northern 
Ghana most farmers keep animals and 
grow food both for home consumption and 
to sell on the local market. Main crops 

include sorghum, millet, maize and 
groundnuts. The soils are generally poor, 
rainfall is irregular and the roads to local 
markets are only passable during the dry 
season. Agricultural inputs are scarce and 
their supply is uncertain. 
 
The ship did not arrive 
Initially this system seemed to work well. 
Extension staff was motivated. They re-
ceived a motor cycle whilst the contact 
farmers were happy to receive cheap fer-
tilisers and a lot of attention. Yet during 
the third year of the programme a prob-
lem arose. The ship arrived late and fertil-
isers could not be delivered to the villages 
before the start of the rains. Because of 
this the most essential ingredient required 
by the extension programme was not 
available to farmers.  
      After long discussions with the exten-
sion staff, it was decided to turn this 
problem into an opportunity. Instead of 
going to the farmers with messages of in-
novation, the extension staff visited the 
farmers to learn from them, discover what 
advice they needed and how they were 
going to manage without fertiliser. The 
results were revealing. It turned out that 
the vast majority of the farmers were not 

too bothered about the absence of fertil-
iser. They had been farming in the area 
for centuries with farming techniques such 
as inter-cropping, combining crops with 
livestock, using trees for food, fodder, 
medicines and firewood, practising dry 
season gardening and the husbanding of 
poultry, goats, sheep and cattle. Produc-
tion was mainly for home consumption and 
products were stored in traditional grana-
ries. Part of what was produced was used 
for sacrifices and ceremonies. During our 
work we became increasingly aware of 
gender differentiation in labour and deci-
sion making. In traditional systems, fertil-
iser that has to be bought with cash plays 
a very limited role. Farmers’ interest in 
extension centred on water management, 
animal health and the construction of 
tools. 
      Based on this experience an effort was 
made to adjust the content of the exten-
sion programme to the needs and poten-
tial of the farmers. However, it was diffi-
cult for a centrally managed government 
to manage decentralisation and flexibility. 

I decided to continue working in the 
NGO-sector as manager of a church-based 
program, where there was more opportu-
nity to adjust to the needs of farmers and 
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Village meeting in Bongo. Project 
staff, farmers and earth priest 
exchange views. 
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to focus on low-external-input agriculture. 
We realised that farmers learn through 
experience and adjust their practices ac-
cordingly. We looked for ways of building 
our work on farmers’ own experimental 
practices and of carrying out on-farm re-
search and participatory technology devel-
opment. 
 
Learning about cosmovision 
Later, when I completed my MSc and PhD 
abroad, I took farmers’ knowledge as my 
main area of research. I identified the 
farmers’ concepts concerning food pro-
duction, their relationship to nature and 
the role of traditional decision making at 
village level in Ghana. These studies re-
vealed that indigenous knowledge is both 
rich and dynamic. According to Northern 
Ghana cosmovision, rural people do not 
only relate to the natural world: the soil, 
plants, animals, climate and natural vege-
tation. They also relate to the spiritual 
world: their ancestors, the gods and spir-
its. The people believe the land was given 
to them by their ancestors, who also 
taught them how to survive. Ancestors 
play a role in the life of the living, their 
souls are in the area and they are the in-
termediaries between the gods and the 
living. 
      Spirit mediums including soothsayers 
and the tendana, the sons of the Earth 

god, can receive 
messages and guid-
ance from the an-
cestors through 
dreams, visions, 
animals and sacri-
fices. Therefore, 
they are consulted 
about a variety of 
matters, what 
should be grown, 
where should it be 
grown, what sacri-
fices should be 
made, what seeds 
should be used and 
should innovations 
be accepted or re-
jected?  
 
Empathic 
learning and 
action 
It became clear 
that the training 
and visit approach 
transferring techni-
cal know-how, 
aimed at maximis-
ing production for 
the market, did not 
make much sense 
in the eyes of most 
farmers. Also on-
farm research was 
problematic if the 
traditional con-

cepts of farming were not taken into ac-
count. For the majority of farmers in 
Northern Ghana, farming is a combination 
of agricultural and ritual practices and 
social activities that take place within the 
context of their communities.  
     I therefore designed another approach 
to agricultural development: Empathic 
Learning and Action. In this approach it is 
assumed that outsiders may be able to 
make a good contribution to developing 
agriculture, if they are open to the con-
cepts and worldview of the farmers and 
their traditional leaders. They should ac-
knowledge farmers’ interpretations of 
reality and accept their ways of learning 
and experimenting. 
 
Cosmovision in fieldwork 
My field work for Compas started early 
1998 in the village of Bongo, in Northern 
Ghana, where the people belong to the 
Boosi tribe. In their culture, religious 
practices play an important role in farm-
ers’ experiments. During the first meeting 
in Bongo I introduced myself and tried to 
find out whether I was welcome. A ten-
dana, a soothsayer and an elder consulted 
their ancestral spirits and the gods to find 
out what to do with me. As a libation was 
poured the tendana asked for the guid-
ance of his ancestors. He also asked that 
both his ancestors and mine would clear 

the path and guide our actions so that 
they would have fruitful results. During 
our second meeting I was told that the 
response of the gods and the ancestors 
had been a positive one. I was welcome to 
work with the community especially on 
farming matters. 
      Entering the community in the per-
spective of cosmovision was a new experi-
ence for me. As a government extension 
worker I had learned that you need to ask 
permission from the village chief when 
entering a new village. I usually went to 
greet him, bringing him some small gifts 
and then I would start my serious work: 
talking about agriculture and teaching 
farmers what I had learned. Now I learned 
that entering a community implies much 
more than this. Before people will accept 
you, clearance from the ancestral spirits is 
sought. Thus, only by accepting and re-
specting their rules can a relationship of 
confidence be built up with a community. 
Involvement does not stop at the 
‘professional’ level, it goes includes one’s 
own ethnic background and ancestral spir-
its. 
 
Inception workshop 
After being accepted by the community 
and their ancestors, we decided to have a 
village meeting to discuss the programme 
of co-operation between us. During this 
inception workshop I wanted to be very 
honest about my intentions, my doubts 
and our commitments. I told the villagers 
that in my twenty years of experience I 
had encountered situations where farmers 
received credit support. When it was time 
for repayment they frequently declared 
they had had a poor harvest and were un-
able to meet payment, although during 
production and monitoring information 
indicated that they would be able to pay 
back what they had borrowed. Sometimes 
their inability to repay was blamed on 
natural and social disasters, which were 
not reported elsewhere. I asked whether 
this was the same for their tribe, the 
Boosi.  
      This question was discussed in the 
meeting, and after an uncomfortable lull I 
was told ”It is true that we play games 
with the government workers. We are sure 
you would do the same if you were in our 
place. But, you know, with government 
agents we do not have a serious relation-
ship. They come uninvited with services 
that we have not asked for and our ances-
tors are not involved. When we meet a 
person in the traditional way and use the 
name of the ancestors and call them with 
drinks to be part of our activity, we are 
really very serious. We know of cases 
where people have cheated with the name 
of the ancestors and have lost all their 
livestock and crops”. 
      Then I remembered something that 
had happened in my own youth in the Da-
gaaba tribe. Before my father died, he 

Discussing the poultry improvement experiments. 
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had given his animals to his brothers in 
Burkina Faso so they could be used for 
future schooling of his children. When I 
was about to go to secondary school my 
mother took me to my uncle and asked for 
the animals. She was told the animals had 
all died and there was nothing, which 
could be used to pay for my education. 
Two weeks later a messenger came to tell 
us that my uncles’ cattle had died myste-
riously and now my uncle was afraid of 
dying himself. He therefore sent money 
for my schooling and enough to perform 
the necessary sacrifices to my fathers’ 
spirit. This was done, my uncle survived 
and I continued my schooling. 
     The elders listened with great interest 
and confirmed that this is also how things 
happen in the Boosi tradition. They went 
on to say: “We assure you that the activi-
ties we are about to undertake will not 
suffer the same fate as your fathers’ ani-
mals or the loans of government agents. 
We will support and share the plight of 
one another, provided it is in line with the 
ancestral laws. We will ensure that things 
will survive and thrive”. For me, this is 
what sustainability is all about. 
 
Poultry: the hand of gold 
The first thing I learned during the incep-
tion workshop was that elders do not farm 
with their hands. Youngsters and women 
do the actual farm work. The elders pro-
vide the resources, knowledge and skills 
and above all give spiritual guidance. The 
elders are mainly concerned with rearing 
livestock, particularly poultry. Livestock 
represents wealth; it is the capital of a 

family and can be used for dowries, sacri-
fices and as a buffer for lean times. 
Therefore, rearing livestock is of utmost 
importance.  
      Although every elder is involved in 
improving his livestock, some people in 
the community have the gift of ‘choosing 
good animals for breeding’. They have 
‘the hand of gold’ and are called upon 
when someone in the community needs to 
buy new animals, particularly if these in-
clude fowl and goats. I wanted to learn 
more about this. In my presence the eld-
ers put together a team to purchase ani-
mals that were free of deformities and 
that could be used in rituals and for pro-
duction. There are variations according to 
colour and feather types and different 
rituals require different breeds. The eld-
ers also indicated that once the animals 
are purchased ‘in the name of the gods 
and the spirits’, there is no restriction to 
up-grading, or even to introducing exotic 
breeds to crossbreed. I find the idea of 
spiritual animals and the discourse that 
surrounds this worldview a possible sus-
tainable entry point for the Compas pro-
gramme. We are starting a Participatory 
Learning and Action (PLA) programme to 
improve chicken breeds, housing and 
feeding. 
 
Youth and women farmers 
Groups of youth and women identified 
groundnut farming as an interesting in-
come-generating activity. After asking 
clearance from the elders and the ances-
tral spirits, trials with traditional varieties 
and a comparison between organic fertil-

iser and phosphorus fertiliser were set up 
by three women groups and two youth 
groups. The women also expressed an in-
terest in knowing more about the use of 
indigenous vegetables for nourishing diets. 
 
Networking 
CECIK is presently involved in lecturing on 
the Compas approach at the University of 
Development Studies in Tamale. Both this 
university and the Savana Agricultural Re-
search Institute are now involved in case 
studies on indigenous institutions and agri-
culture. In Ghana there are two regional 
networks of some 20 NGOs: ACDEP in the 
North and ECASARD in the South. We have 
been sharing our experiences in their 
meetings and have received quite a posi-
tive response. Together with ECASARD, 
CECIK organised a workshop to carry out a 
survey on indigenous knowledge and local 
resources for sustainable rural develop-
ment. CECIK also produces a bi-annual 
journal, the Horn, on rural peoples’ cos-
movision and the experiences of Compas 
in Northern Ghana. 
 
CECIK 
P.O. Box 607 
Bolgatanga – U.E.R. 
Ghana 
Tel/fax: +233 71 23833 
E-mail: cecik@africaonline.com.gh 

Enhancing Indigenous Agricultural Knowledge in Africa (ENIAKA) 
 
The Centre for Agricultural Technology (CTA) of the European Union and the Compas part-
ners in Ghana and Zimbabwe will take a new initiative in 1999 to enhance indigenous knowl-
edge in Africa. Through literature research and direct mailing, information will be collected 
on the state of art of African indigenous knowledge on soil and water conservation, crop and 
animal production, pest and disease management and agroforestry. Besides technological 
aspects of indigenous knowledge, this inventory will include the importance of African cos-
movisions and explore the role of traditional leaders such as chiefs, elders, healers and spirit 
mediums. A register of organisations and individuals involved in indigenous knowledge in 
Africa will be elaborated.  

A workshop is tentively planned in Zimbabwe in November 1999 to discuss information 
and formulate recommendations to enhance indigenous knowledge for sustainable land use 
in Africa. In this context, formal co-operation has been established with a World Bank pro-
gramme on Indigenous Knowledge and Development. This initiative aims for an indigenous 
knowledge database to facilitate information exchange and promote its use in the develop-
ment process. 

Indigenous organisations, national and international development organisations and pro-
fessionals, who are interested to make a contribution, are requested to contact Compas In-
ternational Coordination, ETC, P.O. Box 64, 3830 AB Leusden, the Netherlands, Email: 
compas@etcnl.nl 

More details and a format for the information will be sent and for the best contributions a 
price will be awarded. 
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Tharu farmers relate soil and soul 
 

Maheswar Ghimire 

Chitwan Valley is located in the southern plains of 
Nepal, close to the border with India. It is the 
home of the indigenous Tharu, who used to have ani-
mistic beliefs but have gradually become Hindu. In 
1957, the Gurung - mainly Bhuddists from the mid-
hills – migrated to Chitwan Valley as a result of gov-
ernment policies. Ecoscentre is a NGO working in the 
area and assists both groups to develop sustainable 
agriculture. It wants to develop an understanding of 
the dynamics and influence of the Gurung on the 
Tharu as far as indigenous knowledge, astrology and 
cosmovision are concerned. Both Chitwan Valley and 
working with cosmovision are new for Ecoscentre. 
This article describes the initial experiences. 
 

In Nepal, from the lowland southern plains 
of Tarai to the high hills of the Himalayas, 
there are some 36 different ethnic groups 
each with their own identity, indigenous 
knowledge and practices. The Tharu are 
the indigenous people of the Southern 
plains, concentrated in the Chitwan Valley 
where our programme is based. They have 
developed their own practices in agricul-
tural, medicinal, natural resources man-
agement and architecture and these are 
essentially ecologically-friendly, harmoni-
ous and holistic.  

Soil fertility improvement in the con-
text of cosmovision and indigenous institu-
tions was chosen as Ecoscentre's focus in 
the farmers' workshops held in the village 
of Dibya Nagar in 1998. The Tharu are 
mainly farmers and they have special af-
finity with soil and land. Apart from farm-
ing they also engage in hunting, especially 
birds, and collecting minor forest products 
such as wild fruits and vegetables. Some 
Tharu tribes are fishermen. From histori-
cal and archaeological information we 
know that the Tharu have been living in 
Chitwan for 3000 years. Their attachment 

to the soil, land and nature where their 
ancestors settled, is very strong. 

 
Traditional practices 
Before the arrival of the migrant Gurung 
in Chitwan Valley about 1957, the farming 
system was based on locally available 
natural resources and a great affection for 
Mother Earth (Dharti Mata). Traditional 
soil conservation methods include keeping 
animals for manure, part of which is 
brought to the uplands, especially prior to 
sowing maize and mustard. Composting, 
growing legume crops in rotation with ag-
ricultural crops and mixing cereals with 
legumes are other common practices par-
ticularly amongst the Tharu farmers of 
Dibya Nagar. 

Farm animals are kept for manure, 
milk and traction. As the rice grows, the 
animals graze and manure the fields,
public lands, forests and riverbanks. Farm 
animals are important for the family econ-
omy as they can be exchanged in times of 
need. Before 1957, the Tharu had a small 
local cattle breed of cow and they did not 
keep buffaloes. Milking was not common; 

most milk was used for the calves. After 
the establishment of the Royal Chitwan 
National Park, it was no longer possible 
for the farmers to let their animals graze 
in the forests and river banks. The number 
of cows decreased and some were re-
placed by buffaloes. Buffaloes produce 
more manure than the local cows. How-
ever, cattle products are highly valued by 
the Tharu for their nutritional value, for 
purifying places of worship and for clean-
ing their houses. Buffalo manure is only 
suitable as fertiliser. 

Legumes and other green manuring 
plants like lentil, lathyrus and gram are 
commonly used in the irrigated lowlands 
after paddy rice has been harvested. In 
the uplands cowpeas and various types of 
beans are common. These are planted 
throughout the year as an intercrop with 
cereals and as a main crop before cereal 
or oilseed crops are planted. Other plants 
with green manuring properties are Adha-
toda visa, Albizzia spp. and sesame. Ses-
ame is considered a sacred grain crop and 
is used in rituals. It is also an indicator 
plant that reflects the fertility of the soil. 
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If sesame does not grow well, no other 
crop grown in that field will give a good 
harvest. Tharu people also use wood ash 
from specific trees, which they consider 
rich in nutrients, to strengthen crops 
against diseases and pests. So far, these 
trees have not been identified. 

 
Chemical farming 
Chemical fertilisers are replacing tradi-
tional methods of managing soil fertility. 
Older Tharu farmers are unhappy with this 
development. They believe they damage 
the soil, because they have observed that 
they need more and more chemical fertil-
iser each year to maintain yields. If rain-
fall is good during the monsoon, it is possi-
ble to get good biomass and this can be 
converted into compost when it is mixed 
with manure. After the establishment of 
the Chitwan National Park in 1971, the 
Tharu farmers had to reduce the number 
of animals and gradually the use of chemi-
cal fertilisers increased. Chemicals were 
introduced by government officers and 
extension agents as part of the Green 
Revolution message. Plots near the home-
stead however continued to be fertilised 
only with organic manure. These plots are 
used to grow vegetables for home con-
sumption and cereals, which are offered 
to the family god, KulDewata.  
 
Astrology and Guraus 
Tharu farmers take astrological prescrip-
tions into account. Full moon, the day of 
new moon, solar and lunar eclipses are 
observed. During an eclipse, no new agri-
cultural tasks will be initiated. The loca-
tion of different planets such as Mercury, 
Venus, Saturn, Jupiter and stars are all 
taken into account while farming. Certain 
plants and trees are best planted during 
the waxing moon to secured good growth 
and harvest. Cows are given special treat-
ment during the day of full moon in No-
vember to request plentiful milk, manure 

and healthy calves. In the cow shed Agni-
hotra and other rituals are performed (see 
page 23). Some trees, plants and animals 
are considered sacred: the pipal tree 
(Ficus religiosia), the bael tree (Aegle 
marmelos) and the Tulasi Basil (Occimum 
spp.). 

When bad weather affects the soil and 
plants, Tharu farmers ask for help from 
their traditional priest or Gurau. He is the 
faith healer, local priest and sometimes 
the village leader as well. He performs 
rituals intended to attract the attention of 
heavenly forces. Guraus are the astrolo-
gers of the community and consult the 
same type of calendar as Hindu priests. 
Before the arrival of the migrant Gurung, 
the Guraus took most of the decisions 
when it came to farming, cultural ceremo-
nies, marriages and other ritual matters. 
Today, however, their role is less promi-
nent.  

Guraus have spiritual powers, handed 
down by the previous spiritual leader of 
the community. Sometimes one Gurau can 
provide services to ten villages with a to-
tal population of about 10.000 people. 
Normally, the main Gurau is a healer, but 
he can also be asked to forecast the 
weather and perform other shaman func-
tions. When rain is needed, he may medi-
tate, pray and often enters into a trance 
as he dances to attract rain clouds. Assis-
tant Guraus are more concerned with agri-
culture and livestock matters. They iden-
tify the best times for collecting grains for 
seed, planting and harvesting. They are 
also consulted when an animal shed or 
barn has to be constructed or changed. 
 So far we have not identified any female 
Gurau. 

Relationships amongst the Guraus are 
very good. In  accordance with their cul-
tural beliefs they must meet once a year 
to meditate in the forest for seven days. 
Guraus seem frustrated with the develop-
mental trend in Chitwan and neighbouring 

districts. Phenomena such as migration, 
the establishment of Royal Chitwan Na-
tional Park and the arrival of tourists and 
developmental experts have introduced 
the ideas of modern development. Mean-
while the living conditions of the indige-
nous Tharu have deteriorated and the gap 
between poor and rich in the region has 
become wider.  
 
Ecoscentre’s activities 
The challenge for Ecoscentre is to work 
with the farmers to develop sustainable 
and, if possible organic agriculture. Many 
farmers are now looking at ways of restor-
ing soil fertility and reducing the level of 
chemical inputs. The organic production 
already used in homestead plots can be 
taken as a starting point. In the process of 
farmer experimentation, we are develop-
ing criteria and indicators based on infor-
mation from the traditional agricultural 
calendar and the suggestions of the Gu-
raus. We also draw on experiences of sus-
tainable agriculture worldwide. When we 
carry out experiments, we intend to in-
volve school pupils as well.  

 We have established a good relation-
ship with Sikha Gurau of Dibya Nagar. He 
is very positive about our interests in re-
viving traditions. He assured us that Gu-
raus will do all they can to get organic 
products which can be offered to gods, 
goddesses and deities, because these days 
they are very difficult to find. We feel he 
might be a very good resource person for 
our Compas programme.   

 
 
 
 
 

Ecoscentre 
P.O. Box 4 
Narayangarh, CHITWAN  
Nepal 
Tel: +977 56 23663 
Fax: +977 56 20482 
email:ecoce@mos.com.np 

Sikha Gurau, the traditional priest of Dibya Nagar, is keen to participate 
in the Compas programme. In his hand he holds a pendulum, a spiritual 
tool which is used while treating patients.  

Tharu farmer Giridhau Mahato makes compost to improve soil fertility 
and reduce chemical inputs. 
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Strengthening our cultural heritage 
 

Vanaja Ramprasad, Krishna Prasad and Gowri Gopinath 

Globalisation of economies, population growth and urbanisation have 
brought about serious threats to the life supporting systems of farm-
ers and indigenous communities in many areas of India. The farmers, 
forest dwellers and tribals living in Thalli, south of Bangalore, until 
recently lived in close relationship with nature. As rural values and 
lifestyles change, the need to conserve the natural resource base be-
comes increasingly important.  

GREEN Foundation is a grassroots organisa-
tion working with small farmers towards 
conserving, promoting and reviving ge-
netic and cultural diversity in South India. 
The significance of traditional knowledge 
systems and spiritual beliefs as a dominant 
element in the life of peoples, who de-
pend on the vagaries of nature in carrying 
out agricultural activities, is well recog-
nised.  

The overall objective of our project 
with Compas is to strengthen endogenous 
development at village level. In 1998, we 
started documentating agricultural-
related beliefs and practices in 50 villages 
before engaging in group formation. The 
survey included information on the preva-
lence of traditional healers, spiritual lead-
ers, existing wild flora and fauna, re-
sourceful people and the identification of 
potential animators and volunteers. The 
survey brought to light the existence of 
traditional practices in agriculture and 
health in most villages. It also allowed us 
to map biodiversity at village and ecosys-
tem level. Moreover, GREEN organised a 
seed fair and cultural values were revived 
through folk song and dance. A forum was 
initiated where traditional healers and 
spiritual leaders could share their experi-
ences and ideas. 
   An integral component of Compas is 
process documentation. From the incep-
tion of the project, there has been a sys-
tematic record kept of the methodology 
used to facilitate effective planning, 
monitoring and implementation. We made 
an annual planner indicating our activities 
and a weekly review of the work is made. 
This gives us some indication of the prog-
ress we have made during the course of 
the year.  
 
Karibanta 
During the survey, we came accross Kari-
banta, once an important ritual related to 
pest and disease control performed a 
month before the harvest in drought 
prone regions. It has now ceased in popu-
larity and is on the verge of extinction.  
     Karibanta is also the folk term for a 
rare species of tree, Dalbergia paniculata, 

and the ritual draws its name from this 
tree. It is a community ritual performed 
with the advent of the Ubbe-uttare rains 
at the end of September and early Octo-
ber. These rains come as the ears of grain 
begin to mature, when crops are espe-
cially prone to attack by pests and dis-
eases. A platform is constructed with the 
branches and leaves of the Karibanta tree. 
A  big branch is fixed in the middle of the 
platform. A turmeric soaked cloth contain-
ing 5 varieties of grain (ragi, horsegram, 
little millet, paddy and field bean) are 
tied to the pole indicating the commonly 
grown varieties of crop. A similar cloth is 
also fastened on the Karibanta branch. 
Three uncut stones are placed in front of 
the platform and worshipped by applying 
vermilion and turmeric. Villagers worship 
the Karibanta 
branch and 
request that 
their crops be 
protected 
against disease 
and pest at-
tack. A hen is 
then slaugh-
tered and its 
blood sprinkled 
on the millet 
leaves to ap-
pease the 
rains. Chanting 
"Bali oh Bali, 
we sacrifice to 
thee", the 
blood is then 
sprinkled on 
the plot. The 
chant is be-
lieved to pro-
tect crops from 
pest attack or diseases on millet crop such 
as leaf blast or leaf spot. It is important 
that the chant be recited by the person 
who holds the vessel that contains the 
offerings. This marks the conclusion of the 
festival. Farmers have expressed a desire 
to revive this ritual as part of their cul-
tural practices. GREEN has a facilitating 
role in this process. The significance of 

reviving this ritual is to enhance people's 
faith and confidence in their own value 
systems. Through experimentation the 
merits and demerits are explored. Draw-
ings are also a significant feature of Kari-
banta. Close to the field, at the junction 
marking the intersection of three lanes, a 
picture of Rakshasi is drawn from three 
types of ash taken from potters, washer-
men and blacksmiths. Rakshasi is a de-
moness in Hindu mythology and symbolises 
destruction. Trampling on the drawn pic-
ture symbolises her destruction.  
 
Traditional indicators 
GREEN has been working with small and 
marginal farmers towards conserving tra-
ditional seed varieties and promoting sus-
tainable agriculture. For the Compas proj-

ect GREEN has chosen to document this 
process in four villages. The staff partici-
pated in the Karibanta ritual held in Octo-
ber 1998. Villagers seemed pleased to re-
vive a long lost practice. 25 year old Kem-
panna from Sambegowdanadoddi re-
marked: "This is the very first time I have 
seen this ritual being performed". To as-
sess the impact of Karibanta farmers indi-

Villages performing Karibanta ritual for pest control. 
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cated that they look at the size of the 
area covered where crops are protected, 
the level of aphid attack, the degree in 
which earheads appear wilted and if there 
are red spots (Kembatti disease) neckblast 
on the crop. 
      Other rituals were also documented, 
like rain predictions, the sanctity of 
seeds, traditional conservation methods,
indigenous health cures and the impor-
tance of planetary influences. A villager in 
Lingapatna shared the meaning of 
Shankaranthi, a harvest festival. The day 
before Shankaranthi the harvest is wor-
shipped. Leaves of mango and lakhli 
(Vitex negundo) are used in prayers. On 
the day itself, the house is cleaned with 
cow dung, the cattle are washed and 
rested. Towards the evening, the cattle 
are decorated with vermilion and turmeric 
and colourfully draped material. Pongal, a 
sweet dish made from rice and Indian 
brown sugar, is prepared near the statue 
of the deity Shankaramana in the pres-
ence of a pair of cattle.  
      The people then assemble at the tem-
ple with their cattle, and sacred water is 
sprinkled over the animals. The drum is 
beaten and a fire lit in front of the tem-
ple. The cattle are made to jump over the 
fire. This represents a prayer and thanks-
giving for their health. 
   Village-based groups of knowledgeable 
people, spiritual leaders and local health 
practioners are being built up in four vil-
lages. At Laxmipura, twelve spiritual lead-
ers were brought together, while at 
Mastapanadoddi the tribal Irula cultural 
revival is a major undertaking. In Bellalam 
village, knowledgeable persons, spiritual 
leaders and health practitioners as well as 
the youth are actively involved. At Arala-
gadakalu village experiments with tradi-
tional farming are being carried out. All 
these groups are engaged in the finalisa-
tion of agricultural calendars.  
 
Negilu Pooje 
Practices are documented and experi-
ments carried out by village level volun-

teers and interested farmers. Negilu pooje 
is an important ritual performed as a pre-
test germination before the onset of sow-
ing (see backcover). Two new ploughs are 
placed in a North-eastern position and 
tied together. A sheath from the areca 
palm leaves is attached and a mixture of 
manure and cow dung deposited inside. 
Nine varieties of seeds are then placed to 
germinate (sorghum, finger millet, niger, 
field beans, red gram, horse gram, mus-
tard, paddy and castor) and water is sprin-
kled. A symbolic deity made of mud is 
placed on top of the leaves and wor-
shipped with flowers and fruits. After nine 
days the seedlings are examined. The par-
ticular varieties with best germination 
results indicate are chosen for cultivation. 
Healthy germination is crucial to cultiva-
tion. The ritual marks the celebration of 
diversity, which is now precariously wan-
ing. The gradual extinction of this ritual in 
the wake of scientific progress and tech-
nological advancement reflects the steady 
destruction of value systems and people's 
science amongst the farming community.  

The Negilu pooje ritual is unique to 
Savirbatha village, about 25 kms from 
Thalli. Five farmers in this village re-
corded their observations between germi-
nation of the seedlings and the harvest of 
the selected varieties of crops. The farm-
ers experimented with different mediums 
for germination. 

 
Biodiversity contest 
In order to involve school children in 
biodiversity conservation, contests have 
been organised. The first one was held in 
August 1995. The response was encourag-
ing and they have been extended to in-
clude several primary schools, twelve high 
schools and three pre-university colleges 
and a university. The objective is to raise 
awareness and at higher education levels 
to stimulate the assimilation and acquisi-
tion of traditional knowledge. In our expe-
rience, establishing contact at the school 
level has been an effective way for dis-
seminating information. Children attend-

ing schools represent different villages. 
The school has therefore been important 
for gathering information that might not 
otherwise have been found. It is often 
difficult to involve children, especially 
girls, at village level meetings. Through 
these contests teachers have also been 
sensitised. Villagers are often reluctant 
about sharing hidden knowledge, particu-
larly with outsiders, whereas they share it 
readily with children and other family 
members. The Compas programme also 
stimulates respect for traditions and cul-
tural values. Elders are happy to see their 
knowledge, customs and traditions being 
revived and have significantly contributed 
to the effort. Because our experience has 
been so positive, we intend to go on with 
the school programme. 
 
Meeting spiritual leaders 
GREEN has hosted two meetings of spiri-
tual leaders at its training centre (see pic-
ture p. 38). On both occasions spiritual 
leaders chose to display their skills in 
communicating with the spirits of gods, 
goddesses and other supernatural powers. 
Among them were Goravas, a singing no-
madic sect; Kanikara, 'one who performs 
Kani or communicates with the spirits' of 
the Irulu tribes, and Dasas, a religious sect 
who worship Lord Anjaneya and 
Venkateshwara. The Dasas are also story 
tellers and traditional healers who per-
form yantras and mantras. They are holy 
men who are invited for special religious 
occasions. Having identified a select num-
ber of spiritual leaders, GREEN will work 
closely with them to explore the use of 
spiritual powers in conserving diversity 
and promoting the well-being of its mem-
bers. 

 
 
 
 

GREEN Foundation 
839, 23rd main, J.P. Nagar II Phase 
Bangalore 560 078, India 
Tel: +91 80 663 5963 
Fax: +91 80 665 1729 
email: nanditha@blr.vsnl.net.in 

In order to involve school children in biodiversity 
conservation, our first step is to establish con-
tact with the head of the school and explain 
GREEN's philosophy and the relevance of in-
digenous knowledge. Then slides on traditional 
practices and agricultural biodiversity are shown 
to the students and stories and songs reflecting 
the need to preserve culture are shared. Gener-
ally two contests are conducted every year on 
each school. For the school competition, chil-
dren are requested to collect information on 
local flora and fauna, agricultural practices, tools 
and methods, folk tales, indigenous medicine, 
indigenous recipes, agricultural rituals and their 
significance. So far five schools have organised 
a contest, which  has resulted in information on 
several topics. 'Traditional health care for hu-
mans and cattle' attracted most entries; the 

other subjects were wild flora and fauna spe-
cies, agricultural tools, indigenous varieties, 
riddles, folk tales, village fairs, agricultural ritu-
als, religious ceremonies and traditional recipes. 
Two prizes and eight consolation prizes were 
awarded to suc-
cessful entries. 
Parents were en-
couraged to at-
tend the prize 
giving ceremony. 

Engaging school children 
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Initiatives to promote eco-farming started 
in 1989, when a small demonstration and 
training centre was established. During 
the course of my work in the Ministry of 
Agriculture I was able to build up experi-
ences in eco-farming and the use of bio-
gas. After my retirement I continued and 
involved more farmers in this work. 

ECO is an independent institute based 
on the personal commitment of its work-
ers and participating farmers. Apart from 
the director, ECO has 7 professional field 
workers. Four of them have a formal agri-
cultural training and three of them are 
astrologers or shamans. ECO has a steering 
committee made up of representatives of 
universities, shamans and farmers. 
 
Cosmovision in Sri Lanka 
The majority of the people in Sri Lanka 
are Buddhist and only 10% are Hindus. 
People believe in gods and other deities 
and invoke their blessings to protect them 
from danger, ill health and hardship. Gods 
inhabit trees, especially the Bo tree (Ficus 
religiosa). Astrology plays a dominant role 
in agriculture, especially in the cultivation 
of rice. Since ancient times rituals have 
been used in agriculture to support crop 
growth and animal husbandry and to chase 
away wild animals and pests. Despite the 
impact of the Green Revolution many of 
these spiritual practices still exist, though 
their meaning is often not fully under-
stood by younger farmers. Rituals are 
most often practised away from the eyes 
and ears of outsiders, as they have been 
ridiculed and condemned as being back-
ward.  
     The pooja or offerings in the harvest 
festival are widespread spiritual practices 
in Sri Lankan agriculture as well as man-
tras, or verses with sounds. Other prac-
tises include the use of yantras, or draw-
ing of symbols, and kems which are cer-
tain techniques to obtain favourable ef-
fects. These ritual practices are based on 
a careful observation of nature and natu-
ral phenomena. Much of the indigenous 
knowledge system is described in ancient 

documents or ola scripts.  
The spiritual leaders have different 

names. The daiwatnya deal with astrol-
ogy, kattandirale with yantras and man-
tras, kapua with gods and spirits and the 
vedemahataya treat sick animals and hu-
mans. 
 
The ECO training program  
In 1989 ECO bought a tea-plantation and 
replaced tea monoculture with a combina-
tion of trees, vegetables and rice crops 
using organic manure, there is also a pond 
for the production of azolla for natural 
fertiliser and a biogas installation. Pests 
and diseases are prevented as much as 
possible using natural processes, encour-
aging a great diversity of plant species, 
good soil management and crop rotation. 
When necessary natural and botanical pes-
ticides are used. A dormitory and class-
room has  been built and  practical train-
ing is offered to local farmers, based on 
"learning by seeing and doing". This allows 
farmer-students to observe the effect of 
multiple cropping, organic manure and the 
use of biogas. During the last nine years 
the number of students as well as the 
number of training centres has increased 
making it possible to accumulate experi-
ences with eco-agriculture under a variety 
of ecological conditions. At present ECO 
has 4 training and demonstration facilities 
in different parts of the country. 
 
Introduction of eco-agriculture 
The field workers take initiatives to ac-
tively introduce the eco-approach into 
new areas. This involves the following 
steps:  
Identify new areas  
First a network of farmers, local leaders 
and government agents interested in the 
eco-approach identify new areas. Criteria 
include the interest of the farmers in ex-
perimenting with eco-practices, and the 
level of damage to the environment. 
Identification of knowledgeable persons 
Who in the community has special knowl-
edge on traditional farming, astrology and 

the use of mantras, yantras and kems? 
Which individuals perform special func-
tions during village activities and rituals at 
farm level? Bhuddist temples are also im-
portant places with respect to indigenous 
knowledge, because priests carry out in-
digenous practices, such as charming wa-
ter and sand. 
Organise a community seminar 
During a one-day seminar male and female 
farmers, elderly people and the youth of 
the community are invited to share ideas 
and discuss the possibilities for experi-
menting with eco-farming. ECO offers a 
free meal and drinks to the participants. 
Normally half of the village population 
participates in these seminars, during 
which the application of cosmovision-
based technologies are discussed and 
demonstrated. Then up to 20 individuals 
can apply for further training. 
Training 
A one week training in the ECO centre as 
well as an informal training in the villages 
on organic farming and ecology is offered 
to the 20 interested individuals. The use 
of astrology, mantras, yantras and kems is 
also included. This implies a change of 
attitude from conventional towards more 
traditional farming, which is often a diffi-
cult process 
Field experiments 
Each trained farmer then establishes a 
plot in his fields for eco-practices, inviting 
3 other farmers to observe, analyse and 
discuss the results. Field staff gives inten-
sive guidance during the phase of experi-
mentation, and they live and work in the 
village with the farmers. 
 
Principles for field workers 
Over the years of training and learning 
with farmers in eco-agriculture, ECO has 
developed a number of principles for field 
workers. Most important, the fieldworkers 
have to appreciate the traditional farming 
practices, survival strategies, knowledge 
and customs. In other words they have to 
show respect for the culture, norms, lead-
ership structure and spirituality in the 

The ECO approach to agri-cultural  
development  

 
G.K. Upawansa 

Agriculture in Sri Lanka is traditionally an integrated system with crops, 
trees, livestock and fish. Animal and crop production are based on three 
aspects: ecologically sound practices, astrology and the relation with spirits 
and supernatural beings. ECO in Sri Lanka is establishing a system of field 
experimentation to enhance effective traditional agricultural practices. The 
objectives are to offer alternatives to high-tech and chemical agriculture 
and protect farmers from exploitation. 
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Ecological Farming and Intercultural Dialogue 
 
Exchange programmes have proven to be very important tools and pleasant ways of sharing experiences between 
NGOs. A three member Sri Lankan team from ECO visited the GREEN Foundation in India in May 1998. The aim was 
to enable the GREEN staff and the farmers they work with to learn from the innovative ecological farming methods 
applied by ECO. ECO was also able to benefit from the GREEN methodology to conserve biodiversity and native 
seeds. The five-day workshop also included a day of interaction with spiritual leaders and indigenous health practitio-
ners. 
      The workshop started in a local temple with a meditation, followed by lectures on ecological and bio-dynamic farm-
ing by ECO staff. In the area south of Bangalore vegetation loss has resulted in reduced soil fertility and increased 
attacks by pests and diseases. Organic matter and recycling are the key to ecological farming; therefore the impor-
tance of soil microbes was explained. On the second day eco-farming practicals were carried out on the GREEN dem-
onstration farm and training centre: mulching to retain soil moisture, using biogas slurry as a growth stimulant and 
liquid manure and compost to stimulate microbial activity in the soil. GREEN staff then repeated the practicals with 
farmers who arrived on the third day. A crop rotation chart was prepared between the GREEN and ECO resource per-
sons. At the end of the workshop a striking statement by a GREEN staff member brought joy: “We never knew that 
ecological farming was so simple”.      
      The field day was also very interesting, especially the GREEN approach to native seed production and conserva-
tion. A seed exhibition was organised and, during a meeting with villagers, the use of mantras and astrology for pest 
and disease prevention was discussed. During the ex-
change with spiritual leaders and indigenous health 
practitioners experiences were shared on astrology, 
spiritual powers and the use of yantra, mantra and tan-
tra in worship.  
The ECO team explained the Sri Lankan view on the 
relationship between basic needs and a harmonious 
community life. The importance of conducting small-
scale experiments was also discussed.  
      Several participants mentioned the value of exten-
sive exchange with other Compas partners including 
IDEA's experience of using gondas (chalk marks to 
communicate with the gods) and mantras, the experi-
ence of CIKS and KPP with Vrksayurveda (traditional 
agricultural practices) and the work of FRLHT on reviv-
ing simple health and curative practices. Meetings be-
tween these organisations could result in a reference  
or training manual, which could benefit the whole 
Southeast Asian region. This (internal Compas) training 
is now planned for April 1999 in Bangalore, India. 

 
 
E 
 
X 
 
C 
 
H 
 
A 
 
N 
 
G 
 
E 
 
 

community. 
On the basis of this respect, fieldwork-

ers can become more open to learning 
from farmers' experiences, their local 
knowledge and spirituality. Admitting a 
lack of knowledge and an eagerness to 
learn are basic elements for this exchange 
Field workers should be able and ready to 
ask questions whenever things are not 
clear, disagree respectfully when there is 
difference of opinion and remain open to 
further exchange and dialogue. Giving 
examples, mentioning specific resource 
persons, relating experiences of other 
communities, participating in field work 
and showing skills that have been acquired 
in practice are guiding principles. 

These initial activities usually involve 
contact between farmers and fieldworkers 
that take up about 8 days a month. Gradu-
ally this frequency can be reduced to one 
day a month. Care should be taken not to 
break off direct contact with the farmers 
too soon, to make it possible to continue 
learning from and with them.  
 
Training farmer-trainers 
A new development is the system of 
farmer-trainers. At present, some 200 
farmers, NGO officials and field workers 
are given a oneweek training in eco-

farming each year. This takes place in 
groups of 15 trainees at a time. After-
wards 60 farmers are selected on basis of 
their field experiments to receive the ad-
vanced training of one week. Twenty are 
then selected on basis of attitude, capa-
bility and dedication to eco-farming for a 
6 week in-depth training course to enable 
them to become effective farmer-trainers 
or local extension workers. 
     In order to identify the results of in-
digenous practices, plots where eco-
practices have been used and plots culti-
vated under present day Sri Lankan condi-
tions will be systematically compared. The 
use of astrology to determinate planting 
dates, chanted seeds for crop protection 
specific mantras is studied with statistical 
guidance from the Postgraduate Institute 
of Agriculture of the Peradeniya Univer-
sity. Spiritual leaders are providing pa-
rameters for non-quantifiable data.  
 
Networking 
A regional consortium of NGOs has been 
established to promote the work on eco-
agriculture and cosmovision. This grouping 
includes representatives of government 
extension services, universities, banks as 
well as regional development authorities 
such as the Mahaveli Authority. During 

workshops, government officials together 
with traditional leaders perform opening 
and closing ceremonies. The university 
will carry out supportive research and 
banks are being asked to provide finance 
for transport and food during training ses-
sions.  

Registration and regular exchange 
meetings of shamans and spiritual leaders 
are being prepared. A documentation of 
indigenous farming knowledge, including 
technical and spiritual practices, is in pro-
cess and an astrological farming calendar 
is being compiled. This way we hope to 
promote eco-farming, offer viable alterna-
tives for conventional agriculture and sup-
port farmers in their struggle against ex-
ploitation. 

 
ECO 
Hyneford 
Dekinda, Nawalapitiya 
Sri Lanka 
E-mail: pasasa@sltnet.lk 
 

Making compost during ECO/GREEN exchange. 
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Potatoes and rituals 
 

Gloria Miranda Zambrano 

Family relationships are important in Andean culture and cosmovision. In 
1996 Talpuy conducted a study on family relationships in the Mantaro Valley 
of Peru. A year later co-ordinated activities began between Talpuy and a 
programme on sustainable agriculture (ILEIA) in the same valley. In this 
context Talpuy conducted a study on the role of cosmovision in potato pro-
duction and its relevance for Participatory Technology Development (PTD). 
This article reflects the main findings of this study. 

Grupo Talpuy is a NGO that has been 
working for 18 years in the Mantaro Valley 
investigating and promoting Andean  
science and technology. Cosmovision is a 
central element that guides all their ac-
tivities. Talpuy’s mission is rural develop-
ment and the ecological management of 
watersheds in economically resource-poor 
communities. Talpuy has two major objec-
tives: first to develop material for educa-
tion and second to consolidate farmers’ 
technical knowledge. ’MINKA’, their maga-
zine, has become a major tool in the com-
munication between farmers. Talpuy’s 
‘Education and Communication approach’ 
includes three levels of interaction with 
farmers. During the first phase of motiva-
tion, farmers are lead towards a deeper 
understanding of the principles of their 
so-called essential indigenous knowledge, 
knowledge for day-to-day survival. In this 
knowledge there are non-visible details 
that are often difficult to understand. 
Questions like why crop rotation is impor-
tant or the life cycle of liver fluke are ex-
plored. External (conventional) knowledge 
is thus used to link with and strengthen 
farmers’ essential indigenous knowledge.  

In the second phase of developing 
knowledge, the farming family analyses 
how their knowledge is built up of several 
elements, the relation between these ele-
ments and their potential for problem 
solving. Farmer leaders develop into ex-
perts on local Andean technology. The 
final stage of organisation is to stimulate 

farming families in organising activities in 
their community.  
 
Candles, coca and chicha 
In Pucará, one of the study areas in Man-
taro Valley, cosmovision is expressed with 
rituals throughout the agricultural cycle. 
At specific times the farming family re-
quests support from Pachamama, or 
Mother Earth, God, Jesus Christ and their 
own patron saints. There are various ri-
tuals at specific moments during the po-
tato cultivation cycle. These moments are 
reflected in festivals, story telling, rid-
dles, jokes, even clothing, handicraft and 
poetry. Potatoes are considered to be 
alive and have needs that are similar to 
humans: they feel, observe and require 
attention and care. 
      Generally the mother or a woman 
known to have with ‘the best hand’ is re-
sponsible for sowing. Sowing is best car-
ried out by a woman with many children. 
However she should not be menstruating. 

One day before sowing potato velacuy 
is performed: the enlightenment of the 
seeds. At 8 or 9 o’clock in the morning the 
family comes together for a ceremony. 
Different potato varieties are displayed 
and flowers, coca leaves and candles are 
added to them. While chewing coca leaves 
together, the mother speaks the following 
words: “Dear seed, I will sow you in many 
plots, I will take you from your home, to-
morrow you will be in the field”.  

Pachamama is asked for her blessing. 

“Mother Lake and Father Mountain, please 
bless our harvests. I offer my life energy 
to you”. The way the candle burns pre-
dicts the outcome of the harvest. If it 
stops burning there will be difficulties. If 
the candle has black smoke, the potatoes 
will contract disease. If the candle burns 
brightly, the potatoes will grow well. Dur-
ing this ritual cigarettes are smoked. 
These give further indication of how the 
crop will develop. 

Chicha, the local maize brew, is 
shared by those present at the ceremony. 
The first sip is sprinkled on the floor. This 
is an expression of a specific sentiment: 
“Earth, you and I will together serve this 
cup”. Coca leaves also reflect what will 
happen to the crop. When leaves are 
taken from a bag with the part that re-
ceives sunlight facing it upwards, it is a 
good sign. If many leaves emerge upside 
down problems can be expected. 

The family uses the signs given by of 
candles, coca and cigarettes as a code or 
message and this helps them to do their 
work with more dedication and with more 
awareness of what might happen. Some 
families also visit a laya or Andean priest 
and perform a special ritual with him. In 
earlier days, this was a very frequent 
practice. The laya prepares a special table 
on which wine, raisins, peanuts, flowers, 
fruits, biscuits, sugar, sweets and coca 
leaves are displayed. When this is offered 
to God, the saints and Tayta Huamani or 
the sacred mountain of the region, it en-
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Decorated oxen 
during ploughing 
festival of San  
Lucas. 
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sures a successful growing season not only 
for the potatoes but for all crops.  

 
Ploughing and sowing  
Before ploughing the land, another offer-
ing is made to Tayta Huamani to ensure 
good harvest and prevent frost. These are 
the main threats to the potato crop. Coca 
leaves, flowers and fruits are placed in a 
corner of the plot and people pray ‘Our 
Father’. Then the best tubers are selected 
and perfectly formed coca leaves are 
placed where new sprouts will emerge. 
This offering is accompanied by the name 
of the plot and the mountains that protect 
it: “Tayta Huamani, take this coquita”. 
Then the tubers are covered with earth. 
Families in Pucara say: “Performing these 
rituals helps the plots and seeds grow bet-
ter if they are planted in a happy mood”. 
      When seeds are being planted the 
women decorate their hats with flowers. 
Flowers are also scattered around the 
fields and new furrows are decorated with 
rose- and coca leaves. The potatoes are 
expected to flourish in a way that reflects 
this abundance. When the potato tubers 
are placed in the furrow any sign of 
sweating is carefully observed. Sweating is 
another positive sign. The family cele-
brates planting with extensive meals. Dur-
ing the ploughing festival, known as San 
Lucas, oxen are decorated with flowers. 
The marriage of two good potatoes, a 
large one representing male and a smaller 
one representing the female, is another 
ritual. Both tubers are decorated and tied 
together before they are covered with 
soil.  
 
Harvesting and storage 
During harvest, rituals are performed 
thanking Mother Nature. An offering is 
displayed in the corner of the field before 

harvesting. Coca, cigars, liquor and chicha 
are offered to thank for what has been 
granted and to request a good harvest. 
Two large potatoes, selected as father 
and mother, are blessed during the Catho-
lic mass. All their ‘children’ have to be 
protected during storage. Nobody is al-
lowed to eat these sacred potatoes and 
children are not allowed to play with 
them.  

In some regions families put different 
varieties of potato on a small plate and 
cover them with flowers. Dahlias are par-
ticularly popular. These flowers are buried 
amid piles of potatoes. Dry flowers indi-
cate that the potatoes are loosing their 
vigour. During times of shortage, the 
mother of the family ties a broom to her 
waist and repeats: “In this time of short-
age you will feed us. Here you will be, this 
is your home. Until August, until the last 
harvest, you will stay with me”. Then the 
potatoes are trustfully covered with the 
broom in the belief that they will last un-
til the next harvest. 
 
Spirituality in the Andes  
Andean cosmovision reflects how people 
perceive their fellows, their ancestors, 
nature and the divine world. Cosmovision 
involves a harmonious form of being, 
thinking and feeling, in which everything 
is inter-related. We should not limit cos-
movision to spirituality and religious festi-
vals. It is much larger than this and in-
cludes aspects of productive, social and 
economic life. An important element of 
Andean cosmovision is the mutual help 
between individuals and families and the 
structured network of social relations. 
These Andean traditions are closely inte-
grated with Catholic belief and practices 
introduced during the Spanish conquest. 

The layas or Andean mystics do not 

openly promote their activities. They are 
selected for their personal qualities and 
their ability to relate to Pachamama or 
Mother Earth. Andean spirituality, how-
ever, is not restricted to the activities of 
the layas. It is generally expressed in the 
way people pay tribute to Pachamama in 
every day life. Being able to relate to 
Pachamama and offer her respect comes 
first, other elements follow.  

The influence of terrorism, embodied 
in Senderoso Luminoso, has had a negative 
influence on the spirituality of rural Peru-
vians. Violence has damaged people not 
only materially, but also socially and spiri-
tually. The colour of life has been lost. 
Today people are trying to recover from 
these experiences and to re-encounter the 
expressions of cosmovision and spirituality 
whilst celebrating festivals and working 
together in harmony with nature. During 
the violence they were unable to do this 
because of fear and economic difficulties. 
Today there is more trust and cosmovision 
helps people find themselves  again. 
 
Cosmovision and participation 
A good understanding of the cosmovision 
in the area is indispensable for farm ex-
perimentation. Questions can be asked, 
like what are the characteristics of cos-
movision, what are its limitations, what 
changes occur over time, what is its po-
tential and who are key persons, healers 
and mystics? Normally, participatory pro-
cesses focus on the material world and to 
a lesser extent on the social world. The 
spiritual dimension is not often included. 
On basis of their experience and research, 
Talpuy has developed a method of rapid 
assessment. 

When an experiment is designed, indi-
cators from cosmovision that relate to 
agricultural production need to be in-
cluded. During a workshop in November 
1998, the partners in the ILEIA pro-
gramme, CEAR (another NGO working in 
the Mantaro Valley) and Talpuy identified 
steps that will ensure a co-ordination of 
their work. With the help of traditional 
knowledge and cosmovision, they act on 
the reality of peasant life and aim to im-
prove its quality. Workshops will be organ-
ised to exchange methodological experi-
ence. Exchange visits of farmers will be 
arranged to strengthen farmer-to-farmer 
learning. An inventory of cosmovision re-
lated key persons also seems worthwhile. 
The challenge is to develop more meth-
odological insight and to go beyond gen-
eral anthropological and sociological re-
flections. 

 
 
 
 
 

Talpuy 
Apartado Postal 222 
San Carlos, Huancayo, Peru 
Tel/fax +51 64 216889 

One day before sowing, tubers are selected for the Velacuy ritual. 
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Farmers’ decisions and cosmovision 
 

Johan Kieft 

TIRD-P is a consortium of five non-governmental organisations, engaged in rural 
development with Atoni indigenous groups on the Indonesian Island of West-
Timor. As traditional beliefs and leaders are essential elements in rural peoples’ 
lives, it was decided to put activities of on-farm experimentation in a cosmovi-
sion perspective. This article describes traditional concepts and decision making 
related to soil fertility and disease management and indicates how these con-
cepts can be incorporated in field-level experiments. 

TIRD-P is a consortium sharing activities 
such as field staff training and Participa-
tory development in agriculture. This 
yielded important innovations, like the 
use of organic manure, but it was also re-
alised that cosmovision elements are often 
not understood by NGO staff. The first 
step was, therefore, to learn more about 
the role of cosmovision and traditional 
leaders in decision making.  
     In general, literature on farm-level 
decision making has a technical or eco-
nomic approach. Often the reason why 
certain innovations have not been adopted 
by farmers remains unexplained. Some 
authors, however, pay more attention to 
the relationship between decision-making 
processes in agriculture and indigenous 
knowledge. Metzer (1982), for example, 
points out that introducing new agricul-
tural development concepts can lead to 
instability. He argues that strengthening 
indigenous methods of natural resource 
management is a more promising approach 
because these resemble the way farmers 
perceive agriculture. 
 
Background 
The relationship between cosmovision and 
agriculture in Timor has been described by 
Schulte Nordholt (1971). Atoni farmers not 
only try to influence the physical world 
but the spiritual world as well. Their agri-
culture is intimately related to the wor-
ship of the Lord of Heaven, the Lord of 
the Earth, their ancestors and the forces 
of the hidden world. Problems with their 
crops are seen to be related to a failure of 
ritual to appease these forces. 

Agriculture in Timor started around 
3000 BC. By 1000 BC, seafaring Austrone-
sian people had established contact with 
several other regions and this resulted in 
the introduction of new genetic materials. 
Exogenous agricultural development and 
the introduction of new plants accelerated 
during colonial rule and during the seven-
teenth century maize was introduced. In 
the early 1930s an agricultural extension 
service was established, which started by 
successfully introducing cassava in re-
sponse to the famines of 1929 and 1930. 

In mid 1980s the Indonesian government 
introduced a new maize variety. Farmers 
were provided with seeds and fertilisers 
on credit. In the beginning farmers were 
quite positive but when the maize was 
attacked by weevil and yields fell, farmers 
were still expected to pay back their loans 
and became discontented. In the late 
eighties some NGOs started to promote 
alley cropping as an answer to agricultural 
problems. Although the initial results were 
very promising, farmers showed little in-
terest and continued to rely on their in-
digenous systems. Farmers seemed more 
interested in the incentives supplied by 
the project than in the actual advances of 
alley cropping. 
 
Soil fertility management 
During a TIRD training activity in the Atoni 
villages of Kainbaun and Kuluan, I dis-
cussed the issue of soil fertility manage-
ment with farmers. In Kuluan farmers had 
started to use chemical fertilisers in their 
sawahs but not in their gardens. The Kain-
baun farmers had been using fertilisers in 
their gardens as well but had recently 
stopped. When soil fertility was discussed, 
farmers did not relate the success or fail-
ure of a crop to the application of fertil-
iser alone. For them soil fertility has two 
components: spiritual and material. 
       Farmers recognise the effect of fertil-
isers and legumes, such as leucaena, on 
crop growth. However, the earth is also a 
mother to them and they have to ask per-
mission before they can use anything be-
longing to her. Only the Pah Tauf -Spirit of 
the land - and the ancestors can guaran-
tee a good yield. It is impossible to grow a 
crop successfully without acknowledging 
this. In this sense Atoni farmers actually 
perceive the blood from sacrificed animals 
as ‘a fertiliser’ to the earth. Farmers offer 
animals to Uis pah, or the goddess of the 
earth, to ask for a blessing. In choosing 
the animal both sex and colour of hair are 
very important: the animal has to be black 
and female, because fertility is female 
and soils are black. Because of this strate-
gic feminine component of fertility, 
women play an important role in planting 

as well as in seed selection. Livestock hus-
bandry has special importance from this 
cosmovision point of view. It is a precondi-
tion for good crops.  Farmers state that 
small livestock are mainly kept for cere-
monial purposes.  
 
Ceremonies 
Ceremonies are of crucial importance for 
the timing of agricultural activities. Most 
decisions related to the timing of agricul-
tural activities are taken by the Tobe - the 
traditional clan leader who has spiritual as 
well as administrative responsibilities - 
and the amaf or clan elders. Farmers de-
scribe this as nekaf mese, ansaf mese, or 
“one spirit, one soul”.  
      It is essential that farmers and their 
families obey the ceremonies. In 1998, a 
farmer started to clear a field before the 

The traditional leader showing the sacred place 
in the clan’s house. 
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elders had decided that it was the right 
time. During the work he fell out of a tree 
and died. There was a strong belief that 
his death was the result of his disobedi-
ence and he was being punished by the 
ancestors and Uis Neno - the Almighty, the 
God of Heaven - because he offended the 
nekaf mese, ansaf mese.  
 
Sawah and dryland gardens 
The division of tasks between men and 
women as well as the decisions at crop 
management level are determined by cul-
tural considerations. However, marked 
differences exist between dry-land farm-
ing and the irrigated fields or sawahs. Ku-
luan farmers adhere strictly to rituals in 
dry-land gardens but they do not use them 
in their sawah. Sawah rice is a new crop 
that was introduced after the Second 
World War. It is cultivated with chemical 
fertilisers; rituals and other traditional 
methods are less important. For example, 
to control the rice bug in dryland gardens, 
leaves of the sandalwood tree are burned 
after the necessary rites have been per-
formed. The farmer is not allowed to visit 
the field for three days and nights. The 
same bug was also mentioned as a prob-
lem in sawah rice. When asked why they 
did not burn sandal wood leaves in their 
sawah, farmers explained that sawah was 
new, while dryland farming was the way 
their ancestors had always farmed. 
 
Nature-induced and man-made 
pests 
The Atoni farmers recognise two different 
types of pests and diseases. On the one 
hand there are nature-induced pests and 
diseases that only occur on a limited num-
ber of plants. These pests can be con-
trolled by using indigenous botanical pes-
ticides, like burning certain leaves, the 
use of a powder made from the seeds of 
Tecoma stans and the performance of 
rituals at the Ai nuan garden temple, 
where animals are offered to the Earth 
spirit, Pah Tuaf. Both husband and wife 
carry out these rituals, young as well as 
older couples. On the other hand there 
are man-made pests and diseases. A jeal-
ous person may encourage a pest by ask-
ing Pah Tuaf to attack the crop. In man-
made attacks all plants are infested and it 
is not possible to control the pest with 
botanical or chemical pesticides. The only 
possible answer is to consult a dukung or 
Shaman. He will contact the ancestors and 
ask them what has to be done to control 
the pest. Often it demands an animal to 
be offered. 
      During a TIRD-P training exercise in 
the village of Supul, farmers and staff dis-
cussed integrated pest management. In 
this village cabbage was infested with the 
diamond black moth (Plutella xystella) 
and this pest had proven resistant to all 
available chemical pesticides. Supul, situ-
ated along a major road, has come under 

strong influence from outsiders. 
While discussing the black moth in 
Supul, a participant from another 
village said “You can spray anything 
you like but that pest will not go 
away. It is a man-made pest. Your 
only chance is to consult a Shaman 
and ask the ancestors to bless the 
crop”.  
     For the successful implementa-
tion of integrated pest management, 
the cosmovision of the people has to 
be integrated into the approach. 
Although an outsider might have 
doubts about the impact, to the 
farmers it represents a very real 
support: not following the pre-
scribed rituals will have a serious 
effect on their lives. It makes no 
sense to suggest using lamps as a 
light trap to control the diamond 
black moth. First you must know 
whether the pest is caused by natu-
ral or human phenomena. TIRD-P 
will start this year with pest man-
agement in rice and mungbean and 
involve Shamans and elders in pest 
control methods. The idea is to inte-
grate observations on pest development, 
indigenous pest control methods and cere-
monies. Traditional practices may also 
have potential for sawah rice. It will be 
stimulating to start a dialogue with farm-
ers, conduct experiments and share expe-
riences together. 
 
Experimenting in cosmovision  
perspective 
Farmers are open to change and cosmovi-
sion is essential in this process. Cosmovi-
sion strongly influences decision making 
where cropping practices are concerned. 
This shows that agriculture is predomi-
nantly a human activity and not a prede-
termined scientific process.  
Based on dialogues in the context of Com-
pas and substantiated by the outcome of 
soil fertility and pest management sur-
veys, the NGOs engaged in the TIRD-P net-
work have accepted the importance of the 
spiritual world and traditional leaders in 
Atoni farming. For some of the NGOs this 
was not easy at first, as it implied moving 
away from the conventional approach in 
education and development work.  
     NGO field staff is now trained in field 
methods with a cosmovision perspective. 
During the training the notion of cosmovi-
sion has been presented and based on the 
outcome of the preliminary survey we 
have presented above. Now, field staff 
will carry out surveys among the clans of 
their respective villages to further under-
stand farmers’ cosmovision and the role of 
the traditional leaders in farming. In a 
next training session the results of these 
field surveys will be discussed and a meth-
odology for experimenting in cosmovision 
perspective will be elaborated. Co-
operation with traditional leaders will be 

sought and opportunities for field experi-
ments will be identified. In a next issue of 
the COMPAS Newsletter these experiences 
with field work training will be presented. 
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The Atoni relationship between the main elements of the 
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The Three Worlds 
 

Cosmas Gonese  

When the Zimbabwean liberation war 
ended in 1981, war veterans, traditional 
chief and spirit mediums joined forces to 
rehabilitate woods and wetlands and to 
promote land use management systems 
based on African cosmovision and indige-
nous knowledge systems. Because rural 
African people identify with the social, 
cultural and spiritual values embedded in 
their natural resources, these values will 
suffer when the natural environment does 
not provide the necessary habitat for the 
spiritual world. 

AZTREC is based in Masvingo province 
in Zimbabwe. It has about 20 field staff. 
During the last 15 years it has established 
10 village-managed tree nurseries, reha-
bilitated 10,000 ha of sacred woodlands 
and wetlands and promoted the produc-
tion of organic vegetables. In the context 
of the Compas project, AZTREC will focus 
on trying to gain a better understanding of 

peoples' cosmovision. Of particular inter-
est is the way cosmovision is transformed 
into daily practice in natural resource 
management and food production and the 
role of traditional institutions in this 
 process.  

AZTREC has adapted the methods of 
Rapid Appraisal of Agricultural Knowledge 
Systems (RAAKS) - a participatory action 
research - to develop a framework to fa-
cilitate the exchange of ideas, experience 
and knowledge. This article gives a sum-
mary of the initial findings of village work-
shops and interviews with key persons on 
the subject of cosmovision and the role of 
traditional institutions in natural resource 
management. 

 
Shona cosmovision 
The Shona people believe that every 
chieftanship has a sacred place. These 
locations are chosen as the entry points 
for large conservation projects. Some 

shrines of less cultural significance are 
being transformed into tourist centres, 
thus adding economic value to the conser-
vation effort. Shona cosmovision is based 
on the understanding that the living world 
is made up of three central pillars: the 
human world, the natural world and the 
spiritual world. 
 
The spiritual world 
Mwari, the creator of the natural and hu-
man world who has existed since time im-
memorial. His habitat is in the spiritual 
world. The spiritual world is composed of 
different spirits that have different meet-
ing places and specific responsibilities, 
tasks and functions. There are, for exam-
ple, spirits specialised in war strategies, 
technology development, rainmaking and 
human health. Some of the spirits warn 
people about diseases and problems that 
can affect the entire nation. 

The habitat of the spiritual world is 
the natural and human world. Sacred 
places include shrines - certain ecosys-
tems - human bodies and particular spe-
cies within the natural world. In the ani-
mal kingdom lions, baboons, snakes and 
birds, such as the batteleur eagle, are 
considered sacred.  

In Shona cosmovision the human world 
heavily depends on special messages from 
the spiritual world transmitted through 
these sacred animals, especially in times 
of crises. For these sacred animals to per-
form their functions as intermediaries a 
conducive dwelling place is required and 
this implies a need for ecological diver-
sity. When diversity has been degraded, 
these sacred animals will migrate to other 
places and no longer serve the humans in 
the area. In the Shona concept, rules and 
regulations for natural resource manage-
ment are rooted in the need to sustain 
channels of communication between the 

A village planning workshop is concluded with a traditional festival with youth, elders, chiefs and spirit 
mediums taking part. 
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‘The Three Worlds’ is the name of AZTREC’s in-house maga-
zine for indigenous knowledge. AZTREC is a non-governmental 
development trust that has emerged from a strategic alliance 
between war veterans, traditional chiefs and spirit mediums. 
The cosmovision of the Shona people is based on the three 
pillars of African philosophy: the human world, the natural 
world and the spiritual world. This article explains the rela-
tionship between these worlds and how AZTREC works to sup-
port endogenous development and nature conservation. 
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spiritual and the human world.  
 
The natural world  
Certain places, where the spiritual world 
speaks through animals and habitats in the 
ecosystem, are considered sacred. Ancient 
monuments like Great Zimbabwe, Njelele 
and Mabweadziva and their natural sur-
roundings, for example, are regarded as 
communication points where the voice of 
God can be heard. People are not permit-
ted to hunt wild animals, fell trees or col-
lect wild fruits for sale. In these areas 
certain laws have to be obeyed: particular 
clothes have to be worn, rituals have to 
be performed to show respect, laws of 
totemic relationships have to be observed 
and killing or eating your totem animal is 
forbidden. There are also prohibitions on 
incest and adultery. The conservation of 
natural resources is understood to be law 
and if this is violated the voice of God will 
leave the place.  
 

The human world  
In the human world every person has a 
personal spirit. Spirit mediums are a spe-
cial category of human beings, transpired 
by the spirit of a dead person. In this way 
important ancestors can communicate 
with living beings, appoint the chiefs and 
give them their guidance. There are dif-
ferent levels of spiritual authority ranging 
from the continental and regional to the 
national, ethnic, tribal, clan, sub-clan, 
family and individual. Each has a spirit. 

Within the human world, there are 
traditional leaders such as chiefs and sub-
chiefs, who represent a particular area. 

Usually the new chief is appointed by the 
spirit of the one who initiated the clan by 
having many children. The initiator re-
turns as a spirit through one of his descen-
dants. The descendant is then considered 
to be a spirit medium. A group of council-
lors or headmen are under the chief and 
these may inherit the chieftanship when a 
chief dies. Below this category of council-
lors are the village heads or kraal heads 
who are responsible for land administra-
tion. They are considered to be represen-
tatives and receive advice from the spiri-
tual world via a spirit medium.  
      One of the objectives of the RAAKS 
exercises was to determinate the degree 
of influence various individuals had on the 
management of natural resources. The 
figure below summarises the results of 
this exercise. The chiefs together with 
their kraal heads and elders, and the spirit 
mediums who direct these persons in par-
ticular have the greatest amount of influ-
ence. Ordinary farmers and the 'master 
farmers'  who have received special agri-
cultural training in high - external - input 
farming and intensive support by the ex-
tension service appear to have less influ-
ence than the organic farmers. 
 
Management of natural resources 
According to the Shona people, the ances-
tral spirits are the owners of human kind 
and are responsible for their well being. 
The spiritual world owns both human soci-
ety and nature because this is where the 
spirits have their habitat. God is supreme 
in this hierarchy. When one is concerned 
with conserving natural resources, one has 
to include traditional institutions because 
they work together with the spirits. To-
day, at the Great Zimbabwe monuments 
traditional bylaws still function, although 
some violation does take place, for exam-
ple, when traditional shrines are not 
looked after according to traditional rules. 
Tourism intervenes with the traditional 
management of these shrines. 

The majority of cultural activities are 
performed at shrines such as the Great 
Zimbabwe monuments. At these shrines 
rituals must be performed on the vicinity 
of specific tree species like the Muchakata 
(Parinari curatelifolia), for example. The 
traditional institutions are responsible for 
ensuring that these tree species, that are 
believed to be the habitat of spirits, are 
preserved. 

Each of the spirits in this spiritual 
world has a special mandate. In general, 
when a spirit possesses a human being, he 
goes into trance and in this state begins to 
relate the message he has received. The 
spirit would summon the chief to come 
and collect instructions. In the case of 
natural resource management, the spirit 
transmits the rules and regulations gov-
erning the way sacred natural species and 
places should be conserved. At the same 
time the consequences of violating these 

rules are made clear and those who defy 
them know they face the risk of drought, 
disease and conflict. 

The spirit also gives instructions about 
how the ritual or ceremony should be or-
ganised and performed: who should brew 
the traditional beer, what grain seed 
should be used for brewing, who should 
attend the ritual, what should be worn 
and carried to the site and who should be 
in charge. It is important to note that if 
these guidelines are not strictly adhered 
to, the spiritual world will not accept the 
ritual and it will have no effect. After con-
sultations with the spirit world have been 
completed the chief assembles his elders 
and tells them what has happened. They 
in turn will hold meetings with their peo-
ple and try to enforce these laws. 
 
Endogenous development 
From an African perspective conservation 
is not simply to ensure balanced biological 
diversity. It also helps to preserve the re-
lationship between the human, natural 
and spiritual world. In the African per-
spective, traditional institutions are the 
custodians of all cultural activities. They 
are responsible for ensuring that rituals 
and ceremonies are performed in accor-
dance with the strict procedures, rules 
and regulations laid down by the spiritual 
word. In this respect traditional institu-
tions do not need to be taught about con-
servation. What they require is political, 
economical and social support to preserve 
their capacity to co-exist with nature.  

AZTREC wants to support the manage-
ment of forest areas and water resources 
by the traditional institutions. Field work-
ers must first establish a relationship of 
confidence with village chiefs, elders and 
the headmen of different clans. The ad-
vice of spirit mediums is sought in order to 
identify the villages and areas where ini-
tiatives to counter desertification should 
be undertaken. By attending traditional 
ceremonies and showing respect for tradi-
tional leaders, field staff comes to know 
more about indigenous knowledge. Use is 
made of the symbolic function of drum-
ming, music, festivals and the design of 
objects. When planning locations for re-
forestation and wetland rehabilitation. 
sacred places are respected  
Village activities are planned with elders, 
women, young people and village leaders. 
Decisions are taken by chiefs who consult 
the ancestors through spirit mediums. Af-
ter this decision making process has been 
completed and traditional rituals are per-
formed in the village. Traditional beer is 
brewed, the paramount chief invited and 
spirit mediums and government agencies 
are involved.  

The appropriate rites to appease the 
ancestors are performed when trees are 
planted and wetlands are being rehabili-
tated. Experience shows that communities 
take good care of trees planted in the tra-

Spirit medium, the intermediary between ances-
tral spirits and the living. 
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ditional spiritual context and that their 
survival rate is high. Activities at village 
level include tree nurseries, tree planting, 
gardening and water management. Village 
centres are built where traditional tools, 
indigenous seeds and spiritual objects can 
be collected, preserved and demon-
strated.  

Endogenous development implies 
strengthening traditional institutions and 
as such is a political rather than a techni-
cal activity that leads to better manage-
ment of natural resources by the people 
themselves. When communities agree on 
what is needed to promote their natural 
environment, projects supporting this pro-
cess may be perceived as being driven by 
the spiritual world rather than an out-
sider-driven phenomenon. Understanding 
the range of perceptions related to the 
need for natural resource management 
may well be one of the keys to successful 
field activities.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
AZTREC 
Private Bag 9286, Masvingo 
Zimbabwe 
Tel:+263 39 66006 
E-mail: aztrec@mvo.samara.co.zw 

 

Leadership and inspiration 
In Memoriam Shri Purushothama Rao 

 
 
It is with great sadness that we announce the death of Shri Purushothama Rao of 
Thirthahalli, Shimoga District, Karnataka, India on 18 September 1998. He was the 
dynamic leader of Krishi Prayoga Pariwara (KPP). He has worked ceaselessly for the 
cause of his fellow farmers for the last 30 years. 
      Mr. Rao, as a practising farmer, was once a staunch follower of modern agricul-
tural techniques with their emphasis on chemical fertilisers and pesticides. With time 
he realised the limitations of this approach and turned to organic farming. He was 
particularly concerned with the rejuvenation of Indian traditional (vedic) agriculture 
and sought to recover its spirit and interpret it for the modern mind. He developed a 
successful package of practices, called the Five Samskaras, which implies the reju-
venation of soil, seed, water, air and human beings. He believed that the cow was the 
basis of all these refining activities. Cow products like urine, dung, buttermilk, butter 
and ghee (clarified butter) were used to achieve a revitalised agriculture. His particu-
lar stress on Agnihotra resulted in the acceptance of this ritual by the farming com-
munity. Agnihotra is an ancient Indian ritual in which unbroken rice grains, smeared 
with cow ghee, is offered to the Fire God twice a day exactly at sunrise and sunset, 
while chanting specific mantras. Experience has convinced farming families that the 
practice helps the growth and health of their crops. 
      Mr. Rao seemed to have spiritual insight and people honoured him by calling him 
Krishi Rushi - a sage of agriculture. He founded Krishi Prayoga Pariwara, a fraternity 
of experimental farmers. Mr. Rao was also instrumental in establishing the San-
jeevana Agro-Research Foundation, a research and training institute for the advance-
ment of a modernised agriculture that is rooted in traditional values and wisdom. On 
his death, he benevolently donated all his assets and belongings to a trust to be 
formed in his name and spirit: Mr. Purushothama Rao Memorial Agricultural Re-
search Trust. His wishes were that the trust should carry on his efforts and dreams. 
We humbly pray the Lord Almighty to grant a peaceful rest to his great soul and grant 
us the power to carry on his unfinished tasks. 
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Experimenting with ancient knowledge 
 

A.S. Anand and V.K. Aruna Kumara 

In the early 1990’s, a group of farmers in the village of Malnad in the 
state of Karnataka, India, were facing increasing agricultural problems. 
They joined forces to explore a new agricultural development strategy, 
one that was not simply economic but which also promoted moral, ethical, 
spiritual and ecological values. In 1996 this group became a registered 
body under the name Krishi Prayoga Pariwari (KPP). Today more than 
10,000 farmers are involved in the organisation. 

Krishi Prayoga Pariwari is engaged in three 
activities: promoting eco-friendly agricul-
ture, revitalising local health traditions 
and educating young people for their fu-
ture roles as traditional leaders in their 
communities. 
           The agricultural research activities 
carried out in co-operation with the Com-
pas program started in 1998. KPP collects 
information on present farming practices 
as well as ancient agricultural texts on 
palm leaves. On the basis of this knowl-
edge, KPP is designing on-farm research 
for testing existing practices and supports 
revalidation of the ancient practices de-
scribed in these old texts. Tests can be 
carried out to measure the efficacy of a 
technology but they can also lead to a 
better understanding of the cause and 
effect of a phenomenon. Through experi-
mentation modifications to indigenous 
practices are developed which enhance 
their productivity and their relation to 
ecological circumstances or cultural con-
text. 
           Proven technologies are dissemi-
nated through seminars, workshops and 
training. Over the five past years more 
than 25,000 farmers have participated in 
these programmes. KPP also produces 
books and a regular newsletter in Kannada 
the local language. 
 
Lokopakarum 
KPP draws inspiration from the traditions 
of India, as described in the Lokopakarum, 
the first known scientific literature in Kan-
nada. Written in 1025 AC as a palm script, 
it was first published by the Madras Orien-
tal Research Institute in 1950.  
           Lokopakarum is a text consisting of 
ten chapters. It deals with subjects such 
as Vrksayurveda (treatment of plants), 
Udarkargalam (water divining and sources 
of underground water), Vasthusilpa 
(architecture) and Naravaidyadi Pra-
karanam (human medicine). To quote 
stanzas 6 and 7 of the Vrksayurveda chap-
ter on fruit seed selection, treatment and 
sowing: “Select seeds from fallen, well-
developed, ripened fruit. Treat with cow 

dung and dry for 
five days. Soak 
seeds in milk for a 
week and mix them 
with the juice of 
Solanum indicum 
and salt water. In-
cense the seeds 
with Embelia ribes 
and ghee. Sow the 
seeds at the right 
time with joy and 
enthusiasm. Fresh 
water should be 
sprinkled for good 
growth. Shravana, 
Magha, Mula, Chi-
tra, Vishaka, Mruga-
shira, Rohini and 
Hastha are good 
astral times for 
sowing”. 
           Are these 
ancient techniques 
still useful today? 
An experiment was 
carried out by the 
Karnataka Govern-
ment Department of 
Forestry.  
According to the 
practice described 
in the Lokopa-
karum, 10 kilos of leaves of three differ-
ent tree species, Ankole (Alangium salvi-
folium), Sabbasige (Anethum sowa) and 
Fenugreek (Trigonella foenum-graecum) 
were added to the soil around a single 
Phyllanthus tree. Then fresh fox meat was 
added and the soil was irrigated daily. 
Vetivera and Witanisa somnifera roots 
were used to cover the stem portion and 
water was sprinkled over this. One kilo of 
honey was diluted and applied once a 
month for three months. The treatment 
resulted in the tree growing very fast. It 
yielded 10 times more biomass than sur-
rounding plants. 
           This is a good example of the work 
of KPP: stimulating research in ancient 
practices that result in eco-friendly tech-

niques. Results show that these tech-
niques can be used today. However, we 
suggest that instead of fox meat, the flesh 
of animals that have died a natural death 
should be used.  
 
KPP 
Chitrakoota no. 14, II Block, I Stage, I Cross 
Vinoba Nagar 
Shimoga - 577 204 
Karnataka, India 
Tel: +91 81 81 28340 
Fax: +91 81 81 28294 

The cow is sacred and has multiple functions in agriculture (KPP poster). 
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ENDOGENOUS DEVELOPMENT:  

PRACTICES AND PERSPECTIVES IN EUROPE 
 

Jan Douwe van der Ploeg 

Ph
ot

o:
 H

an
s 

Di
jk

st
ra

 

Regional diversity, individual 
farmstyles and endogenous 
development are hot issues 
in European agricultural poli-
cies. This article gives an 
historical overview of Euro-
pean development experi-
ences. On the basis of re-
gional and inter-farm com-
parisons arguments are given 
for endogenous development 
policy in Europe.  

During the four last decades a seemingly 
irresistible process has swept the Euro-
pean countryside. Farming and green 
space have thoroughly been reshuffled 
and the modernisation process has pene-
trated even the most remote corners of 
the continent. Local specificity appears to 
have lost its relevance and global parame-
ters such as the common market, the new-
est technologies and enterpreneurship 
have become guiding principles. The Euro-
pean Union has strongly supported the 
employment of generic new technologies 
in the interest of enhancing Common Agri-
cultural Policy productivity. The negative 
aspects of the modernisation process can 
no longer be obscured. In highly intensive 
agricultural areas such as the Netherlands, 
there are tremendous ecological prob-
lems. Soil, water and air are heavily af-
fected; natural values such as biodiversity 
and landscape are under attack and ani-
mal welfare and the quality of food are 
causing increasing concern. Although the 
overall outcome of the evaluation of mod-
ernisation still has to be made, there is an 
growing quest for alternatives.  

Empirical evidence indicates that al-
though the effect of modernisation in 
Europe has been one of globalisation, its 
real scope and impact has depended upon 
responses developed at the grassroots. 
The modernisation model characterised by 
intensification, scale enlargement, spe-
cialisation and integration into agribusi-
ness chains, was as much internalised by 
some regions and some farmers as it was 
deconstructed and reshaped by others. 
Some groups have, in fact, actively taken 
distance from what appears to be a domi 
nant blueprint. The current and impres-
sive heterogeneity of European agriculture 
shows that agricultural development is a 
many sided and highly variable interaction 

between the local and the global, and that 
diversity continues to be one of the main 
features of European agriculture. It is also 
becoming one of the keywords in the de-
bates taking place on common agricultural 
policy. Any European perspective on rural 
development must be rooted in and devel-
oped from a recognition of such diversity 
in order to design the agriculture required 
by the people of Europe. Depending on 
ones point of view, diversity can be seen 
as a problematic remnant of the past or as 
a major challenge. In this article we will 
discuss the strategic elements involved in 
the latter. 

The diversity of Europe's agriculture is 
due to differences in factors such as cli-
mate, soil, physical distance from centres 
of consumption as well as historically cre-
ated land-use patterns. But above all this 
agriculture is a social construction: the 
way agricultural practice is organised de-
pends heavily on the individuals and or-
ganisations involved in it. These actors 
decide on the strategies used, the ways 
practices are linked to markets and tech-
nological developments. They are the ones 
who determine the interaction between 
their farming activities and regional, na-
tional and international policies and inter-
ventions. These are the decisive elements 
in the complex process that makes agricul-
tural practice what it is: a highly diversi-
fied whole. 
 
Characteristics 
Endogenous development has a number of 
characteristics. These include the local 
determination of development options; 
local control over the development proc-
ess and the retention of the benefits of 
development within the local area. But, 
rather than constituting a model of devel-
opment with clearly identified theoretical 

roots, endogenous development can be 
more clearly characterised by contrasting 
it with the patterns frequently observed in 
exogenous development. First endogenous 
development is locally determined, 
whereas exogenous development is trans-
planted into particular locations and ex-
ternally determined. Second, endogenous 
development tends to lead to higher levels 
of retained benefits within local econo-
mies whereas exogenous development 
tends to export the proceeds of develop-
ment out of the region. Third, endogenous 
development respects local values whilst 
exogenous development tends to trample 
over them.  

Finally, endogenous development is 
founded mainly, though not exclusively, 
on locally available resources. These in-
clude local ecology, labour force, knowl-
edge and patterns for linking production 
to consumption. Endogenous development 
can revitalise and dynamise local re-
sources, which might otherwise be ignored 
or dismissed as being of little value. 
 
The effects of modernisation 
The renewed interest in endogenous de-
velopment and the attempt to explain this 
interest in theoretical terms may seem 
surprising. However, it can be explained 
by the effects agricultural modernisation 
has had in Europe since the mid-1950s.  

The modernisation of agriculture in 
Europe is increasingly seen as originating 
from and driven by institutions external to 
the producers in the agricultural sector 
itself. This specific focus was consolidated 
by a concept of development that involved 
an essential rupture with existing prac-
tices in the countryside and the types of 
discourse. Agriculture was considered to 
be a stagnant sector. 'Getting agriculture 
moving' and 'transforming traditional agri-
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culture' were amongst the telling slogans 
of the 1960s and reflect this specific and 
persistent view. 

Those farmers who were better able to 
participate in the modernisation projects, 
were classified as modern and open to 
outside information and innovations. Their 
attitude was regarded as more progressive 
and oriented towards urban dynamism. 
These characteristics fitted in well with 
mainstream economics, which viewed ag-
ricultural development essentially as a 
process of adapting farming practices to 
global markets and technology. 

Modernisation was (and still is) shaped 
by external interventions aimed at intro-
ducing new organisational models for 
farming, new linkages between farming, 
markets and market-agencies, new tech-
nologies and knowledge and new forms of 
socialisation and training. This has re-
sulted in new models, which are used to 
define roles and identities of farmers and 
their families. 

Meanwhile, the effort to create a pol-
icy to implement these interventions rein-
forced the discontinuity with existing 
practices, relationships and role defini-
tions. Indeed, the application of such an 
integrated policy frequently resulted in a 
rupture with existing practices. 

Second, some conditions, times and 
places proved more favourable to mod-
ernisation projects than others. Thus mod-
ernisation not only reproduced existing 
differences, but also increasingly gener-
ated further inequalities. In this way mod-
ernisation resulted in growth as well as 
underdevelopment and marginalisation. 
Consequently, the simple 'repetition' of 
the growth model typical for 'growth 
poles', or so-called 'centre economies', 
became, within less favoured areas, a less 
convincing policy proposal. 

In the third place, it must be stressed 
that, since the practice of modernisation 
revolved around introducing exogenous 
elements into the farming sector, depend-
ency became internalised into the struc-
ture and mechanisms of growth and devel-
opment. 

Finally, the emphasis on exogenous 
development produced a bias in our 
knowledge of nature and in our approach 
to the scope and mechanisms of agricul-
tural development. Considerable knowl-
edge now exists on how to design and im-
plement projects for exogenous develop-
ment. However, there is remarkable igno-
rance on how to conceptualise and analyse 
endogenous development patterns, their 
impact and potential. This is expressed by 
the widely shared belief that the endoge-
nous development has little to offer when 
it comes to resolving actual problems. 
This historically produced ignorance mani-
fests itself today as one of the main rural 
and agrarian problems worldwide. 
 
 

Internal and external elements 
Diversity in agriculture is a multidimen-
sional phenomenon. One of the criteria we 
can use to analyse this diversity is auton-
omy. How much autonomy is present in 
relation to markets and the supply of 
technology. Of course development pat-
terns cannot be defined as being exclu-
sively founded on local resources, nor as 
only entailing external elements; they 
contain a specific balance of 'internal' and 
'external' elements. 
      In endogenous development patterns 
there is a balance in which local re-
sources, combined and developed in local 
styles of farming, figure as the starting 
point as well as the yardstick for the util-
ity of the external elements. If external 
elements can be used to strengthen the 
vitality of local farming styles then they 
will be internalised. This entails a process 
of careful 'deconstruction' and 
'recomposition' of the external technology, 
to guarantee the maximum fit with local 
conditions, perspectives and interests. If 
no fit can be created, then the external 
elements will remain outside elements. 
   One could argue that more often than 
not endogenous development is blocked 
not by global factors but by locality itself. 
There is no general scheme for endoge-
nous development. It is only the careful 
and detailed exploration of farming styles 
and other local elements as embedded in 
particular frameworks of interaction with 
external factors that can render insights 
into the prospects for endogenous devel-
opment.  
 
Endogenous development in Italy 
Notwithstanding the very high degree of 
centralisation that has taken place in Italy 
in recent years there is a widespread and 
self-propelling process of endogenous 
growth, especially in the province of 
Emilia Romagna. Small-scale and medium 
enterprises have emerged, most of them 
with clear domestic roots. The food indus-
try is strongly linked to areas of primary 
agricultural production and mainly organ-
ised in co-operatives. Farmers have ex-
tended their skills and organisation in re-
lation to food processing (Parmesan 
cheese), ceramic industry (tiles), textile 
industry, pig breeding, fruit growing and 
local tourism. All activities, with the ex-
ception of tourism, are based on tradi-
tional domestic activities. In spite of nega-
tive national policies, regional policy has 
been able to stimulate this process 
through self-improvement of local public 
administration, establishing a good net-
work of services, inter-municipal planning 
mechanisms aimed at strengthening local 
initiatives, constant updating of planning 
instruments, delegating functions to prov-
inces and mountain communities and ap-
plication of European programs to local 
and regional conditions and perspectives.  
 

And in the Netherlands 
When comparing Emilia Romagnia with 
another major European dairy producing 
area - Friesland in the northern part of 
the Netherlands - striking differences 
emerge. Although both areas produce in 
the same market and supply the same 
quantity of milk, Emilia Romagnia has an 
employment level of 24,000 compared to 
7,000 in Friesland. Income levels are the 
same. Apparently Italian dairy farmers are 
able to use the local resources much more 
effectively than their Frisian colleagues. 
But even in modern Frisian development 
one can observe diversity in farm styles. 
Despite generic government policies and 
uniforming commercial activities, individ-
ual farmers have made different choices 
as to scale of farms, the degree of mecha-
nisation, the care they give to their ani-
mals and the intensity with which labour, 
capital and land is used. These choices are 
the result of personal preferences, eco-
nomic and ecological opportunities and 
stages in the life cycle. 
     We have to admit that the theoretical 
understanding of the dynamics of endoge-
nous development and of the knowledge 
about alternatives for the modernisation 
model is insufficiently developed. We are 
therefore quite anxious to learn from the 
experiences of Compas. The role of cul-
tures where spirituality plays an important 
role has hardly been understood as it has 
generally been considered a hindrance to 
modernisation. Efforts to build develop-
ment on this very cultural diversity, taking 
indigenous concepts and values serious 
and building partnerships with indigenous 
leaders in the development process are 
innovative. We look forward to the re-
sults. We presume that Europe can learn 
from them. 
 
Agricultural University Wageningen 
Hollandseweg 1, 6709 KN Wageningen, 
the Netherlands, Tel: +31 317 483253 

Italian dairy farmer 
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Testing classical Indian knowledge 

 

A.V. Balasubramanian 

The Centre for Indian Knowledge Systems (CIKS) has considerable experi-
ence in studying indigenous knowledge in India. In the context of Compas 
it will document various sources of classical knowledge and test some of 
the concepts and practices found in classical texts. This paper highlights 
the sources of classical knowledge, elaborates the relationship between 
classical knowledge, conventional knowledge and rural people’s knowledge in 
India and discusses the implication of this relationship for field experi-
ments. 

There are two possible approaches to un-
derstanding a peoples’ cosmovision. One is 
to look at the living traditions and reality 
of present day rural people. The other one 
is to examine what has been written and 
recorded. Indian tradition offers a struc-
ture for viewing and understanding these 
two levels of understanding and knowl-
edge. The Vedas, old Indian scripts, pay a 
great deal of attention to agriculture, 
livestock, rains and harvests. 
      Within Ayurveda, classical Indian 
knowledge, the classical Indian plant sci-
ence, Vrkshayurveda, is highly advanced. 
The Vedas are a collection of hymns, man-
tras and prayers written in Sanskrit that 
visionary sages have collected together 
over a period of 7000 years. These sages 
are assumed to have had perfectly subjec-
tive and objective minds, and to have 
been free from the six basic prejudices: 
lust, anger, greed, intoxication, delusion 
and jealousy. In their basic theory the 
Vedas contain concepts and principles that 
explain the actions of living beings.  
      There is an extensive body of Vrkshay-
urveda literature in India and three types 
can be distinguished. There are manu-
scripts devoted entirely to Vrkshayurveda, 
more general collections within which 
there are sections relating to it, and there 
are also parts of Ayurveda that focus on 
plant life. 
Even though there is considerable litera-
ture on plant life, much of it is not avail-
able in a readily accessible form. Vrkshay-
urveda texts are mainly written in Sanskrit 
or other Indian languages. Only a small 
fraction of these manuscripts have been 
published. There are no inventories of 
these manuscripts, location or contents 
and although many of the prescriptions of 
Vrkshayurveda seem to be promising they 
need to be tested in the field. We need to 
understand the conditions under which 
they can be used and they should be stan-
dardised. If this is not done, it will not be 
possible to propagate these techniques. 

Our preliminary experiments have shown 
that Vrkshayurveda is a potentially rich 
source of knowledge that can contribute 
to extending the knowledge base of sus-
tainable agriculture. It also provides a 
theoretical framework within which it is 
easier to understand farmers’ practices.  
 
Identifying source material 
India has one of the largest collections of 
ancient manuscripts in the world. While 
they have never been counted precisely, 
some estimates indicates that there may 
be as many as 300 million texts. Several of 
these manuscripts can be found today in 
institutes, universities and monasteries. 
Others, particularly those dealing with 
astronomy, astrology and medicine, are in 
private archives.  
      In 1937 the University of Madras de-
cided to start work on a new Catalogus 
Catalogorum that would catalogue all the 
Sanskrit manuscripts to be found in public 
collections throughout the world. A few 
volumes of this Catalogue are available 
and all the manuscripts listed can be con-
sulted at Madras University. CIKS is at pre-
sent examining these volumes and listing 
manuscripts relevant to Vrkshayurveda. It 
is also engaged in developing a strategy 
for selecting those prescriptions that are 
most useful to test in the field. 
 
CIKS and Compas 
At our centre, we have defined our contri-
bution to the Compas project as follows. 
We will attempt to understand farmers’ 
practices in the context of classical Indian 
plant science and its agricultural cosmovi-
sion. Our activity is prompted by our con-
cern that, in general, rural people’s prac-
tices are hardly analysed in their own con-
text. They are dissected using the tools of 
Western science and technology. As a re-
sult bits and pieces of traditional practices 
have been isolated and incorporated into 
the modern scheme of things. A typical 
example is research carried out on the 

natural products used in traditional medi-
cine, which aims to isolate the 'active 
compounds'. These are then used as ingre-
dients in modern medicine. 
      This process does not strengthen tradi-
tional practices and can lead to the dan-
gerous situation where traditional prac-
tices are ignored until they have been ex-
amined and declared valid by conventional 
western science. We feel that it is impor-
tant to understand the agricultural prac-
tice as more than a collection of technolo-
gies and try to understand their theoreti-
cal foundations. Vrkshayurveda is impor-
tant in this process. 
      Within the Compas project there is 
considerable emphasis on recognising and 
respecting the 'spiritual' or 'metaphysical' 
elements in rural people’s knowledge and 
practices. Hitherto most studies have 
largely ignored these aspects or, when 
noted often accused of being part of the 
problem or as obstacles to 'progress'.  
 
Asking for trees in a forest 
However we have to be careful not to 
over-emphasise the spiritual or to suggest 
that indigenous knowledge that does not 
have a spiritual element 'truly' indigenous 
can not be considered. Our experience 
shows that when we try to pinpoint the 
spiritual aspect of agricultural practice 
with groups of farmers and ask them to 
share those practices that they considered 
'spiritual', we are unable to get a clear 
answer.  
      This is a real problem rooted in the 
traditional worldview where physical, 
mental and spiritual phenomena are not 
strictly separated. Rather, these three 
elements are woven together like strands 
in a piece of coloured cotton fabric, 
where it is impossible to physically sepa-
rate the cotton fiber from the thread and 
the colour. This often results in a peculiar 
situation where it is difficult to focus on 
what is spiritual, not because spirituality 
is not there, but because it is so inti-
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mately intertwined with other elements 
that it does not stand out. Asking for the 
spiritual element in traditional technol-
ogy, is like asking for the trees in a forest. 
 
Practice and theory 
While seeking to understand the theory of 
rural people’s practices, we have asked 
ourselves whether we are forcing reality 
to fit in  a framework of external ideas. 
We have therefore set out to analyse cer-
tain aspects of classical Indian knowledge, 
paying particular attention to the way 
theories are constructed in popular knowl-
edge and how these theories differ from 
the conventional paradigm of knowledge. 
      Theories in classical knowledge evolve 
much formalisation. Laws and rules are 
not absolute and cannot be blindly applied 
outside of the context in which they have 
been formulated. This does not mean that 
the theories lack rigor or precision. For 
example, the most precise formulations 
and arguments in areas such as logic, 
grammar or metaphysics are based on Sas-
tric or technical Sanskrit, a refinement of 
the natural Sanskrit language. Thus the 
laws, theories and terminology are closely 
related with popular discourse and folk 
knowledge.  
      In western perception the term 
‘folklore’ is used to denote knowledge 
that prevails amongst the common people 
and is propagated through oral tradition. 
It contrasts with scientific knowledge, 
with the terminology, theories, body of 
experts, institutions and texts associated 
with it. This qualitative difference does 
not exist in Indian tradition. The ‘folk’ 
practitioners are the innovators working at 
the frontiers of their discipline and theo-
ries and technical categories also fall 
within their domain. 
      Indian medicine, for example, is highly 
developed. It consists of basic theories, 
such as the Panchabhuta theory of matter 
and the Tridosha theory, which covers the 
ways diseases are caused and treated.
These concepts are common knowledge 
among our people and a number of techni-
cal terms such as Vata, Pitta, Kapha, 
Agni, Rasa, Ushna, Sheeta and Veerya are 
household vocabulary. The same is true in 
agriculture. 
      The specialist in this context plays a 
specific role that is very different from 
conventional western tradition: systema-
tising the body of knowledge. The popular 
view on knowledge is reflected in the fol-
lowing verse, in which the famous Ayurve-
dic physician Caraka gives advice to his 
colleagues: “Learn about herbs and me-
dicinal plants from cowherds, saints, those 
who dwell in forests, hunters and garden-
ers and know about their form and proper-
ties through Shastric principles.” 
 
Experimenting and testing 
As we observe farmers’ practices and 
gather prescriptions and procedures from 

Vrkshayurveda texts, we need to reflect 
on the method used for testing and ex-
perimenting on them. It has been our ex-
perience that technologies and practices 
that were tested, validated and verified 
by the western laboratory method may 
not be suitable in traditional societies. 
Often the western method addresses one 
aspect of a problem and tends to isolate 
the problem from its linkages with other 
elements in nature. This is in contrast to 
the traditional method that looks at the 
world as a whole, trying to understand the 
multiple linkages. Solutions are sought 
which can address problems without de-
stroying this integrity. 
     We are working to develop methods 
that respect this approach and will allow 
us to experiment with knowledge in the 
manuscripts of Vrkshayurveda. Concrete 
case studies can provide the necessary 
illustrations and we hope to share experi-
ences on this work with you in the future. 
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Revitalising indigenous health practices 
 

Vd. A. Hafeel and Darshan Shankar 
Though often unnoticed, traditional barefoot doctors are crucial in preventing and 
curing health problems of the poorest people of the Indian community. Also within 
households, home remedies are used which are often not known to licensed medical 
systems. These local healers gain their knowledge from experienced healers if they 
fulfil certain ethical criteria. Unfortunately this local health tradition is eroding. 
In our programme we try to counter this by documentation, assessment and cross-
validation of selected local treatments. Also doctors applying western biomedicine 
are involved. In order to encourage the equitable sharing of the benefits of this 
knowledge, a People’s Biodiversity Register has been developed. 

 
Apart from the 600,000 licensed medical 
practitioners of classical systems like Ay-
urveda, Siddha and Unani, there are over 
one million community-based traditional 
health workers in rural India. These are 
India’s traditional barefoot doctors (Nati 
Vaidyas). These community health workers 
assist in around 80% of all rural deliveries, 
treat over 40% of broken bones and 50% of 
snake, scorpion and dog bites. They also 
treat a host of other primary healthcare 
problems in humans and domestic animals 
such as elephants, cattle and goats. 
     Today’s national health policy does not 
recognise the existence of the traditional 
doctors. Although they are established and 
respected by local communities, their con-
tribution to public health has never been 
officially assessed. The invisibility of the 
Nati Vaidyas may be due to the fact that 
they work in the poorest and most mar-
ginal sections of society and the fact that 
they belong to the same communities they 
serve. Their invisibility is intensified be-
cause they work outside the framework of 
the formal health service and market 
economy. 
     Complementing the work of the Nati 
Vaidyas are the Griha-Vaidyas or home 
doctors, usually housewives, grandmothers 
and household elders. The range of home 
remedies used in rural households is im-
pressive. Micro studies in tribal areas have 
shown that as many as 60 simple  
 

health conditions are regularly treated 
within the households itself. The same 
households also possess a host of useful 
knowledge on food and nutrition. Many of 
these have never been recorded and 
therefore do not appear in modern nutri-
tion literature. 
 
Resources used 
According to the All India Ethno-biological 
Survey, recently carried out by the Minis-
try of Environment and Forests, some 8000 
species of medicinal plants are used by 
tribal communities. The barefoot doctors 
also use around 100 animal species as well 
as minerals and metals. Rural peoples’ 
knowledge of these natural products has 
considerable potential. It has the capac-
ity, for example, to add many safe and 
efficacious herbal remedies to main 
stream medical systems. Over the years 
much evidence demonstrating the poten-
tial of traditional medical systems has 
been made known. The use of Cinchona 
bark for malaria was local knowledge 
amongst South American natives and 
proved to be of enormous value through-
out the world. Another and more recent 
example is Phyllanthus niruri, a plant 
used by rural communities in India. When 
studied by the American Nobel prizewin-
ner Baruch Bloomberg, this plant was 
shown to provide an effective cure for 
hepatitis B. Once again local knowledge 
lead to a global solution. 
 

Socio-cultural profile 
The worldview of traditional Indian medi-
cal culture recognises the existence of 
body, mind, spirit and soul. Treatments, 
therapies and practices cover these four 
dimensions. The specific form in which 
body, mind, spirit and soul are understood 
may differ from one ethnic community or 
religious group to another. 
      The carriers of the barefoot doctor 
tradition come from a wide cross section 
of communities. They include tribal com-
munities, the lower castes of potters and 
barbers as well as members of other eco-
nomic, social and religious groups. In this 
sense knowledge is very decentralised. It 
is also diverse and specific to each eco-
system and ethnic community because 
each has its own special resources and 
health needs. 
      Knowledge in the barefoot doctor’s 
tradition is passed by word of mouth from 
generation to generation. It is, however, 
not passed on indiscriminately. There is an 
ethical code that ensures it is only passed 
on to worthy carriers. Some sociologists 
see this ethical screening as being ‘too 
secretive’. But how could this explain the 
fact that in 1999 India continues to have 
around a million carriers of the oral health 
traditions spread throughout the country?  
 
Why is the tradition eroding? 
The average age of the traditional health 
workers is now over 40, while only a few  
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young persons seek to become part of the 
tradition. Even at household level, there 
are fewer households working with home 
remedies today. Whilst erosion is evident, 
however, the reasons behind it are not 
clear. It is too simple to say that local 
health traditions are eroding because they 
are ineffective or irrelevant and unable to 
meet present needs. Plants have not lost 
their healing properties and the knowl-
edge of plants in the traditions is still pro-
found. At the same time there is a rapidly 
growing resurgence throughout the world 
of interest in natural medicine. Pharma-
ceutical researchers acknowledge that 
screening plants on the basis of infor-
mation derived from traditional knowl-
edge saves billions of dollars in time and 
resources. The question, therefore, re-
mains. Why are health traditions eroding 
despite their potential? The reasons for 
this erosion are political, economic and 
social rather than medical.  
 
Household health practices 
The Foundation for the Revitalisation of 
Local Health Traditions (FRLHT) is a re-
gional organisation that co-operates with 
12 NGOs on local health traditions in Ma-
harashtra, Karnataka, Tamilnadu and Ker-
ala, four states in Southern India. Here 
study areas are selected and local health 
traditions are documented and an attempt 
is made to revitalise them. 
      A pilot study at four of the field loca-
tions has shown that 90% of the house-
holds engage in home remedies. The num-
ber of remedies used range from 15 to 60. 
There is considerable understanding of nu-
trition and this is shown by an awareness 
of the metabolic effect (hot or cold) of 
food on nutritive value and its effect on 
body tissues. Rural people can comment 
on nutritional aspect of more than 80% of 
locally available food items.  
 
Specialised barefoot healers 
About 1420 specialised barefoot healers 
are working in the southern states of In-
dia. The ratio of population per healer 
varies considerably and ranges from 76 to 
nearly 4700 individuals per healer. There 
seems to be one healer per village, al-
though sometimes one healer looks after 
two or more communities. The documen-
tation of local healers is still incomplete 
and the final report may show a higher 
population-healer ratio. An inventory lists 
several types of local healers: traditional 
birth attendants, healers of poisonous 
bites’, bone setters, traditional veterinary 
healers, dentists, eye-specialists and gen-
eral physicians. 
      A limited study was carried out on the 
range of diseases and conditions treated 
by specialised barefoot healers. These 
included gynaecological disorders, paedi 
atric disorders, jaundice, skin diseases, 
infectious diseases such as malaria, 
chicken pox and small pox, mental disor-

ders, headaches, wounds, worm infesta-
tions, heart diseases, stomach problems, 
ear problems, minor surgical conditions, 
epilepsy, eye problems, fractures and dis-
locations, poisonous snake bites, dog 
bites, dental problems, prevention of dis-
eases, deliveries and veterinary care. 
 
Local diagnostic skills  
There are several diagnostic techniques; 
some require years to learn. Examples 
include nadi (pulse diagnosis) and prog-
nostic techniques in case of snakebites 
and other serious illness. The diagnosis of 
the type of poison involved in a bite and 
the symptoms that result are usually very 
accurate and facilitate an apt and timely 
treatment.  
     Therapeutic techniques include mar-
mam (treatment of vital points), agni 
karma (cauterisation), reduction and ban-
daging (fracture management), techniques 
used in the management of dislocations of 
joints, purgation in case of poisoning and 
surgical management of boils. In the case 
of fracture management the healers treat 
open fractures, compound fractures as 
well as complications that may arise and 
which could otherwise only be carried out 
in modern hospitals. 
     Most of the traditional healers or Nati 
Vaidyas consider their work as a sacred 
duty and do not demand a fixed fee. They 
accept whatever is given to them by the 
patient in kind or, more recently, in cash. 
Most of the barefoot doctors follow a very 
strict code of conduct. They extend health 
care to the patient irrespective of their 
personal work, caste, money and time. 
Certain prayers and offerings follow the 
collection of the medicinal plants and 
their administration. The prayers and 
chanting vary according to the type of 
disease and condition of the patient. The 
local healers have their own deities and 
they pray for their personal prosperity. 
       The healers pass on their knowledge to 
younger ones who are selected on basis of 
ethical criteria, which include qualities 
such as patience, strong faith in god, 
courage and a love of mankind. Some 
healers observe these qualities in the can-
didates years before the actual selection 
and only after years of keen observation 
are they taught the most special tech-
niques. In most cases being admitted to 
this traditional knowledge also depends on 
family connections. 
 
Cross-cultural assessment 
In 1998 an assessment was started by initi-
ating a comprehensive documentation of 
local health culture in the study areas. 
Staff of local NGOs were trained for this 
exercise by FRLHT. Three aspects of 
health tradition are dealt with: knowl-
edge, resources and socio-cultural as-
pects. The survey examines both house-
holds and local specialised healers and see 
these as the two main carriers of health 

traditions. After documentation has been 
completed a few traditional treatments 
will be selected for a rapid assessment. 
The treatment selected should be based 
on plants and products and processes 
should be accessible and easy to apply by 
local households. The treatment should 
offer a potentially effective solution to 
health problems that are widely prevalent 
in the community, and within a reasonable 
space of time. Moreover the treatment 
should be economical, culturally compati-
ble and acceptable to all ethnic groups in 
the community. The history and genesis of 
the treatment should be inspiring. These 
selected treatments will be subjected to a 
scheme of assessment and cross-validation 
by local healers, a panel of codified sys-
tem (or classical) practitioners and west-
ern biomedicine scientific workers. The 
output from this rapid assessment exer-
cise will be shared amongst local healers 
and the communities involved. 
      In order to prevent ‘bio-
piracy’ (robbing information from local 
communities for commercial purposes), 
there is the need for a sound system of 
information on our bio-diversity resources.
In order to address this challenge, the 
Centre for Ecological Sciences (CES) at the 
Indian Institute of Science (IISC) and 
FRLHThave initiated a so-called People’s 
Bio-diversity Register (PBR). The objec-
tives are firstly to respect and preserve 
the knowledge and practices of local com-
munities. Secondly, to promote the wider 
application of such practices with ap-
proval and involvement of the holders. 
And finally to encourage the equitable 
sharing of the benefits arising from the 
use of these practices. innovations and 
practices.  
 
Present status of work 
A pilot study for documentation of local 
health traditions has been undertaken in 
three states: Kerala, Tamilnadu and Kar-
nataka. During 1998 we finalised a format 
suitable to allow to be carried out. A 
training camp for field staff has been com-
pleted and the documentation exercise is 
now in progress in the field. In this way 
the FRLHT-Compas action-study project 
for the revitalisation of local health tradi-
tions of South India is well underway and 
is beginning to bear fruit. We anticipate 
that self-reliance based on local knowl-
edge and local resources may counteract 
the western model of globalisation of 
commerce. 

 
 
 
 

FRLHT 
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Anandanagar, Bangalore-560 0024. India. 
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Newsletter – February 1999 
30 

 

Research on Andean cosmovision 
 

Freddy Delgado and Dora Ponce 

For over fourteen years, AGRUCO in Cochabamba, Bolivia, has been conducting par-
ticipatory action research with farmers and has been involved in pre- and postgradu-
ate university training. The challenge for participatory research is now to expand into 
a broader administrative and policy context. Therefore, in the Compas programme, 
the focus will be on ‘subcentrals’, villages grouped into administrative units. This arti-
cle shares some initial findings and learning experiences gathered over the years. 

AGRUCO’s main goal is to support sustain-
able rural development through a revalua-
tion of local knowledge, culture and agro-
ecology. In the course of time we have 
come to a deeper understanding why rural 
people act the way they do and have 
learned how we can support them without 
interfering too much with social struc-
tures, values and the specific contexts 
that makes each community unique. This 
process can be divided into three phases. 
From 1985-1989 during the ‘Agro-biology 
phase’, our programme worked with rural 
communities, taking organic agriculture as 
practised in Switzerland as its starting 
point. We concentrated on close interrela-
tions such as those between soil, plants 
and mixed cropping, for example. We 
worked with ecologically sustainable 
strategies based on a systems approach 
and tried to avoid focussing only on the 
technicalities of organic agriculture. Then 
we came to understand that the agro-
ecosystem is the result of the co-evolution 
of nature and society. Between 1989 and 
1995, we entered a second phase ‘Agro-
ecology’ and implemented an agro-
ecological approach whilst working in an 
interdisciplinary way in research and ex-
tension. Education and technical assis-

tance was provided to the communities in 
an attempt to overcome the traditional 
gap between research and its application 
in the field. Our methodology involved 
participatory research, revaluing local 
knowledge and a decision making model. 
This allowed us to search for a reciprocal 
relation between researchers and commu-
nity members. This task was easier than 
we thought because agro-ecological prin-
ciples are congruent with the essence of 
traditional Andean agriculture practised 
today. In the third phase ‘Sustainable Ru-
ral Development’, we concluded that the 
individual is more than a social construc-
tion and we need to get a deeper under-
standing of the concepts of life of the 
communities we were working with in or-
der to develop a context for our actions. 
 
Lessons learned 
During the first two phases we learned 
several lessons. Let’s take mixed potato 
cropping as an example. This experiment 
proved to be very time consuming, involv-
ing much travel and energy from 
AGRUCO’s technicians. This weakness was 
overcome by gradually handing over funds 
to the community organisation. AGRUCO’s 
task is now restricted to providing follow-

up support to the farmers in han-
dling the trials. However, due to 
lack of an adequate research ap-
proach, we unintentionally contin-
ued with the transfer of 
(ecological) technologies. We then 
developed a methodology that 
was based on the material, social 
and spiritual life of rural people. 
The participatory research and 
intercultural communication be-
tween farmers and scientists are 
now more established.  
      Experience and sensitivity are 
required when entering indige-
nous communities for the first 
time. In the past we have made 
some mistakes. For example we 
would try to meet with the leader 
of a community at a time of com-
munity fasting or during spiritual 
withdrawal without taking this 

into consideration. We learned that we 
must try to understand the indigenous 
concepts of life. Respecting, sharing and 
becoming part of the ritual in a deeply 
spiritual way are, in our view, important 
principals in educating professionals who 
intend to work in sustainable rural devel-
opment. 
      The researcher, as an actor involved in 
the community, can support the self-
management and sustainability of the 
community when he or she accepts 
Pachankiri, the indigenous concept for 
‘Real Life’. One needs to be consciously 
involved in the material, social and spiri-
tual world (see drawing). Pachankiri en-
abled us to understand various elements 
in the Andean indigenous concepts of life. 
Examples are: the concept of living geog-
raphy, the complementary duality and the 
division of the universe into four parts: 
Pacha (time-space), Nairapacha-
quipapacha (the Before and the After), Ira 
Kamachita (to be permanent and have); 
Utchatha (to be temporarily).  
 
Jatun Mayu watershed 
In 1998, we started in Aqorani and Toto-
rani, two ‘new’ villages. Together with 
Capellani and Chorojo they form the 
‘Subcentral 8de Agosto’. These four vil-
lages are part of Jatun Mayu watershed 
near Cochabamba. At the beginning of the 
‘Jatun Mayu’ project, activities were pri-
oritised by agreeing on mutual intentions 
and developing an overview of the avail-
able natural, human and spiritual re-
sources. In the process of dynamising the 
community, we consider three major 
steps: orientation, consolidation and 
transfer. During ‘orientation’, the main 
emphasis is on understanding the natural, 
social and spiritual world and their inter-
relations by means of a ‘Participatory 
Community Diagnosis’. The outcomes and 
plans for action are then fine-tuned in the 
context of the whole watershed. During 
‘consolidation’, we intend to support and 
participate in indigenous research activi-
ties, generally in the field of irrigation or 
production. After a process of self-
evaluation by the communities, workplans 

Cosmos 
Culture 

Pachakamak 
Spiritual life 
Spiritual beings 

Pachankamachana 
Social life 
Man-Society 

Pachamama 
Material life 
Natural landscape 

 

Pachankiri 
Being in space 
and time 
 

Pachankiri, the indigenous concept for ‘real life’. 
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will be developed for the whole subcen-
tral. During ‘transfer’, AGRUCO will give 
follow-up support and training in project 
management to ensure sustainable rural 
development. 
 
Two community organisations 
The community organisation is twofold: it 
combines a syndicate and a traditional 
organisation. Both respond to the same 
cosmovision. The syndicate is similar to a 
labour union and its leaders are in a con-
stant dialogue with the community. The 
traditional organisation is reflected in two 
institutions: Alcalde (mayor) and Juez de 
Aguas (water manager). The alcalde is a 
religious authority and works to ensure 
the cohesion of the community. This is 
essential in planning agricultural activi-
ties. He has to be involved in all commu-
nity discussions and all actions need to be 
legitimised by him. Moreover, he has to 
resolve conflicts, is part of the juridical 
administration and also presides over the 
ceremonies and rituals of the community. 
His symbol is la vara, a kind of stick. If a 
member of the community cannot comply 
with the prescriptions of the alcalde, bad 
luck will befall him or her which can cause 
even death of the animals of the family, 
or a bad harvest. A new alcalde is elected 
each year during a ceremony held on 3 
August, in which all villagers participate. 
The vara is thought to posses magical 
power and is handed over. A lamb is killed 
and its heart is taken out. Its blood is 
sprinkled over the place where the cere-
mony is being held. The water manager 
also has great responsibility. He is respon-
sible for ensuring the equitable distribu-

tion of irrigation water in the community.  
 
Reciprocity 
The four communities are linked by the 
principle of reciprocity that permits the 
reproduction and continuity of the fami-
lies as well as the communities. There are 
various forms of reciprocity in the organi-
sation of agricultural production. The 
most frequent form is called a partir: 
when one farming family owns a plot of 
land and another family does the work. 
They share the profits between them. 
Ayni is work exchange practised at family 
level.  

In reciprocal relations, a person offers 
something of his or her own. Accepting a 
gift means accepting something that be-
longs to its spiritual essence, to its soul. 
The Andean logic is based on El Don which 
refers to moral reciprocity, not only be-
tween people, but also between nature 
and the spiritual world. Rituals and festi-
vals are spiritual moments which, at a 
specific time, enables the community to 
celebrate their relation with nature in all 
its expressions. Mostly this is giving thanks 
to the relationship with Pachamama, 
Mother Earth for products that have been 
received. 
 
Virgin of Asunta 
Our understanding of the concepts of life 
that guide the people of these communi-
ties has been enriched by our participa-
tion in various rituals and festivities at 
family, community and regional level. For 
example, the regional festival of Virgin of 
Asunta, whose sanctuary is in the commu-
nity of Capellani, is of great importance. 

First a priest celebrates a catholic mass. 
When he leaves the church, the ceremony 
continues and there are characteristics 
typical of the Andes such as burning cattle 
manure to propitiate the prosperity of the 
community and protect it from evil spirits. 
Home-made candles are lit and other 
products from the cattle are used. Time is 
taken for concentration and meditation. 
Outside the church, a procession starts 
with four altars built by the Alferes, the 
religious authorities responsible for organ-
ising the festivities. This procession seems 
similar to processions in the towns but in 
fact there is a separation between the 
Andean and the Catholic expression. The 
alferes wash the bread with unthreshed 
grains from their own fields. This ritual is 
a Catholic religious ceremony, but do the 
farmers see it as an expression of devotion 
to Maria, to Pachamama or both? 
Staff of AGRUCO participated also in the 
1998 festival of the ‘Virgin of Asunta’. This 
form of participation is an important ele-
ment to maintain a good relationship with 
the community.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
AGRUCO 
Av. Petrolera km. 4½ 
Casilla 3392 
Cochabamba 
Bolivia 
Tel/fax: 591-4 52601/52602 
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Compas part-
ners discuss 
the outcome 
of potato 
trials in the 
village of 
Japo (4000  
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Farming with intuition 
 

Joke de Jonge 

Farmers in the Netherlands produce under the constant pressure of having to 
repay investments for high input agriculture. The vast majority are conventional 
farmers who work with chemical fertilisers, herbicides and pesticides. Only 
some 2% are organic farmers, who work without chemicals as much as possible. 
Bio-dynamic farmers are organic farmers who go one step further: they include 
life-cycles, geo-cosmic and ecological relations and spiritual beings in their 
farming activities. Some organic farmers are specially interested in the spiritual 
side of their work. This article describes how training can help them. 

On top of the economic pressure felt by 
all farmers, bio-dynamic farmers feel the 
need to stay in touch with their soil, 
crops, animals, social connections and 
their farm as a whole. To stay in touch 
means 'being internally connected', so 
farmers can feel the needs of their crops, 
animals and soil and be creative in finding 
solutions. It restrains them from working 
mechanically. For bio-dynamic farmers, 
the products are not only economic units, 
but food that feed people both physically 
and spiritually. They produce food that 
carries the qualitative aspects of a harmo-
nious co-operation between terrestrial 
and cosmic forces in nature. Establishing 
these relationships requires an inner space 
within the farmer, which can only be 
reached by creating special moments. 
     But farmers often do not have the 
time to withdraw themselves during the 
day. Where and when can they sit, medi-
tate, pray or reflect? In the past, Sunday 
church provided such opportunities. 

Nowadays many bio-dynamic farmers are 
no longer connected to the church, but 
their attitude towards nature and the cos-
mos is still a deeply religious one. This has 
to do with anthroposophy, a spiritual  
science based on the teaching of the Aus-
trian Rudolf Steiner (1868-1925) which has 
practical applications in education, medi-
cine, arts and agriculture. 
 
A course on intuition 
In 1998, I joined a small group of farmers 
in a course ‘'Personal attention in farmers' 
work'. Most of the twenty participants 
were organic or bio-dynamic men and 
women farmers. The main objective of the 
course was to develop intuitive skills and a 
meditative attitude, to improve harmony 
between oneself and the natural, social 
and spiritual world. Developing intuitive 
skills means becoming aware of  
subconscious knowledge and using it in 
everyday practice. The aim is to achieve a 
better understanding of oneself and of 

other living beings and to draw more joy 
from daily work. A meditative attitude 
opens up a channel of information for the 
spiritual aspects of farming, which are 
difficult to understand intellectually. The 
course included elements of Asian world-
views such as knowledge of chakras, cen-
tres of spiritual energy in different parts 
of the body, where exchange of informa-
tion takes place with the outside world. 
Chakras can be consciously developed and 
used as inner knowledge tools. The meth-
odology used to develop intuition includes 
guided meditations, practical exercises 
and talking about each others' experi-
ences. The course started with indoor ex-
ercises and later these experiences were 
applied outdoors. 
 
Indoors  
We were sitting in a circle. One teacher 
started with a meditation, actively empty-
ing the mind of thoughts. By being silent 
cosmic energy can enter through the 
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crown chakra and earthly energy through 
the foot chakra. This was not an easy ex-
ercise. Five or six farmers had never done 
any kind of meditation before. One of 
them had an exciting vision of a white 
light while meditating for the first time, 
but later he was unable to repeat the ex-
perience. For some farmers, the exercise 
was so relaxing that they fell asleep 
briefly. 
      The next step was to make contact 
with another person through intuitive 
communication. The character of this con-
tact is always twofold: receiving and giv-
ing, listening and asking, so the stream of 
energy can go back and forth. It has a be-
ginning with a 'hello' and an end with a 
'goodbye'. We learned the attitude of neu-
trality: to become conscious of our preju-
dices, norms and pain and to strive for a 
contact free of judgements. While the 
communication was going on, the farmers 
had impressions that appeared in the form 
of words, images, colours, senses in the 
body or inner sounds. It is difficult to dis-
tinguish these from fantasy or wishes. A 
lot of practice is required to know for sure 
that the received impressions are really 
coming from the object of attention. Not 
all the farmers could get clear impres-
sions. The dialogues we had after the 
meditation and exercises showed how var-
ied personal experiences can be.  
      Then all of us went to a plant in a pot, 
establishing contact by saying “hello” with 
deep respect and asking permission to feel 
its aura. Aura or radiation is the space 
around an organism filled with its life en-
ergy. When we heard or felt an inner 
"yes", we tried to measure the width of 
the plant's aura from different sides. Some 
sensed it as a prickling, warm feeling in 
the palm of the hand, but others felt a 
stomach contraction when entering the 
border of the aura. After saying "thank 
you" we finished the contact. Comparing 
our results afterwards, it was exciting to 
observe that we could agree on the width 
of the aura of the plants.  
 
Outdoors 
Outside, we did exercises in intuitive com-
munication with cows and trees on the 
farm. The most amazing exercise was the 
communication with, and the healing of, a 
meadow. First, we all spread out over the 
field. Then we tried to connect ourselves 
to the centre of the earth by visualising a 
rope from our body to the heart of the 
world. We said "hello" to the field and 
tried to intuitively feel its condition. We 
agreed that it was not yet ready to start 
growing after winter. There was some sort 
of hesitation. We tried to feel the aura by 
moving our hands slowly downwards, 
starting above our shoulders. At the height 
of about 1.20 meters it felt as if the air 
became thicker, as if it was pressing our 
hands upwards. My hands prickled and 
became warm. Most of us had established 

the aura of the field at about the same 
height. 
     The next thing we did was to give the 
field a healing. There are many ways to 
heal: visualisation is one of them. Visuali-
sation is making a clear dynamic image in 
one's mind and then connecting it to a 
qualitative intention, like love. First we 
followed the borders of the field with our 
eyes, until we had completely 'embraced' 
it. We then focused on the centre of the 
field and visualised a connection with the 
centre of the earth. We then visualised 
the sun shining above the field, rays of 
cosmic light coming from above and ter-
restrial energy coming from deep inside 

the earth. We let both streams meet and 
fill the field and tried to let this dynamic 
image continue for a while. We then 
stopped the communication with the field, 
came together and measured the aura 
again. We were all excited when we found 
that we had been able to increase the 
aura to the height of 1.60 meters, an in-
crease of at least 40 centimetres! 
     This healing is a way of bringing the 
help of the spiritual world into the realm 
of the living ecosystem. It helps the sys-
tem to become more balanced, healthy, 
complete and whole. 
 
Back to the farm 
Though a few farmers indicated that it 
had been too difficult for them to get in-
tuitive impressions, most of them were 
very positive about the training. Many had 
found new inspiration for their work and 
for co-operation with nature. More than 
half a year after the course I asked some 
farmers whether they used what they had 
learned. One female farmer said: "I now 
pay more attention when I start and finish 
one of my activities. It brings me more 
inner peace and I am sure that I have 
given things the attention they need". A 
fruit-grower: "I am now able to give my 
co-workers better instructions; not only to 
watch the technical aspects, but also to 
be conscious of their specific feelings and 
intuitions". A gardener: "I had lettuce that 
was at the point of becoming infected 
with a fungus. I decided to ask the let-

tuce, whether I should harvest it now or 
should I leave it for a week. I trusted the 
'answer', gave my love and harvested it a 
week later. The fungus had not struck". An 
arable farmer: "I am now more open to 
inspiration, I suddenly have ideas about 
what my farm needs". A teacher: "After 
having observed the difference of growth 
between garden-cress cared for with de-
votion and deprived of devotion, such 
things no longer seem 'vague' or 'soft talk'. 
We can talk about it now the way we talk 
about other concrete phenomena" This 
course may have contributed to a new 
culture among farmers, where intuition is 
a reliable source of knowledge and where 

it is normal to talk about intuitive experi-
ences.  
 
More serious 
Bio-dynamic farmers and consumers are 
members of the Bio-dynamic Association, 
where they can discuss important issues. 
Examples are the ethical discussion on the 
genetic manipulation of seeds, and on 
what kind of plant or animal breeding is 
suitable to bio-dynamic principles. Or-
ganic farmers want to give more attention 
to the uniqueness of various species and 
to (organic) crop cultivation. The Euro-
pean Centre for Organic Plantbreeding has 
recently been established to bring experi-
ences, projects and literature together. 
      Fortunately, it seems that in formal 
Dutch agricultural extension, the experi-
ential knowledge of farmers is being taken 
more serious. For example, the Dutch Min-
istry of Agriculture supported a three year 
project to gain more insight into the way 
in which farmers innovate. This project 
was implemented by the Louis Bolk Insti-
tute and was finalised in 1998. It was con-
cluded that the source of knowledge is not 
only the intellect, but also the experience 
and the 'inner evidence' of the farmer. 
 
BD-Union 
Hoofdstraat 24 
3972 LA  Driebergen, The Netherlands 
Tel: +31 343 517814 
Fax: +31 343 515611 
E-mail: louis.bolk@pobox.accu.uu.nl 
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Garden-cress grown with (left) and without (right) devotion. 
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Culture and agro-ecology in tribal areas 
 

K. J. N. Gowtham Shankar 

Integrated Development through Environmental Awakening or IDEA has consid-
erable experience of working in the tribal areas in India. Its focus is sustain-
able environmental management amongst tribal populations. IDEA has made a 
comprehensive study of the belief systems of tribal populations, the relation-
ship between man and nature and the role of traditional institutions. Based on 
the insights gained from this study environmental protection and development 
groups were formed. Here men and women design plans for the development of 
their village areas and the integration of their cultural festivals, ceremonies, 
and totemic clan concepts with natural resource protection programs. 

The Eastern Ghats in India is the homeland 
of about 60 tribal communities with a total 
population of about 10 million people. The 
majority of these tribes live in hilly, for-
ested areas. The tribes of the Eastern Ghats 
are commonly known as the Adivasi, Girijan 
and Vanya Jati. Each tribal group has a dis-
tinct life style based on their belief in na-
ture and the spiritual world. 

The tribal people believe in the exis-
tence of natural and supernatural divine 
beings. Everything in their lives is con-
trolled by these divine beings who inhabit 
their houses, villages, fields, mountains, 
forests, rivers and burial grounds. The 
tribal people also believe in ancestral spir-
its, who watch over them and help in times 
of danger and distress. All spiritual beings 
differ from one another in nature, composi-

tion, function and character; some of these 
beings are good, others have bad influ-
ences. They are beyond human control, 
human submission, devotion and reverence 
is needed to appease these powers. Tribal 
people do not start the construction of a 
house, distribute land, fell trees, eat fruits 
and cereals, perform marriages or go hunt-
ing until they have performed the appropri-
ate rites.  
 
Traditional institutions 
The physical and material well-being of the 
tribal people is controlled by traditional 
institutions and functionaries. The naik is 
the village headman responsible for village 
administration. He maintains law and order 
and settles inter-village disputes. He also 
mobilises financial contributions in money 

or kind to celebrate community-based festi-
vals and rituals. The kotpaik is the sacerdo-
tal head. He is responsible for maintaining 
social, cultural, religious and agricultural 
norms. The disari is responsible for magic-
religious matters and he is the medical man 
of the village. He has considerable knowl-
edge of agro-ecological matters and land 
management practices. The poojari is the 
priest who controls the religious protocols 
of the village and performs rituals associ-
ated with agriculture. A communal woman 
priest or shaman known as gurumayi and 
the guniya are the traditional birth atten-
dants. Kattela disaries and sirla disaries 
are the religious and medical men of the 
region and the communities consider them 
to be supreme and sacred saints. A group of 
eight to ten villages constitute a muta and 

The Disari’s functioning is 
crucial for the well-being of 
the community. Based on 
astrological observations 
he calculates dates for 
religious and agricultural 
festivals. Here he studies a 
gonda. 
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this is headed by a mutadar. This person 
plays a vital role in maintaining cohesion, 
integrity, stability and social identity of 
the communities in their specific geo-
graphical habitat.  
 
Eco-agricultural knowledge 
The tribal communities have special 
knowledge of soil conservation and land 
management. Soil and land selection for 
different crops requires the skilled knowl-
edge of religious leaders, who are able to 
test soils by colour, weight and taste and 
assess the gradation of the land. They 
know specific plants that arrest soil ero-
sion, how to improve soil fertility and how 
to use green manure and growth stimu-
lants. They celebrate the rituals related 
to grain conservation and ensure that indi-
vidual members follow the rules for con-
serving food grains. Touching, eating or 
selling grains and vegetables without cele-
brating the necessary festivals is taboo. 
Mutte is the name given to the body of 
traditional agricultural knowledge that 
only spiritual leaders can posses. It is a 
range of agricultural practices written on 
palm leaves. They cover three main sub-
jects: astronomy, herbal medicine and 
information on spiritual beings. Some vil-
lages have lost the tradition of keeping 
mutte; other communities, however, still 
maintain it. Knowledge is also preserved 
in the form of folk songs, mostly retained 
by women. These songs describe the 
mythological histories of the communities 
and their worldviews. Knowledge related 
to the agricultural activities of men is also 
preserved in the form of dance and music, 
like the Kandul Baza. This is a combina-
tion of music and song that explains the 
origin of red gram, a traditional legume, 
its cultivation practices and the need to 
protect it. The karkota is a musical instru-
ment made of wood that is used to create 
different sounds to drive away wild ani-
mals and birds and prevent them from 
damaging the crops. 

The onum or sacred forests show 
traces of their mythological histories and 
the origin of various spiritual beings. Gon-
das or chalk marks are symbols of commu-
nication with super-natural beings. They 
are used by religious leaders to appease 
evil spirits and protect crops from hu-
mans, animals and witchcraft. For exam-
ple Chitti Ban Gonda can undo black 
magic and witchcraft and Thaas Gonda 
can control pests in nurseries. Some of the 
chalk marks observed on the walls of 
houses also contain information on agricul-
ture, but nowadays villagers find it in-
creasingly difficult to explain the purpose 
and the meaning of these marks.  
 
Emotional integration 
IDEA works on sustainable development of 
the tribal population in harmony with non-
tribal communities. We have been in-
volved with tribal communities for twelve 

years to enhance endogenous eco-
agricultural diversity and revive tradi-
tional institutions for sustainable develop-
ment. 

We can distinguish four main stages in 
our approach. When entering a new com-
munity, we start by building up a relation-
ship with individuals. Case studies, group 
discussions and building relationships with 
traditional institutions follow. We encour-
age and participate in cultural programs 
with songs related to the people's history, 
culture and festivals, their lives, their an-
cestors, clan totems, beliefs, customs, 
norms and inter-relations with the forests 
and the environment. This attracts imme-
diate attention and creates emotional par-
ticipation and physical integration. 
Then the more formal part of the process 
begins. Short simple lectures are given 
during group and village meetings. Exam-
ples and evidence from the community are 
cited and further explanations of the 
meanings of songs are given. We try to 
establish relationships between customs, 
norms, festivals, forests, environment and 
animistic religious practices. This en-
hances their confidence in their practices. 
The community feeling is strengthened in 
their minds and hearts. All people, includ-
ing the traditional institutional heads, par-
ticipate in the program. 

The third stage of our approach begins 
with the process of formalising the group 
with more elements for building emotional 
integration and awakening. For example, 
CODE centres - COmmunity Development 
Education - are established with young 
people of the tribe. Initially we take care 
not to comment on their beliefs; they are 
normally discussed at a later stage when 
people examine them with their hearts as 
well as their heads. This stage further de-
velops their confidence. The questions 
raised for further clarification, the inten-
sity of group discussions, but also the 
learning and singing of their songs in their 
houses, fields and during meetings, are an 
indication of the quality and degree of 
participation. Traditional herbalists re-
ceive training in allopathic first aid. Tradi-
tional birth attendants receive training in 
mother and childcare, immunisation and 
nutritional improvement. Village-based 
women's development groups are organ-
ised and the traditional heads are involved 

in these groups. Environment Protection 
and Development Groups (EPDG's) are also 
established to work out plans for the inte-
grated sustainable development of the 
village and for the integration of their 
ecology-related cultural festivals, ceremo-
nies, hunting and revived totemic-clan 
concepts with natural resources surveys 
and analysis. 
The fourth stage includes leadership 
building, experimentation with sustain-
able technologies like bio-pesticides and 
the revival of traditional practices. Meet-
ings with other villages are also organised. 
Further analyses of present problems are 
made and responsibilities shared.  

The experience of IDEA proves the 
feasibility and viability for this new type 
of development approach. We have estab-
lished alternative sustainable eco-
development processes in about 200 vil-
lages in Andra Pradesh and Orissa. 
 
Further activities 
During the present phase of Compas we 
want to further document tribal indige-
nous eco-development processes, prac-
tices and knowledge systems and extend 
them our support. It is important to con-
tinue to strengthen tribal traditional insti-
tutions and we also hope to promote peo-
ple-based platforms for cross-cultural dia-
logue and exchange of information on 
agri-eco-cultural practices and cosmovi-
sion. 
During the first six months of Compas 
fieldwork we have started an action re-
search program on indigenous eco-cultural 
practices in 25 villages. Traditional lead-
ers have chalked out their knowledge and 
practices as far as soil testing, seed test-
ing and the protection of flora and fauna. 
Songs and knowledge systems related to 
agriculture have been recorded and trans-
lated for interpretation and analysis. Two 
cultural groups have been trained. There 
has also been a training program for field 
staff based on the concept of endogenous 
development. Village-level demonstra-
tions and experiments in close co-
operation with traditional leaders have 
started on the low use of external inputs, 
agro-forestry, medicinal-plant gardens, 
bio-fertilisers, biological pest control and 
the use of wild, leafy vegetables. In the 
next COMPAS Newsletter we will continue 
to share our experiences. 
 
IDEA 
Flat no. 4C+F, Maharaja Towers 
R.K. Mission Road 
Visakhapatnam 530 003 
India 
Tel/Fax: +91 891 535685 
E-mail: gowtham@sai.xlweb.com 

‘Sisagudri gonda’ is used to protect agricultural 
fields from thieves and wild animals. 
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Science and Spirituality  
 

Toon van Eijk 

A differentiation can be made between three approaches within contempo-
rary science: the positivist, constructivist and transcendentalist. Toon van 
Eijk compared these approaches as part of his PhD study. The transcenden-
tal approach seems related to the cosmovision approach of Compas.  

A paradigm is a compact outline of the 
concepts, assumptions, procedures, 
propositions and problems of a theoretical 
approach. Generally speaking the positiv-
ist paradigm underlies most conventional 
agricultural research and education. The 
constructivist paradigm is gradually makes 
headway through the introduction of par-
ticipatory methodologies and indigenous 
knowledge research. The transcendental-
ist paradigm is more oriented towards the 
cosmovision of the local groups involved. 
The three paradigms can be characterised 
by various criteria, as shown in table 1. 
 
Thinking being or just being 
Although the constructivist paradigm is an 
important addition to the dominant posi-
tivist paradigm, its central concepts of 
communication, participation and facilita-
tion, are unlikely to be sufficient in the 
quest for sustainable farming systems. 
Both positivist and constructivist para-
digms are grounded in the identification 
with ‘rational-empirical consciousness’ or 
thinking-being. The famous western phi-
losopher Descartes’ saying cogito ergo 
sum - I think therefore I am - implies that 
the only ‘being’ is ‘thinking-being’. It de-
nies the possibility of a state of conscious-
ness beyond thought. 

The step-by-step learning process in 
which one goes beyond the identifying 
with this consciousness can be referred to 
as spirituality. Spirituality is defined here 
as the process in which one systematically 
trains receptiveness to gain regular access 
to ‘transcendental consciousness’, the 
state of just ‘being’ or mental silence. 
Instead of thinking-being, the experience 
of just being is emphasised  

The general assumption in the positiv-
ist and constructivist paradigms is that a 
state of consciousness without any inter-
pretative activity of the mind is impossi-
ble. A state of pure consciousness, in 
which all thinking has been transcended, 
is deemed incomprehensible or unthink-
able. As a matter of fact, the state of 
transcendental consciousness is unthink-
able: it can only be experienced by tran-
scending all thinking. The possibility of 
consciousness in which continual thinking – 
talking to oneself or the internal dia-
logue - calms down, can be realised 
through meditation techniques. 

Beyond rationality 
Change agents can intellectually under-
stand and respectfully accept the pres-
ence of spirituality in indigenous knowl-
edge systems, but it will remain a ‘vague’ 
concept as long as it is not internalised in 
direct personal experience. In addition to 
explaining the underlying ways of experi-
encing life by farmers and change agents, 
experience in the field of transcendental 
consciousness is necessary. Cosmovision as 
an intellectual concept is certainly a step 
forward, but not sufficient in itself. It re-
fers to the contents of consciousness only. 
In the perspective of the transcendentalist 
paradigm, language-mediated interaction 
must be supported by consciousness-
mediated interaction. Rational thinking is 
not discarded, but restored to its proper 
place in the spectrum of modes of being.  

Spirituality is understood as an individ-
ual, free, horizontal and above all experi-
ential activity. It is not based on dogmas, 
but on do-it-yourself techniques intended 
to break the continuous spell of rational-
empirical consciousness. It is unfortunate 
that in the separation of science and relig-
ion, which occurred after the Middle Ages, 
spirituality was thrown out of institution-
alised religion. In this context, the differ-
ence between religion - as epitomised in 
churches and faith - and spirituality is im-
portant. True spirituality is a gentle form 
of anarchy. Where blind obedience rules, 
spirituality is excluded. Spirituality refers 
to the original meaning of religion: rele-
gate, religion, to (re)connect to the field 
of transcendental consciousness. Such 
spirituality gives way to participatory 
modes of being, which result in environ-
mentally and socially favourable behav-
iour. Scientific evidence to support this 
statement is available, for example, in 
research on the effects of transcendental 
meditation techniques. This research work 
strongly suggests that the quality of life in 
society is influenced by the quality of the 
collective consciousness. A ‘high quality’ 
collective consciousness ‘orchestrates’ by 
virtue holistic field effect (Van Eijk 1998).  

 
Opposites 
In the perspective of the transcendentalist 
paradigm, it is the field of transcendental 
consciousness that integrates all oppo-
sites. When this field is ‘enlivened’ in the 

mind, opposites are increasingly ‘lived’ in 
harmony. The field of transcendental con-
sciousness embraces the two greatest op-
posites of all: evolution and entropy, or-
der and chaos. Nature displays growth and 
decay, but the ‘orchestrating’ force of the 
field of transcendental consciousness is 
always there. All mystical traditions point 
out that the ultimate reality is a union of 
opposites.  
 
Effective action? 
Spirituality, however, does not automati-
cally result in effective action in the 
physical domain. Relevant knowledge and 
practical skills, which are always socially 
constructed, are also necessary. Experien-
tial spirituality can guide the application 
of such knowledge and skills in a socially 
and environmentally compatible direction. 
In this sense, access to the field of tran-
scendental consciousness facilitates the 
implementation of methodologies based 
on positivist and constructivist paradigms 
in a more sustainable way. 
Just as mathematical knowledge can be 
confirmed or refuted by equally trained 
mathematicians, spiritual knowledge can 
be checked best by peers - persons 
trained in techniques for consciousness 
development. Spirituality is open to inves-
tigation using scientific methods, such as 
experiential validation or refutation. It is, 
in fact, easier for laymen to verify the 
possibility of access to ‘higher’ states of 
consciousness and the beneficial effects 
thereof, than to test, for example, the 
claims of atomic physics.  
 
Reference: 
Van Eijk, A.M., 1998  
     Farming Systems Research and Spiritual-
     ity: an analysis of the foundations of 
     professionalism in developing sustainable 
     farming systems. Ph.D. Thesis.  
     Wageningen Agricultural University.  
     the Netherlands.  
 
P.O. Box 12548, Dar es Salaam,  
Tanzania 
Tel/fax: +255-51-650356 
E-mail: tvaneijk@ud.co.tz 
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Positivist paradigm 

 
Constructivist paradigm 

 
Transcendentalist paradigm   

Nature of reality  Assumes that the world is mate-
rialistic, systematic and can be 
engineered  

Assumes that the world is problematic and 
can be discussed 

Assumes that the world is holistic and 
can be directly experienced. 

Nature of  
knowledge 

Dualistic but no interaction, ob-
server and observed are sepa-
rate, independent 
 

Dualistic with interaction, observer and ob-
served are interactively linked, knowledge is 
socially constructed 
 

Monistic (oneness of subject and object 
in the universal world) and dualistic with 
interaction (in the relative world) 

Methodology Sensory perception, experimen-
tal testing 
 
 
 
Quantitative, systematic 
 
 
Mainly mono-disciplinary and 
multi-disciplinary 
 
 
Verification in a community of 
objective spectators 

Debates resulting in ‘more informed’ con-
structions, communication, negotiation, ac-
commodation of different world views 
 
 
More qualitative, more holistic and systemic 
than the positivist paradigm 
 
More inter-disciplinary 
 
 
 
Verification in a community of intersubjec-
tive interpreters 

Methods for consciousness develop-
ment, meditation, facilitation of accom-
modation of different levels of con-
sciousness and realities 
 
Qualitative, holistic 
 
 
Trans-disciplinary, unity-in-diversity of 
the knowledge quest, science and spiri-
tuality;  
 
Verification in a community of trans-
subjective interpreters  

Nature and role 
of science 

Natural sciences 
 
 
Science is the only source of 
truth and innovation 
 
Key words: explanation, control, 
prediction, solve problems 
 
 
 
Scientist is problem-solver 
 

Hybrid of natural and social sciences 
 
 
Communicative interaction is source of truth 
and innovation 
 
Key words: understanding, interpretation, 
participation, negotiation, mediation, facilita-
tion of individual and joint learning,  improve 
situations 
 
Scientist is active partner in the social con-
struction of reality, co-learner and facilitator 

Hybrid of sciences and techniques for 
consciousness development 
 
Access to pure consciousness facilitates 
truth and innovation 
 
Key words: direct experience of unity, 
participatory basic attitude, facilitation of 
positivist- and constructivist-oriented 
methodologies 
 
Scientist is equal participant, co-learner, 
facilitator 
 

Type of 
rationality 

Values and norms are beyond 
rational discussion, strict fact-
value  dualism 
 
 
Focus on best technical means 
 

Values and norms are source of rational 
discussion, fact-value dualism suspended, 
but remains problematic 
 
 
Goals/objectives are questioned 
 
 
 

Experiential spirituality facilitates the 
cultivation of social and environmentally- 
friendly values and norms (basic atti-
tudes) 
 
Experiential spirituality guides applica-
tion of knowledge and skills  

Role of  
extension     

Transfer-of-technology, teaching 
transfer of data and information 
 

Facilitation of participatory learning proc-
esses, sharing, interpretation and transfor-
mation of data and information 
 

Integral human development, transfor-
mation of attitudes 
 

Spirituality Not relevant or only recognised 
as transcendent or ‘vertical’ spiri-
tuality which is separated from 
science 
 
 
 

Indigenous knowledge, spirituality as com-
ponent of world views that can be discussed 
and used to enhance empowerment of farm-
ers, spirituality as an intellectual concept 
 
 
 

Spirituality as the process in which one 
systematically trains sensitivity to gain 
regular access to transcendental con-
sciousness 
Ecological spirituality as direct experi-
ence of solidarity with nature, an inner 
experience of belonging to a larger 
whole 

Table 1: Characterisation of the positivist, constructivist and transcendentalist paradigms 
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Compas is a platform for intercultural dialogue on the impor-
tance of cosmovisions in agriculture, health and natural re-
source management. There is also room to reflect on the role 
and contribution of western thought, in which rational reasoning 
and analysis are important tools. In this article, the author 
shares his experiences when meeting non-western cultures, the 
results of a literature study and how a Buddhist priest helped 
him to gain more insight in the diversity of powers. We hope it 
will trigger readers to react so as to stimulate the dialogue. 

In the case studies presented by the Com-
pas partners in this Newsletter, different 
powers are mentioned through which peo- 
ple relate to the natural and spiritual 
world. Initially these powers looked a bit 
strange to me because I was ignorant of 
most of them. My education and my life in 
a western environment have shown me 
the power of gravity, electricity, nuclear 
power, horsepower and purchasing power. 
Knowledge of these powers has been 
gained through sciences of chemistry, 
physics, biology, mechanics and econom-
ics. The application of these sciences in 
engineering and agriculture has led to in-
novations in the domains of production 
and consumption that have resulted in  
considerable changes. In many cases these 
changes can be seen as progress, but they 
have also contributed to problems particu-
larly in relation to the environment, eq-
uity and well being (Reijntjes et al 1992). 
These problems are now receiving consid-
erable attention from scientists and ef-
forts are being made to redress the nega-
tive aspects of the materialistic path to 
development. These problems provide a 
reason for seriously considering knowledge 
from non-western traditions. 

Many of the practices in non-western 
traditions cannot be explained by conven-
tional concepts. Generally the under-
standing and appreciation of spiritual 
practices is lacking and there is little the-
ory related to spiritual phenomena. The 
experiences of the Compas partners, how-

ever, have invited me to reflect on the 
diversity of forces and powers in the com-
plex realities of cultures in the South. 
 
Spiritual practices in agriculture 
In South America people ask permission 
from Mother Earth before they start 
ploughing or pay tribute to crops and ani-
mals during seasonal rituals. If there is 
drought or disease people may reflect on 
their sins and fast or dance. Fiestas are 
considered important: they please the 
spirits and strengthen the vital forces. 

In Africa the blessings of the ancestral 
spirits are considered a necessary condi-
tion for health and good harvests; nature 
is considered sacred, just like certain 
crops and animals. Certain animals can 
convey messages from the spiritual world. 
The spiritual world can be pleased by sac-
rifices, drumming and dancing which 
should take place after the harvest and 
before the growing season. Certain ob-
jects possess spiritual powers and can be 
used for good or evil.  

In West Timor the dukuns or spiritual 
leaders have the power to influence spirits 
in a positive way and influence the health 
of crops, animals and people. In Sri Lanka 
and parts of India it is considered evil to 
kill any form of life. The use of chemical 
pesticides is not acceptable as it kills in-
sects and other living organisms.  

Traditional knowledge in Asia, has led 
to a range of spiritual practices to relate 
to the spirits of the different living organ-

isms, like mantra (repeated sounds) and 
yantra (symbols).  

 
Learning from health 
In trying to understand  the different spiri-
tual practices in agriculture, it was helpful 
for me to study traditional health prac-
tices. Many aspects of the African, Chi-
nese, Ayurvedic, Andean and Mayan health 
systems have been documented and their 
value is increasingly recognised. Tradi-
tional health treatment is common and 
widespread in Africa, Asia and South 
America and local healers are consulted 
by illiterate rural dwellers as well as intel-
lectuals. They make extensive use of 
herbs and often give considerable atten-
tion to the spiritual and psychological as-
pects of health. 

There is complementarity to be found 
with western biomedicine (Garcia et al., 
1997).In India and Sri Lanka a large num-
ber of hospitals and universities practice, 
teach and research the Ayurvedic tradi-
tion. Ayurvedic hospitals have incorpo-
rated certain western products such as X-
rays in their own treatment. 

To appreciate indigenous non-western 
health systems such as Ayurveda in India, 
we must learn to understand its knowl-
edge base. Ayurveda defines health as a 
state in which the body, mind, tissues, 
metabolism, awareness and senses are in 
equilibrium. The Indian scientist Darshan 
Shankar states that in Ayurveda, under-
standing nature involves becoming one 

Towards appreciation of 
different powers 

 

Bertus Haverkort 
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with it, using the five senses and the 
mind. Sight, hearing, touch, taste and 
smell make it possible for us to decipher 
the world around us. The mind should be 
free of six prejudices: lust, anger, greed, 
intoxication, delusion and jealousy. Com-
plete awareness will only be achieved 
when the mind reaches out and looks 
within. In doing so, a subjective flow is 
established between the observer and the 
observed. This perfect oneness with na-
ture is called the ‘mental state of 
Brahma’. 

 
Towards appreciating forces and 
powers 
During a visit to Sri Lanka, I was invited to 
attend a number of agriculture-related 
rituals. In some way, I could experience 
awe for what was happening, but with my 
Western background I also felt a need to 
understand it with my mind. As agrono-
mists could not provide me with answers, 
Rukman Wagachchi, a Compas partner, 
brought me to a spiritual centre in Kata-
ragama. Here I met Sri Mabima, a Buddhist  
priest. He stated that in western thinking 
the most important forces or powers are 
those related to matter and energy. Other 
traditions, however, recognise at least 
seven other types of powers. Sri Mabima 
explained these to me from the perspec-
tive of Bhuddism. Below I have described 
them, drawing on other literature to 
deepen my understanding of his ideas. 
First, 'The power of sound'. Sounds have an 
effect on life processes like health, growth 
and vitality. Sounds can influence peoples’ 
mood; music can make people happy, sad 
or excited. It can also influence animals 
and plants. Music by Mozart and Bach has a 
positive effect on the growth of animals 
and plants (Tompkins, 1994). Music can be 
used to heal people (Inayat Khan, 1962). 
Sounds that cannot be picked up by human 
or animal ears, also have effects (Berendt, 
1987). Mantras used in Ayurvedic and Bud-
dhist traditions are sounds with a specific 
quality and cause specific vibrations. The 
drumming and dancing of African and 
American peoples have similar effects. 
Rhythms are important. They can cause 
people to slip into a trance and make it 
possible for to communicate with the spir-
its (Henning and Oberlaender, 1995). 
There are mantras that ask rats to leave 
the field, mantras to enhance the health 
of a crop and mantras to help reduce the 
damage inflicted by paddy bugs (Tops, 
1996; Sivananda Radha, 1994).  

Second, there is the 'Power of Symbols' 
or the repetitive use of certain images to 
create a particular effect. Examples are 
gondas used by Konda Reddies in India 
(page 35 in this Newsletter) and yantras
(Tops, 1996). Yantras are symbols that 
have been given powers, like drawings, 
idols or abstract geometrical figures. Yan-
tras are used to secure protection from 

enemies, deflect the anger of the gods or 
evil spirits, soften ill effects of planets, 
natural forces, envy and the evil eye. They 
also help to ensure good crops and good 
health. Also objects that possess magic 
powers in African cultures as well as na-
tional and religious symbols such as col-
ours, crosses, stars, sickles, mandalas and 
the images of gods and goddesses. Possibly 
these symbols are related to what Shel-
drake has called ‘morphic fields’ or 
memories associated with certain experi-
ences (Sheldrake, 1992). 

Third, 'the power of plants and ani-
mals'. Plants are generally seen as supply-
ing commodities such as food, energy, 
clothing, alcoholic drinks and medicines. 
In many traditional cultures plants are 
ascribed qualities that extend beyond nu-
trition and pharmacology. Plants either 
individually or collectively have their own 
personalities and are regarded as spiritual 
entities. Trees in particular are seen as 
having their own awareness. Some spe-
cies, such as the Ficus religiosa in India, 
the baobab in Ghana and the oak in an-
cient Europe are considered sacred. Plants 
have a specific influence on the psyche 
and the spiritual life of people. (Lewis, 
1995,  Roads, 1990). This also applies to 
animals. Animals are generally seen as 
providing meat, milk, fibres and energy. In 
traditional cultures animal species are 
often considered to have individual or col-
lective qualities. There may be taboos 
against slaughtering or eating animals; 
other cultures may forbid the use of cer-
tain species for food. Examples are the 
cow in India and the pig in the Jewish and 
Arab cultures. Sometimes animals are used 
in rituals and others may convey messages 
from the ancestors in the spiritual world. 
(Gonese and Millar, this Newsletter). 

Fourth, 'the power of places'. Not all 
places on earth are regarded as possessing 

the same quality. Some places have strong 
positive or negative energy. Sacred places 
are frequently used to site a temple, 
church or place for holding ceremonies. 
Mountains, rivers and springs are often 
considered sacred. In the lowlands of 
Europe leycenters are identified with the 
presence of spiritual powers. Until the mid 
fourteenth century these places were used 
for ceremonies and as burial site (Vleer, 
1992). The power of a location can also be 
influenced by events. The birth of a per-
son, a miracle, a religious event, but also 
an accident, war, pollution or a traumatic 
meeting can influence a place in either a 
positive or negative sense. Negative en-
ergy can be corrected by healing activities 
(see de Jonge, this Newsletter) 

Fifth, 'the power of moments‘. In 
South America, India, Sri Lanka and in 
European bio-dynamic agriculture, prac-
tices can be found to select the most aus-
picious time for planting or harvesting, the 
choice of a crop and important decisions 
like the choice of a marriage partner. The 
right time to make a journey is also often 
indicated by astrologers. They base their 
knowledge on ancient scripts and teach-
ings. In Africa too, spiritual leaders are 
responsible for indicating the right mo-
ment for planting or harvesting. In conven-
tional thinking time is a linear concept. 
But for others every moment has its own 
quality. In an effort to understand classi-
cal Chinese knowledge the psychologist 
Carl Jung introduced the term synchronic-
ity (Jung, 1995). Certain things do not 
happen just by chance. The interplay of 
cosmic forces causes certain phenomena 
to coincide and certain activities can best 
be carried out at auspicious moments. As-
trology is a body of knowledge that de-
scribes the influence of cosmic forces 
(Riotte, 1977). 

 

Pooring libation: The powers of the ancestors are addressed by spiritual leaders during harvest  
festival in Ghana. 
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Sixth, 'mental powers'. Individuals may 
have special mental powers; amongst 
them are intellectuals, artists, charismatic 
leaders, priests, shamans, spirit mediums 
and healers. They have been born with 
these powers or have acquired them 
through training. These powers are often 
only effective if the person has been 
through a process of initiation and follows 
a lifestyle that involves rules of morality 
and pureness. Understanding spiritual 
practices requires more than an analytical 
mind that tries to explain or falsify tradi-
tional technologies. To understand these 
spiritual practices openness and commit-
ment are needed. (Van Eijk, this Newslet-
ter) 

Finally, 'supernatural powers'. Spirits, 
ancestors, angels, gods and other super-
natural beings may use their powers to 
influence life in the natural world. Over 
the centuries people have experienced 
different expressions of supernatural pow-
ers and have given them different names. 
In Africa great value is attached to the 
power of ancestral spirits. They are con-
sulted before any significant decision is 
made and sometimes they appear in 
dreams, visions or trances to ordinary peo-
ple or spirit mediums (Lan, 1985). In Latin 
America Pacha Mama, or Mother Earth is 
perceived as a living being with whom 
people have a reciprocal relationship. God 
and spirits present themselves in moun-
tains and water sources. If people do not 
behave well, these spirits deliver punish-
ments in the form of drought, disease or 
disasters (Rist et al, 1999). In most, if not 
all world religions, the supernatural pow-
ers are addressed using a multiplicity of 
rituals. 

 

The challenge ahead 
My level of understanding of non-material 
forces and powers is limited. In western 
scientific terms, the research base of 
some of the above mentioned references 
can be disputed because they are based 
on personal experiences rather than on 
repeatable experiments. Many spiritual 
practices relate to an enigmatic world, 
which is not mine. I have the option to 
either reject these other sources of wis-
dom as irrelevant, superstitious and unsci-
entific or to accept them as part of a real-
ity from which I can learn. The latter 
opens perspectives for a new relationship 
between myself, the spiritual and the 
natural world. Taking indigenous knowl-
edge serious can be a major challenge; a 
challenge to accept new concepts, new 
assumptions, new methodologies and new 
partners in learning about non-material 
realities. On that basis, a more balanced 
or holistic relationship with the natural 
and spiritual world could be built up. 

In the coming issues of the COMPAS 
Newsletter we hope to go deeper into 
some of the points mentioned here. Read-
ers are invited to share their concepts of 
reality, the way they relate to it and ideas 
as to how one can enhance the apprecia-
tion of the different forces and powers. 
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Gondas are symbolic presentations with spiritual powers. 
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Rural women and private corporations 
have very a different relations to food 
production. In India, corporations have 
reduced women’s space as food provid-
ers. These corporations, dominated by 
men, focus on the market. For this, the 
corporations genetically modify seeds 
and make unauthorised changes in food 
to increase market value. They base 
their activities on monocultures, labora-
tory experiments and unsustainable ex-
ternal inputs, thus exploiting nature for 
profitable ends. On the other hand, rural 
women focus on household food secu-
rity. Women depend on their wisdom for 
nutrition, health and food production. 
This wisdom has survived over genera-
tions and has sustained their food re-
quirements. Biodiversity is essential if 
women are to feed their families and 
community. Therefore, food security and 
sustainable agriculture are linked and 
the conservations of diversity is cultur-
ally embedded. In Indian rural communi-
ties even crops grown for the market, 
such as flowers and betel leaves, are 
considered sacred and are hardly ever 
grown with the sole intention of profit. 
 
Vanaja Ramprasad explained the impor-
tance of cultural activities as a vehicle 
for development programmes. The fol-
lowing statements are a summary of the 

discussion in the workshop. 
            Biodiversity can only be main-
tained if the cultures of the people 
that foster this biodiversity are main-
tained. Every culture has positive and 
negative aspects; some elements in 
cultures may in fact block biodiversity, 
whereas others may enhance it. We 
should attempt to enhance the positive 
aspects, irrespective of a culture being 
‘western’ or ‘non-western’. The dynamic 
aspects of cultures should be taken into 
account, as the statement suggests a 
static culture. The importance of culture 
as a vehicle for the development proc-
ess was acknowledged. 
            Globalisation is a threat to bio-
cultural diversity. It is imperative to 
consider endogenous development as a 
necessary response to globalisation. 
Globalisation of consumption patterns, 
food habits, the spread of commercial 
agriculture and the global exposure to 
mass media (the so-called ‘Mac Donald-
isation’) leads to a reduction of bio-
cultural diversity. On the other hand 
globalisation also offers opportunities for 
worldwide exchange and debates to 
counter the loss of bio-cultural diversity.  
            Gender sensitive policies 
should take traditional knowledge, 
values and spirituality as starting 
points. All workshop participants 

stressed that policy makers need to ap-
praise and recognise female values in 
knowledge systems. Vanaja's presenta-
tion explaining the difficult position of 
women in relation to the corporations 
was particularly relevant here. 
            Non-western knowledge is 
diverse and often encompasses the 
natural, human and spiritual worlds.  
All participants fully agreed. It was also 
acknowledged that western knowledge 
quite narrowly focuses on the natural, 
material world. This is a limitation of 
development co-operation. 
            Endogenous development is a 
necessary response to globalisation. 
The participants’ viewpoints converged 
on this statement. Development should 
start at the local level. This does not 
mean, however, that processes such as 
globalisation are denied or that we 
‘close our ears and eyes’. On the con-
trary, endogenous development can be 
considered a good response to the 
negative impacts of globalisation and an 
opportunity for maintaining bio-diversity.  
 
Bertus Haverkort 

During the plenary sessions issues such 
as intellectual property rights, the ethics 
and morality of scientists, an ethical 
code for ethnobiologists, the role of  
science in developing useful products 
versus the acceptance of ‘The Great 
Mystery’ embodied in the spiritual prac-
tices of indigenous people were dis-
cussed. 
The indigenous Maori in New Zealand 
find themselves at the crossroads. 
Many Maori seem to be almost com-
pletely assimilated with modern culture. 
Some highly educated Maoris are not 
willing to go back to their villages and 
have lost touch with their indigenous 
knowledge and culture. Other Maori, 
however, are going back to their cultural 
roots: learning their old dances, singing 
their traditional songs. 

            During a workshop I explained 
the Compas approach and the role of 
outsiders in a process of interaction with 
farmers and spiritual leaders. This was 
considered an important contribution by 
the ethnobiologists. The question was 
raised if Compas partners had agreed 
on protocols with the local people to 
ensure intellectual property rights of the 
communities.  In my reaction, I indicated 
that the topic had been extensively dis-
cussed and that a code of conduct has 
been developed. Moreover, due to the 
trust relationship between the partner 
organisation and the rural communities, 
there is not always a need for formal 
protocols for joint activities. Maybe 
some Compas partners may want to 
reflect on this issue in the next Newslet-
ter.  

Another question raised was how 
Compas partners deal with situations of 
conflict, such as sacred sites taken 
away from rural peoples. To my knowl-
edge, no Compas partner works in ac-
tual conflict situations. The religious 
sects in Bolivia and Peru, that discour-
age farmers from following their tradi-
tional practices, have arrived at a sort of 
agreed co-existence. Conflict with mod-
ern consumer culture that does not rec-
ognise spiritual values is more wide-
spread. Compas hopes to remain in 
close contact with members of the Eth-
nobiology Society, sharing mutual learn-
ing points, especially on methodology 
and cosmovision. 

 
Wim Hiemstra 

In November 1998, I attended the sixth international congress of Ethno-
biology  organised in New Zealand on the theme ‘Ethnobiology: Dialogue 
Between Cultures - Forging meaningful partnerships’. Representatives of 
Indigenous Peoples, ethnobotanists, environmentalists, people working with 
farmers and local healers from 38 countries shared their experiences. 

Women, biodiversity and culture 

On the 16th of October 1998, FAO organised a World Food day in the 
Netherlands on the theme ‘Women feed the World’. Vanaja Ramprasad of 
GREEN Foundation in Bangalore, India, represented Compas on this occa-
sion. She gave a keynote speech and acted as a resource person during 
one of the workshops. 

  

Forging meaningful partnerships 
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Beyond intellectual property: 
toward traditional resource 
rights for indigenous peoples 
and local communities, by Posey 
D.A., Dutfield G., 1996, 303 pages 
ISBN 0 88936 799 X. International 
Development Research Centre 
(IDRC), PO Box 8500, Ottawa, 
Ontario, Canada K1G 3H9. 
Published in the framework of the 
Working Group on Traditional Re-
source Rights, which was estab-
lished after the 1990 World Con-
gress of the International Society 
for Ethnobiology. Aim was to im-
plement a strategy for the use of 
local knowledge, the involvement 
of local people in conservation 
and development strategies and 
the implementation of alterna-
tive, people centred conservation 
models. This book presents the 

conclusions of numerous confer-
ences, seminars and workshops on 
Intellectual Property Rights or 
Traditional Resource Rights. The 
latter, more encompassing term, 
was introduced in recognition of 
the fact that ‘property’ has dif-
ferent connotations in indigenous 
peoples’ thinking and western 
thought. It is clear that invoking 
indigenous populations' property 
rights is a very complex process 
that has lead, thus far, to partial 
success at the best. This publica-
tions aims at providing instru-
ments for improving this state of 
affairs, leading to strengthening 
and empowering indigenous peo-
ples. It contains reflections and 
concrete answers to questions 
such as: who visits the commu-
nity, what are they seeking and 

why? What happens to traditional 
knowledge and resources? Who 
benefits from traditional re-
sources? Will the community be 
informed? What rights do commu-
nities have to say yes or no to 
commercialisation? How can a 
community take legal action? 
What are contracts and cove-
nants? Are intellectual property 
rights useful? Can communities 
develop their own system for pro-
tecting traditional resource 
rights? Are legally binding interna-
tional agreements useful? Are 
non-governmental, non- legal 
instruments useful? What creative 
strategies and unique solutions 
have been developed? 

Born from within : practice and 
perspectives of endogenous ru-
ral development, by Ploeg J.D. 
(van der), Long.A (eds). 1994, 298 
pages, ISBN 90 232 28935 : Dfl. 
49.75 (European perspectives on 
rural development). Van Gorcum, 
PO Box 43, 9400 AA Assen, the 
Netherlands. 
The book considers rural develop-
ment practices that rely on the 
use and revalorization of local 
resources. Important here are 
local knowledge and skills, the 
ecosystem in the area, specific 
products and organisational solu-
tions and the interface between 
local actors, distant policy mak-
ers, consumers and agronomists. 
Perspectives on endogenous de-
velopment arise through the com-
parative analysis of heterogeneity 
and associated styles of farming in 
Europe. Diversity applies not only 

to ecological systems, but also to 
social, cultural and organisations 
systems. This book describes prac-
tical cases of endogenous devel-
opment in a number of European 
countries. Different experiences 
or region-specific developments in 
the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain 
and Italy due to the style of farm-
ing. A distinction is made be-
tween farmers according to their 
personal styles of working. For 
example there are those who aim 
for large-scale activities and 
those who prefer to work on a 
smaller and more intensive scale. 
There are farmers who focus on 
animals and farmers who prefer 
mechanisation. On the basis of 
theoretical reflections and a num-
ber of examples the perspectives 
and prospects of endogenous de-
velopment is explored. One of the 
conclusions is that sustainability 

includes more than maintenance 
of ecological resources and biodi-
versity alone. The social dimen-
sion must be placed at the centre 
of any discussion on sustainability. 
The use of particular technolo-
gies, driven by basic sciences and 
the market, has broken the link 
between social systems and their 
immediate environment. It is ar-
gued that a return to a concern 
with local environments provides 
a starting point for the promotion 
of sustainable agriculture. This 
publication is an example of inno-
vative work in Europe. It con-
cludes that despite the continua-
tion of modernisation, globalisa-
tion and ever increasing farmsize, 
a definite movement exists to-
wards agrarian endogenous devel-
opment.  

Conservation through cultural 
survival: indigenous peoples and 
protected areas, by Stevens S 
(ed.). 1997, 361 pages, ISBN 1 
55963 449 9, Island Press, 1718 
Connecticut Avenue, N.W., Suite 
300, Washington D.C. 20009, USA. 
This book focuses on success sto-
ries in the management of na-
tional parks. It recounts how in-
digenous peoples become inte-
grally involved in protected area 
management, with or without 
collaboration with governments. 
It includes a complete and inter-
esting overview of the approaches 
towards establishing and manag-

ing national parks and thinking 
concerning indigenous peoples 
and conservation. Currently there 
is a growing awareness of the im-
portance of alliances between 
international conservationists and 
indigenous peoples. International 
conservations are coming to rec-
ognise the potential of the indige-
nous knowledge and their emo-
tional commitment to conserva-
tion. Indigenous people them-
selves are increasingly convinced 
that international support can 
safeguard their land use rights 
and resources. Detailed case stud-
ies are provided from Nepal, Aus-

tralia, Alaska, Canada, Papua New 
Guinea and Nicaragua. In the con-
cluding chapter guidelines and 
recommendations for interna-
tional action towards co-managed  
of protected areas are discussed. 
A valuable book. 
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Indigenous Vision. Peoples of 
India, Attitudes to the Environ-
ment, by Geeti Sen (Ed.), 1992, 
ISBN 81-7036-308-X. Rs. 395. Sage 
Publications and India Interna-
tional Centre. M-32, Greater Kai-
lash Market-I, New Delhi, 110 
048, India 
This book presents examples of 
environmental practices of indige-
nous peoples in India from very 
diverse points of view. Twenty-
three essays are authored by art-
ists, activists, scientists, anthro-
pologists and ecologists and the 
result is a rich and colourful book. 
Case studies presented focus on 
the Warlis of Bombay; the Gonds, 
Kols and Bhumiars of Shadol; the 
Gujars of Himalchal Pradesh, the 

Panniyars of Kerala; and Mundas, 
Oraons and Santals of Central In-
dia. The book is divided in four 
sections: Perspective, Myth, 
Imagination, Eco-balance and 
Changing realities. The often har-
monious lifestyles of indigenous 
peoples is put in contrast to mod-
ern man’s desire to conquer na-
ture in the interests of economic 
development. Their rites, rituals 
and folklore; relation with sacred 
groves and ancestors; myths, ep-
ics, poetry and (wall) paintings - a 
wide diversity of indigenous life-
style is shared and reflected 
upon, also in the light of 
sustainability and taking care for 
the earth. Most articles are strong 
on understanding indigenous 

knowledge and its context, but 
pay less attention to the develop-
ment perspective. A challenging 
reflection, which seems close to 
the objective and approach of 
Compas partners, is stated by 
Krishna Chaitanya in ‘The earth as 
sacred environs’. “The mind of 
the archaic man has been condi-
tioned by inherited myth. We can-
not accept myths that have per-
sisted only by the sheer weight of 
tradition, but only those that can 
leap from heart to heart by way 
of brain. Other authors also relate 
Indian indigenous knowledge to 
western and eastern science, re-
ligion and poetry. 

Rituales de la vida en la cos-
movision andina,  
by Sardón Jiménez, Greta, 1995, 
139 pages. CID, Casilla Postal 
5097, La Paz, Bolivia 
The author of this short book has 
based her text on intimate discus-
sions with the indigenous 
(Aymara) women of the Peruvian 
highlands. In their own words the 
women describe everyday life, 

social events and the rituals that 
have shaped their lives during 
important moments such as 
choosing a partner, marriage and 
crisis. The simple and vivid lan-
guage combined with clear expla-
nations of the indigenous words 
and the symbols used by the 
women, makes this book a good 
entry in Andean cosmovision for 
any person interested in or work-

ing with indigenous communities 
in this region. 

The Uma economy: indigenous 
economics and development 
work in Lawondo, Sumba 
(Eastern Indonesia), by Vel J. 
1994. 283 pages, ISBN 90 5485 308 
5, Ph.D. thesis Wageningen Agri-
cultural University, the Nether-
lands. Molenstraat 79, 6721 WL 
Bennekom, the Netherlands 
 This thesis tells about the econ-
omy of Lawondo, an area in the 
middle of the island Sumba, in the 
east of Indonesia. The concept 
‘Uma economy’ refers to the 
economy of Lawondo, where the 
most specific unit within the tra-
ditional social organisation is the 
Uma (a couple with their descen-
dants). Since the old days the 

Uma economy has been based on 
exchange and this practice is still 
very vivid, although adapted over 
the years, due to outside influ-
ences. The intricate relations in 
the daily practice of exchange of 
goods and services is explained 
and placed in a historical context. 
In the Sumbanese economy the 
importance of money has also 
been revalued within their exist-
ing system. Since the sixties the 
influence of the government and 
church caused alternative social 
forms of organisation and ex-
change, but reciprocity remained 
the most important factor. An 
overview is given of the various 
ways Sumbanese secure their liv-

ing. Their perception of the pur-
pose of economic activities and 
their priorities in spending are 
different from the ideas behind 
most development activities for 
poverty alleviation. In the last 
chapter possibilities for develop-
ment programs within the context 
of the Uma economy are dis-
cussed. The author worked and 
lived in Lawondo for 6 years, and 
gives a deep and sympathetic in-
sight into the daily life and world 
view of the Sumbanese. Many of 
the aspects she describes are 
common to many traditionally-
based economies.  

Ethnoveterinary medicine in 
Kenya: a field manual of tradi-
tional animal health care prac-
tices, ITDG and IIRR, 226 p. ISBN 
9966-9606-2-7. US$ 10. Enquiries: 
Intermediate Technologies Devel-
opment Group, IT Kenya, PO box 
394493, Nairobi, Kenya and inter-
national Institute of Rural Recon-
struction, Africa Regional Office, 
PO Box 66873, Nairobi, Kenya. Fax 
IIRR +254-2-448148. E-mail: iirr-
Kenya@elci.gn.apc.ofg 
This manual on traditional animal 
healthcare is the result of the 
joint effort between IT Kenya and 

IIRR, based on a two week work-
shop, which brought together 
practitioners of  traditional ani-
mal healthcare, veterinary scien-
tists, government officials, staff 
of NGOs and extension workers. 
The outcome is a well organised 
and accessible manual with tradi-
tional, indigenous practices for 
maintaining health of livestock in 
Kenya, intended to complement 
standard veterinary practices. The 
manual covers most of the major 
diseases of different species: cat-
tle, pigs, chicken, small rumi-
nants, camels and dogs, and in-

cludes discussions of zoonosis 
(diseases which people can catch 
from animals). The clear lay-out 
and illustrations make it an appro-
priate tool for animal health prac-
titioners working in Kenya and 
throughout Africa. This manual is 
an effort to counteract the alarm-
ing loss of indigenous knowledge 
related to animal health around 
the world. One would hope that 
similar initiatives follow in Asia 
and Latin America, where many 
millions of people also keep ani-
mals as an important source of 
livelihood.  
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