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Readers of the Compas Magazine are invited to share their views and experiences
with endogenous development. For the coming two issues, the following themes
have been established. Send your outline to, or ask for the guidelines for authors
at: compas@etcnl.nl

Compas Magazine No. 8: Strengthening local economies 
(January 2005)

Endogenous development is aimed towards poverty reduction and increases in
overall well-being based on people's own cosmovision and concept of wealth. Local
ways of optimising well-being include barter and reciprocity in various forms that -
in addition to a material aspect - also express the social and spiritual dimensions
of exchange. This is often combined with local marketing based on monetary
exchange. This issue will look at approaches to strengthen local economy and ways
to address poverty in a cosmovision perspective. What are the different visions on
economy in various cultures? What are the threats and benefits of globalisation,
and how do communities protect themselves or use it to strengthen local
economies? What are the economic benefits of endogenous development? These
and other question will be addressed in issue No. 8 of the Compas Magazine. 

Compas Magazine No. 9: Experiences with endogenous
development (September 2005)

In this open issue, readers are invited to share their insights on and experiences
with endogenous development. 

This year, the network of Compas partner organisations took community
diagnosis - or the assessment of community strengths and needs - as its

common focus point. We planned to share and analyse experiences with
community diagnosis within the Compas network for our mutual learning, and to
add methodologies to our tool box for facilitation of endogenous development. At
present, the network is still in the middle of the process of digesting and
understanding the experiences with community diagnosis. 

But what is community diagnosis exactly? And how do people perceive the
various elements in their local world? Is there a difference between the
conventional participatory approach of community diagnosis, and the one for
endogenous development? How can the outcomes be used for action planning?
What are the experiences in this field? 

This issue of Compas Magazine tries to find some answers to these questions,
and present interesting cases, both from within and outside the network of

Compas partner organisations. Some of the conclusions so far are that community
diagnosis can be an empowering process for the community. It enhances dialogue
within the community, and between the community and organisations of
development support. In this ongoing process of communication, cultural
awakening, creation of unity, community assessment and participatory action are
important elements. We hope that this issue provides interesting insights for you,
and welcome all reactions and further experiences with endogenous development. 

The Editors

PLEASE NOTE NEW ADDRESS COMPAS WEBSITE:

WWW.COMPASNET.ORG

Upcoming issues 

Welcome...
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The Compas partner organisations have
had ongoing programmes in the domains
of poverty reduction since 1997, devel-
oping methodologies that include the
worldview of the communities they are
working with. The approach of the
Compas programme can thus be
described as ‘action research on
endogenous development’. In the pres-
ent phase of the programme, the part-
ner organisations continue to support
local communities in their endogenous
development activities, while an effort
is made to also focus on the process of
community diagnosis for endogenous
development.   

In a community diagnosis for
endogenous development the communi-
ty makes an analysis of their own situa-
tion, based on their own vision on
development (see Box 1). The results of
the community diagnosis provide the
basis for planning of action research.
The community diagnosis also provides
a ‘base-line’ for monitoring the impact
of implemented actions by all involved.
Often the analysis is partial and focused
on priority aspects, but after several
(seasonal) rounds a more full picture
can be obtained.  

This issue of the Compas magazine
highlights some experiences and lessons
learnt on community diagnosis for
endogenous development, from organi-
sations within and outside the Compas
network. We hope it can stimulate the
discussion on endogenous development

options, and methodologies to achieve
these, amongst our readers.

Endogenous development
Compas is searching for ways to
enhance endogenous development of
local populations. Endogenous develop-
ment can be defined as ‘development
from within’ or ‘development based
mainly (though not exclusively) on local
strategies, knowledge, institutions and
resources’. It is a continuous process of
‘healing’, adaptation and innovation,
starting from within the local communi-
ty. A key criterion for endogenous
development is that it is controlled by
local actors. It aims at the strengthen-
ing of the local resources for the bene-
fit of local populations, and enhancing
the ability to integrate selected ele-
ments from outside into the local prac-
tices. 

Endogenous development is not a
uniform or a linear process. It has many
expressions and is based on different
dynamics, depending on the starting
position and characteristics of the local
community or ethnic group. These char-
acteristics include, for example, the
type and availability of local resources,
their values and ways of knowing, the
internal dynamics, as well as the inter-
actions with the ‘outside world’ or the
wider society. Supporting endogenous
development is therefore quite a com-
plicated process, which goes much fur-
ther than conventional development

strategies of enhancing certain produc-
tion technologies, supplying credit, or
modifying marketing systems.
Enhancing the endogenous development
process involves the material, social, as
well as spiritual dimensions of the peo-
ple in the area. Endogenous develop-
ment implies strengthening local mech-
anisms for learning and experimenting,
for building local economies, and for
the retention of benefits in the area. 

Indigenous concepts
Analysing the local resource base is an
important aspect of the community
diagnosis within the endogenous devel-
opment process. The community diag-
nosis addresses questions, such as: how
do people live with, make use of and
perceive their local resources? What are
the processes involved in their use, are
they improving or degrading, and why?
Who has access to them and who bene-
fits from their use? What are the differ-
ent positions in power and benefits
obtained from each of the resources? To
what extent is the resource use sustain-
able and how does it affect the wealth,
the social relations and cultural values
in the communities? What are the out-
side influences on the way local people
manage their resources, and how does
this influence their knowledge and val-
ues? And: which strategy can modify the
use of local and external resources, in
order to better serve the needs of the
community and other actors involved? 

But, as shown in Box 1, the indige-
nous view on local resources and devel-
opment can be very different from the
conventionally used views in develop-
ment efforts. 

The notion ‘resources’ is in itself a
difficult one and subject to cultural
interpretation. In conventional develop-
ment jargon it is considered ‘available
means to reach a development objec-
tive’. Resources can be natural, social,
human, financial or produced.  In
indigenous visions, resources may have
a strong cultural and spiritual connota-
tion and the objective of development
may be much broader than economic
only, combining emotional, social,
material and spiritual ‘spheres of life’.
The indigenous view on local resources,
and on development, is often very dif-

Sharing visions on local worlds:
community diagnosis for endogenous
development
Editorial

Box 1  Mapuche view on natural resources and development

“You have invited us to share with you a bit of our Mapuche wisdom, the kimün Mapuche,
that has been present for thousands of years. I think it is similar to what other indigenous
peoples know, because in a certain way we have similar beliefs. We as Mapuche people feel
connected with the natural forces, connected with the place where we live. For us, all that
exists in the universe is alive, and not only the earth, but everything that exists. Everything
has püllü, or spirit, as well as newen, or energy. A tree or a stone, for example, can thus
give us energy. Some of this can be perceived, some not.  (..) We as Mapuche have our ideas
about development. For us development does not simply mean earning more money, or hav-
ing more resources. For us it implies being more trem, which means being a good person,
growing as a person, performing the role that was destined for us, and having yamuwün,
which means respecting other people, nature and the universe. For people who come from
the universities this is difficult to understand, to really understand our Mapuche spirituali-
ty.”
(Part of speech by Víctor Caniullán (traditional leader of Metrenco, Carahue province, Chile)
on Mapuche Cosmovision and Sustainable Development, during the workshop ‘Indigenous
Cosmovisions and Proposals for Sustainable Development’ organised by Fundecam, Komyuniti
and the Universidad de la Frontera, Temuco, Chile, 28 August 2003.)



ferent from what is conventionally
taught in schools and universities. A
community diagnosis should, therefore,
first understand local notions of the
concept ‘resources’ and development
before posing the above-mentioned
questions. 

During the exercise of diagnosing
the local resources the communities
made a distinction between natural
resources, such as water, forest, soil,
and climate, for example, and five
other types of resources: human
resources (knowledge, ways of learning,
good health etc.), social resources
(family structure, social organisation,
leadership etc.), cultural-spiritual
resources (beliefs, norms, language, rit-
uals etc.), produced resources (roads,
irrigation, transport, communication
etc.) and economic-financial resources
(properties, markets, credit etc). 

During the first phase of the
Compas project the partners realised
that most indigenous knowledge sys-
tems are based on the understanding
that the living world is made up of
three worlds: the human world, the
natural world and the spiritual world
(see Figure 1). It now became clear
that the six types of resources are part
and parcel of these three dimensions of
the world and can be analysed sepa-
rately and on their interconnectedness
as integrated resource base. In fact,
various cultures throughout the world
perceive the (natural) resources as hav-
ing distinct social and spiritual dimen-
sions (see Box 1). 

In this issue (p.11) one of the
Compas partners in India, the
Foundation for Revitalisation of Local
Health Traditions (FRLHT) makes a con-
scious attempt to distinguish human,
natural and spiritual resources in Indian
local health practices. 

No blue-print 
There is no blue-print for community
diagnosis, as there are many different
entry-points to enhance endogenous
development. Communities and support
organisations often have their own pri-
orities and strategies. In this issue of
the Compas Magazine, different
methodologies for community diagnosis
are presented, from which some impor-
tant lessons emerge. One of these les-
sons is, that the community diagnosis
for endogenous development cannot
only be an effort at the initial stages of
a development project, but rather must
be a continuous process of dialogue
within the community, and between
community members and support
organisation. 

The process of supporting the com-
munity’s analysis of the functioning and

opportunities of their own world is, of
course, not without controversies. Not
all individuals within a community have
the same views and interests. The same
outside influences can be viewed as
opportunities or as threats by different
groups. Moreover, differences in access
to resources and knowledge are impor-
tant across gender, class, professional
groups and age. This requires a pro-
found participatory approach, where
different groups get the opportunity to
express their own ideas.

Participatory methodologies
In the past decades, various people-
centred participatory appraisal method-
ologies have been developed, such as
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA),
Participatory Learning for Action (PLA),
Participatory Technology Development
(PTD), Rapid Appraisal of Agricultural
Knowledge Systems (RAAKS),
Participatory Gender Analysis (PGA) and
Participatory Poverty Assessment (PPA).
A large number of participatory tools
have been developed, such as tran-
sects, mapping, Venn diagrams, differ-
ent ways of interviewing, role playing
and story telling.

Rooted in these participatory tools,

the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach
was developed for DFID in the U.K. in
the late 1990s. In this framework liveli-
hoods and the enhancement of well-
being are conceived in terms of differ-
ent types of capital (natural, produced,
financial/economic, human and social).
These are perceived both as resources
(or inputs) that make livelihood strate-
gies possible, and as outputs that make
livelihoods meaningful and viable. This
is an attempt to provide an overall
framework of issues that need to be
analysed for good understanding of the
rural dynamics, threats and opportuni-
ties. In particular, the framework (1)
provides a checklist of important issues
and sketches the way these link to each
other, (2) draws attention to core influ-
ences and processes that cause change,
threats and opportunities; and (3)
emphasises the multiple interactions
between the various factors that affect
livelihoods. 

The sustainable livelihoods frame-
work is not intended to be an exact
model of the way the world is. Rather,
it aspires to provide a way of thinking
about livelihoods that is manageable
and that helps improve development
effectiveness. The sustainable liveli-
hoods approach has been taken on
board as a guiding framework by major
development organisations, including
Care, Oxfam, ITDG, UNDP and FAO. 

Although this framework and the
various participatory analytical tools
are widely used in development work,
one may wonder if they do not have a
cultural bias. 

Building on local expressions
Analysing the local situation is, of
course, not limited to development
projects. Communities make their own
analysis of their situation, with or with-
out outsiders involved. As one of the
Compas partners remarked in the
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Figure 1  The three overlapping
worlds are found in most indigenous
knowledge systems

Figure 2 The Sustainable livelihoods framework is used as a guiding framework by 
major development organisations
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Compas e-mail discussion on community
diagnosis: “There is already a strong
system of community diagnosis within
the community taking place on differ-
ent occasions, for example during ritu-
als, informal gatherings and cultural
events. This is not always done in
terms understandable to the develop-
ment workers. How can we have a com-
plementary role, without harming the
fundamental philosophy of the specific
community?”

In oral cultures, mythical stories,
poems, songs, dance and decoration are
used to reconnect with the past and
the spiritual world (Box 2). In communi-
ty diagnosis much can be learned from
these traditional forms of expression.
Endogenous community diagnosis there-
fore needs to build on people’s own
ways of expressing their cultural and
spiritual notions in language, symbols
and rituals.

Van Ham (p.22) explains the rela-
tionship between the culture of the

aboriginal indigenous groups in Australia
and their artistic expressions. Each abo-
riginal painting includes a strong spiri-
tual dimension, and is a representation
of the land where the artist has his own
roots.

If outsiders are involved, they are
expected to understand and support the
indigenous perspective and ways of
expression. The joint process of com-
munity diagnosis enhances the dialogue
within the community, and between the
community and external actors. 

Some endogenous approaches
For many, if not most rural people, the
spiritual, religious and cultural aspects
are important dimensions of their liveli-
hood strategies, providing meaning,
direction and identity to their lives.
This stimulated the Compas network to
look for more endogenous ways of per-
forming a community diagnosis, which
include the spiritual and cultural

dimensions of reality and which com-
bine participatory analysis with indige-
nous ways of expression. 

The approach to community diagno-
sis developed by Four Worlds Centre for
Development Learning, an international
NGO based in Canada, is a good exam-
ple of a methodology that builds on the
indigenous cosmovision and ways of
expression. In their approach (p.15) the
‘medicine wheel’, an indigenous symbol
representing the indigenous cosmovision
and dimensions of life, guides develop-
ment work at all levels. One of the
community diagnosis tools used is
called the ‘community story frame-
work’, which stimulates people to tell
their life stories in such a way that it
builds their collective will to take
action. Four Worlds has built up ample
experience with supporting North
American native tribes who have been
seriously traumatised by the dominant
Euro-American society. The importance
of individual and community ‘healing’
as a necessary part of endogenous
development is therefore emphasised.
This healing can be seen as a first step
in the broader process of emotional,
spiritual, social, physical and environ-
mental healing and revitalisation.

Agruco (p.34) describes various
methodologies of learning and exchange
between students and farmers, based
on the indigenous worldviews. They
include the farmers’ knowledge info-
sheets, the community diagnosis and
‘land management plans’ based on
information from the local communities
and from aerial photography. The out-
come of these exercises are used to
formulate ‘integrated community pro-
grammes for self-management and the
sustainable development’, which are
presented for funding to local govern-
ments and donor organisations. 

To ensure that development is
owned and managed by the community,
it is necessary to understand the role
and position of traditional institutions
and leadership. Bonye and Millar (p.30)
describe Community Institutional
Mapping, a participatory tool for com-
munity diagnosis used by CECIK in
Kalbeo in Northern Ghana. This exercise
revealed many social and political ten-
sions, for example between traditional
and state institutions, between younger
and older generations, between men
and women, and between the Catholic
church and the traditional religions.
This gave a clear understanding of
internal community communication,
while opening up space for discussions
and planning for endogenous develop-
ment  activities.

Stephan Rist (p.26) from the Centre
for Development and Environment
(CDE) of the University of Bern,
Switzerland, stresses the social learning
aspect of endogenous development and
community diagnosis. When perceiving
endogenous development as a social
learning process, it becomes clear that
all actors involved must collectively
construct it. On the basis of this con-
cept the Autodidactic Learning for
Sustainability approach was developed.
In a joint learning process, local people
and development professionals become
more conscious of the dynamics and
hierarchy of their indigenous and west-
ern knowing traditions. This approach
leaves space to combine people’s own
ways of community diagnosis with forms
of ‘external’, more systematic analysis.
Platforms can be created to facilitate
collective social learning processes.

The photo pages (24 and 25) pres-
ent the Garma Festival, an annual gath-
ering of Yolngu clans in an isolated
region in northern Australia. For four
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Box 2  Sacred songs to express attachment

The Yanyuwa, one of the many aboriginal peoples
in Australia, use songs to express memory, emo-
tion, and attachment to land and sea. The sacred
songs that tell of the travels of the spirit ances-
tors, are a way in which people give order to their
environment. They also express the attachment to
place, to their ancestors, and to the present-day
people. This knowledge has many emotional
dimensions. Ultimately memory becomes the cru-
cial pivot: through reliance on memory, connec-
tions are made between people and people, peo-
ple and places, and people and things. The highest
forms of meaning about landscape, people and
things arise when the interconnectedness of every-
thing is fully realised. (Bradley J.J., 2001)

Box 3  The spiritual world in Shona tradition

In the traditions of the Shona people in Zimuto and Shashe in southern
Zimbabwe, spirit mediums are regarded as the intermediaries between the
ancestors and the living. The community believes that each living being returns
after death as a spirit. One year after the death of a person, the relatives per-
form a ritual to welcome the deceased’s spirit back into the family, to look after
them. 
The spirits communicate with human beings through spirit mediums. These can
be human mediums, as well as plants and animals. In Zimuto and Shashe commu-
nities most spirit mediums are females, who are possessed by male spirits. These
spirit mediums guide the decisions of the chiefs and sub-chiefs. 
The spirits are delegated specific responsibilities that directly oversee all func-
tions of the mortal beings. The highest spirits consult with other spirits in the
Spiritual Assembly, which gives rules and regulations for natural resource man-
agement, for example. The spirits are clustered into different sectors such as
agriculture, mining, technology, health, military, economy and others.
Communication with the spirits plays a crucial role in the innovation of indige-
nous practices in these fields, in the world of the living. 
(A. Mwadiwa, Cosmas Gonese, N. Mudzingwa and R. Tivafire, Compas partner
Aztrec, Zimbabwe).  



days cross-cultural exchange takes
place between Yolngu people and
guests from around the world, in the
form of forums, cultural workshops and
ceremonial performances. One of the
outcomes of these efforts is that local
and federal governments are now incor-
porating the outcome of the Garma
Forums into their policy and strategies. 

Involving local expertise 
The importance of focusing on the
expertise of the most marginalised
groups is stressed by Ramprasad et al.
of Green Foundation (p.20). This grass-
roots organisation in southern India has
worked with marginal farmers, espe-
cially women farmers, to recover tradi-
tional crop varieties, medicinal plants
and sustainable ways of producing food.
Women are traditionally the ones
responsible for seeds and for food secu-
rity, and have impressive expertise in
this field. Seed banks managed by
women’s groups have been set up in the
villages, and over time have become
centres of transformation. Slowly the
women were able to overcome the
opposition of the men, and their own
feelings of shyness, caste feeling and
overburden of domestic work. By focus-
ing on the realm of life where women’s
expertise resides, and building on their
knowledge and values, these endoge-
nous development initiatives have suc-
ceeded in enhancing women’s empow-
erment, livelihood security and biodi-
versity. 

Compas partner Mwadiwa et al.
(Box 3)  points at the complementarity
between cognitive knowing by observa-
tion, and revealed or spiritual knowing
by individuals who deal with spiritual
powers, such as mahesthros, spirit
mediums, or shamans. They stress the
importance of involving these ‘wise
men and women’, and with them the
spiritual world, in the community diag-
nosis process. 

Leaders and thinkers from tradition-
al societies have sometimes come up
with major statements or books where
they have carried out this exercise for
the nation as a whole. For example, as
early as 1909 Mahatma Gandhi wrote
his book Hind Swaraj or Indian Home
Rule where he spelt out at a very fun-
damental level the current status of
India and what he felt needed to be
done concerning the differences
between India and the West at a civili-
sational level. But in many cultures the
skill of spiritual knowing is becoming
lost as traditional political and spiritual
leaders, and with them the spiritual
roots of their culture, are losing
ground. Increased influence of western
education, health systems, markets,

political models, science and foreign
religions play an important role in this
process. 

Dealing with domination 
Analysing the driving forces of change
in fields such as agriculture, health
care, education and science, is very
important to understand the threats
and opportunities for endogenous
development. Cultures influence each
other in many different ways, in a posi-
tive as well as negative sense. Cultural
domination is an important driving
force of change. Haverkort (p.8) pres-
ents an overview of the possible rela-
tions between dominated and dominat-
ing cultures and knowing traditions.
This can vary from open hostile sup-
pression of the dominated by the domi-
nant forms of knowledge, to partial
integration, co-existing parallel knowl-
edge traditions, romanticism of the
dominated cultures, to complementari-
ty and co-evolution of both knowledge
systems.  

In this sense, conventional western
science tends to dominate the other
scientific traditions in the world. A larg-
er gap exists between conventional
western science and the indigenous
knowing traditions. This gap is difficult
to bridge as long as these indigenous
ways of knowing are not accepted as
relevant by scientists and development
supporters. 

But there are initiatives in this
direction, for example in the post-mod-
ern western sciences. The research on
the ‘zero-point field’, is directed at
collecting scientific evidence about the
‘energy field that connects man with
matter’. This is a revolutionary new
direction within western science,
which, in time, might provide scientific
evidence about what non-western cul-
tures have been expressing for thou-
sands of years (McTaggart, 2001). 

Another initiative in the direction of
bridging the gap is reported on by
Reijntjes (p.41). The  Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment is an initiative of
the United Nations Development
Programme to build bridges between
modern science and indigenous knowl-
edge traditions, to improve ecological
management in various regions of the
world. 

Dominant relationships and tensions
also exist at other levels. Kirby (p.38)
describes the ethnic tensions that have
been bottled up for generations in
northern Ghana between the dominant
chiefly Dagomba tribes and the domi-
nated non-chiefly Konkomba tribes. The
Tamale Institute of Cross-Cultural
Studies (TICCS) has developed the ‘cul-
ture drama methodology’ to increase

transparency in inter-cultural relations,
and to resolve inter-cultural tensions
between the Dagomba and Konkomba
tribes in a peaceful way. This methodol-
ogy enables the community to ‘heal’
themselves by first recognising, then
accepting and finally changing their
own hidden cultural assumptions and
practices. 

Continuous process
Endogenous development is an empow-
ering process of the community, in
which cultural awakening, creation of
unity, community assessment and par-
ticipatory action are important ele-
ments. Community diagnosis is a contin-
uous process of communication, and a
central element of endogenous devel-
opment. As we can see from the exam-
ples in this issue of Compas Magazine,
community diagnosis in endogenous
development can take several shapes
and forms, and should be ongoing, once
the dialogue with the people has been
established. 

For this, building up a relationship
of confidence between the local com-
munity and the outside development
agent is a necessary condition. When it
comes to the translation of the insights
gained into plans to face the future,
the strategies may vary and include
activities beyond improving the techni-
cal and economic situation of the peo-
ple involved. The endogenous develop-
ment options may also include healing
of cultural traumas, conflict manage-
ment and dealing with influences from
the outside world. 

The experiences and methodological
tools for community diagnosis in
endogenous development are still limit-
ed and need further improvement. The
Compas network would be grateful for
comments on the cases presented in
this issue, and welcomes accounts of
other experiences with endogenous
development. 
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Endogenous development is defined as
‘development from within’, or develop-
ment based on local initiatives, knowl-
edge, institutions and resources.
Understanding the dynamics of endoge-
nous development cannot be limited to
the analysis at local level, however.
Influences from other cultures belong
to the main driving forces of change.
Many potentials and threats to endoge-
nous development lie at the interface
of local, national and international
knowledge systems. It is important to
understand these power relations
between the various knowledge sys-
tems, in order to define the best
options and strategies for endogenous
development.

Different power relations
Some cultures and religions have a long
history of influence and dominance over
other cultures. Examples include west-
ern Christian culture and Arab Islamic

culture. One can also observe domina-
tion and control at national level:
minority groups often find it difficult to
maintain their identity, sometimes
there are tensions between ethnic or
religious groups. Domination often has
roots in the past and can be a reason
for regular conflicts.

The western knowledge system in
particular has had, and still has, an
enormous impact on the values and
ways of knowing of people in other cul-
tures. Not only during the colonial peri-
od with its direct repression of local
forms of knowledge. Also after inde-
pendence, national governments have
favoured the former colonial language,
institutions, as well as knowledge sys-
tems. Nowadays, through processes
such as modernisation and globalisa-
tion, elements of global culture have an
impact on most non-western societies.

Interaction between knowledges can
result from war, trade, migration, mis-

sionary activity, tourism and
mass communication, as well as
from friendships and networks
of solidarity. The degree of
reciprocal influence varies
greatly, though the more pow-
erful culture has much more
influence on the dominated cul-
ture than the other way round.
There are many types of inter-
action between the dominant
and the dominated knowledge
systems. Without claiming com-
pleteness we present some of
the possible forms of interac-
tion between different knowl-
edge systems in the above
table.

Strategic options
Development can be perceived
as a ‘battlefield or as a melting
pot of knowing traditions’.
Virtually all knowing traditions

and cultures are influenced by others.
These influences can be harmful as well
as beneficial. To be able to make a
good choice for a development strategy
requires an understanding of the specif-
ic dynamics of each knowing tradition,
as well as how this is placed in terms of
power and conflicts. 

On the basis of such understanding,
a specific process of endogenous devel-
opment can be designed that addresses
and responds to the power situation
between local and dominant knowing
traditions, in a way that is desired by
the actors involved. Reconstruction,
healing and revitalisation of the local or
global knowing tradition may be indi-
cated in certain situations, whereas
dialogue and mutual learning may be
possible and desired in others. The fol-
lowing six strategies to support endoge-
nous development can then be consid-
ered:

1. Building horizontal relationships 
A prime condition for successful
endogenous development cooperation is
a relationship between local people and
staff from development organisations,
characterised by mutual interest and
confidence. Staff from NGOs working
with rural people have to make clear
that their role is not that of an external
agent who comes with a certain mes-
sage or technology. Learning with and
from local people is a necessary first
step. This implies that the outsiders
accept the rules of the communities.
The traditional codes for hospitality,
confidence building, respect and com-
munication have to be respected and
used. This may imply procedures of
selection, processes of initiation and
participation in local festivities and rit-
uals. 

Similarly, staff from universities
have to accept the fact that their con-
ventional knowledge may have limita-

Community diagnosis in endogenous
development: Dealing with power differences 
Bertus Haverkort

Participatory community diagnosis is an important tool to assess the potential for improvement in the local
situation, and to help in the design of strategies for endogenous development. In choosing the most adequate
strategy in a given situation, it is important to understand the strengths and weaknesses of the knowledge and
values of the local community, and the relation with the dominant knowledge and values. Therefore, the
community diagnosis process also implies an effort to understand how the dominant external system is
influencing the vitality of local knowledge and practices. This article presents some ideas intended to stimulate
the endogenous development debate: how can we understand the power relations between different forms of
knowing, and – as a result of this – what are strategic options for supporting endogenous development?

The traditional earthpriest, although not recognised by the state
agencies, plays an important role in land use and management by
local peoples in West Africa. A traditional leader stated: ‘We are a
traditional society superimposed by a colonial structure’.



tions in the local context, and that
their role in this process is predomi-
nantly one of learning and exchanging.
Funding agencies have to get used to
bottom-up accountability. The commu-
nication and interaction will not only be
about conventional professional sub-
jects, but may involve spiritual and cul-
tural elements. These elements imply a
radical change of the role of external
agents: instead of teaching local people
how to resolve their problems they con-
centrate on building confidence, learn-
ing from and with local people, and
exploring possible complementarities
between different forms of knowledge. 

2. Local decisions about interaction 
It is not evident that local communi-
ties, traditional experts, and spiritual
or political leaders are positive about
interactions with outside knowledge.
Keeping local knowledge separate, or

hidden from the eyes of outsiders can
be seen as a necessary defence mecha-
nism, as a way to protect local tradi-
tions and strategies. Also, within a com-
munity, different positions can be
observed in the ways of relating to out-
side knowledge and practices: not
everybody has the same interest and
position. Differences in gender, age,
social position, class, caste and profes-
sional background may lead to different
interests in interaction between local
and external knowledges. 

Therefore, before we can assume
that an intercultural dialogue is desir-
able and possible, we need to gain a
view of the community, differentiated
by social classes, gender, age groups.
How do they see their situation: the
potentials and risks of exchange, possi-
ble synergies, power relations, con-
flicts? What would be the strategies for
negotiation and joint learning? Which

internal and external factors do local
people consider vital for strengthening
or debilitating endogenous develop-
ment? Which points of traditional cul-
ture are considered important to be
maintained, and which need to be
improved? Which elements of the out-
side knowledge can be incorporated
into the traditional system, and who
decides on this? This then leads to a
vision on the desired relation between
the local and external knowledge. 

3. Understanding the knowledge 
dynamics 

In endogenous development it is neces-
sary to learn about the cosmovision and
the dynamics of knowledge forms that
are part of the process. Both the local
and external cosmovisions, including
the way people learn, teach, experi-
ment and adjust their knowledge must
be understood, in order to define opti-
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Form of interaction Characteristics Examples

1. Suppression and 
substitution 

The dominant system forces the introduction of
exogenous knowledge systems to replace local
traditions.

Activities to substitute traditional knowledge and beliefs;
commercialisation of land use; suppression of local lan-
guages; exogenous laws replacing traditional legal systems.

2. Direct clash and 
open hostilities

Violent occupation, war, violent resistance, fights
between dominant and minority groups, where the latter
considered 'inferior'.

The way indigenous groups were treated during colonial
times; fights between religions or political lines; resistance
movements for independence; terrorist and anti-terrorist
activities

3. Going underground 
of dominated 
system

A reaction of the dominated system to avoid hostilities,
rejection or extinction: local knowledge continues to
exist, but in a clandestine way.

Hidden spiritual practices, such as used by shamans in Sri
Lanka, spirit mediums in Africa, and traditional leaders in
the Andes.

4. Syncretism The dominant and dominated systems merge and
incorporate each other's rituals, beliefs and knowledge
in such a way that both systems believe that theirs is
dominant. 

Catholicism merged with and traditional Andean or Mayan
beliefs, health practices and rituals. 

5. Partial integration 
into dominant 
culture by
'acculturation'

Some traditional elements are replaced by modern
concepts and practices, while other traditional elements
remain.

For income: acceptance of market economy and modern
technology, while for social and spiritual well-being people
resort to elements of traditional culture.

6. Parallel knowledge 
traditions co-exist

Different ways of knowing co-exist openly without
interaction: cultural or scientific apartheid.

Co-existence of conventional and alternative medicine; of
Islam, Christianity and other religions; of conventional and
organic farming.

7. Utilitarianism and 
selective inclusion

Elements of local knowledge which can be scientifically
understood are validated by dominant science, and
enhance the stock of scientific knowledge.

Adoption of Arab mathematics and Chinese gunpowder by
western scientists; local medical practices adopted and
patented by formal science. 

8. Paternalism Traditional knowledge taken as starting point, but
requires 'up-dating' by contributions from western
science.

Transfer of technology in education, health and agricultural
extension programmes. 

9. Romanticism Local knowledge is romanticised, considered basically
'good' and with the right to remain as it is.  

'Going native'; rejecting possible contributions of western
science and monetary markets; enhancing capacity of
resistance of local actors.

10. Complementarity Different knowledge systems have developed
mechanisms of exchange and mutual learning, aimed at
complementing each other.

Supporting local health traditions by comparing and learning
from experiences of local, Ayurvedic, Unani, Tibetan and
western health practices in India.

11. Co-evolution Different forms of knowledge evolve simultaneously, on
the basis of their own dynamics and as a response to
interaction with other forms of knowing.

Development of different farming styles within a region;
inter-scientific dialogues between scientists of different
knowledge traditions.



mal forms of cooperation. Another ele-
ment of study is to understand the dif-
ferent sources of knowledge, which
may include rationality, intuition
and/or inspiration. Moreover, the focus
of each knowledge tradition is of impor-
tance: in understanding the reality, is
the focus on the WHY or on the HOW
question? And finally, an understanding
of the objectives of the knowledge
processes, such as domination, control,
participation or reciprocity, is impor-
tant. 

Understanding and sharing these
aspects can lead to a joint reflection to
identify possible strengths and weak-
nesses of the dynamics, the sources,
focus and objectives of the different
ways of knowing. Specific needs can
then be identified for strengthening,
revitalising or enhancing the knowledge
dynamics of the different groups
involved. On this basis, desired changes
can be identified in relation to educa-
tion, training and research, as well as
macro-conditions and policy environ-
ment.

4. Revitalising local knowledge forms
On the basis of a self-assessment of the
sources, objectives and the focus of the
local knowledge system, proposals can
be formulated to revitalise it. These
may include suggestions for the recov-
ery of lost knowledge, the transforma-
tion of existing mechanism of learning
and teaching, the mobilisation of peo-
ple to come to grips with local knowl-
edge, or the adaptation of practices
that are considered ineffective or detri-
mental. For each of these options
appropriate approaches can be chosen,
first and foremost from the range of
indigenous options available. 

5. Improving dominant knowledge
Considerable theories and reflections
exist on the character of western sci-
ence. Debates continue on various
issues, such as objectivity versus
(inter)subjectivity; universalism versus
relativism; specialisation and discipli-
narity versus holism and transdiscipli-
narity; quantitative method and quali-
tative methods; neo-positivism and
actor perspectives, and so forth.
Hence, it is clear that also within the
dominant scientific tower, there are
different perspectives and positions. 

A basic hypothesis of Compas is that
western knowledge and technology is
only one of the possible forms. It is not
universally applicable. It has its own
strengths and weaknesses. The applica-
tion of western knowledge has led to
impressive results, but it has not been
able to solve all problems related to
food security, health, poverty, environ-
mental sustainability and peace.
Therefore, there is a perspective for
intercultural and interscientific dia-
logue. But such a dialogue requires that
also western science accepts its limita-
tions and is interested in finding ways
to deal with them. Non-western scien-
tific traditions can probably offer a lot
to western science.

6. Co-evolution of knowledge systems
An important activity is to look for
opportunities for mutual learning and
exchange between the different ways
of knowing. Respectful dialogues are
important. These imply willingness to
listen, openness to learning, responsive-
ness to information, questions and sug-
gestions as well as the courage to criti-
cise when necessary. The aim is also to
avoid the pitfalls of rejecting positive

elements of deficient forms of knowl-
edge, as well as the risk of romanticis-
ing or idealising any of the forms of
knowledge involved. The question is,
whether it is feasible to reach transcul-
tural synergy and selective adoption.
Possibly this can only be done in a satis-
factory way, once the local systems and
global systems have gone through their
own processes of healing, mobilisation
and transformation.

The challenge ahead
The present dominant position of mate-
rialist values and global technologies
tends to marginalise minority cultures,
and diminish cultural and biological
diversity. Intercultural exchange may
imply the risk of further marginalisa-
tion. Therefore, for an egalitarian, just
and sustainable relationship between
different forms of knowledge, various
options have to be explored. This can
include local people and their intellec-
tual, political and spiritual leaders, as
well as NGOs, government agencies,
education centres, research institu-
tions, donors and development agen-
cies.

Each actor can contribute to the
social learning process in their own
unique way. Local people can share
their local knowledge. NGOs and gov-
ernmental development agencies can
support the process of revitalisation
and improvement of the local ways of
knowing. Schools can include local
forms of knowledge in their curriculum.
Universities and research centres can
include research on the local ways of
knowing, and support local action
research programmes. National govern-
ments can put policy priority on
endogenous development, and revise
their mechanisms for development in
this light. International donor agencies
can make funds available for these
activities. International communication
media can be used to give credibility
and prestige to this process, and to
support the mutual exchange between
cultures. The challenge is to find ways
to support endogenous development, in
which knowledge exchanges can take
place and which lead to sustainable
reduction of material, social and spiri-
tual poverty. 

This article is largely based on the paper
of Bertus Haverkort and Stephan Rist pre-
sented at the millennium assessment con-
ference in Alexandria. Bertus Haverkort is
international coordinator of the Compas
programme.
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Gilberto Lisperguer, of the Compas team in Bolivia and the traditional leader of Uchu-Uchu work together to
formulate and implement rural development programmes in the municipality. Traditional and formal
knowledge and systems of governance complement each other.
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Local health traditions are mostly
undocumented and oral. They are prob-
ably as old as the advent of humankind.
These oral, or folk medical traditions
are extremely diverse, since they are
rooted in natural resources located in
so many different eco-systems. It has
been estimated that about 8,000
medicinal plant species and more than
200 animal and mineral sources are
used in treating health problems in
India.

These health traditions are dynam-
ic, innovative and evolving, and consist
of various health practices based on
local epistemologies and empirical
experience. They are not restricted to
any social or economic class. 

There has been a constant erosion
of these traditions in the past two cen-
turies. Besides the known reasons for
erosion of cultural diversity, such as the
western model of education, one of the
largest contributors to the erosion of
these local health traditions has been
the acceptance of development models
in which western medical systems are
promoted. The current western educa-
tion model fails to impress on the
young generation the rationale and
logic of the traditional practices, lead-
ing to their neglect. 

Indigenous health theory 
Modern medicine recognises the physi-
cal, biological and emotional aspects as
the cause and treatment of diseases. In
local health traditions, however, the
communities consider that in addition
to the physical, biological and emotion-
al aspects, there is also a spiritual ele-
ment in every organism. Consequently,
many local diagnostic and healing prac-
tices include spiritual elements, such as
prayers, offerings, and auspicious tim-
ing of the practice. It is common to
find, however, that these spiritual prac-
tices are considered superstitious, as it
is extremely difficult to explain the

effect of the local health practices
within the framework of mainstream
medical science. 

There could be a possible explana-
tion and acceptance of these traditional
medical practices, however, if they are
understood in the light of the health
framework of Ayurveda, the classical
Indian science, which has well docu-
mented fundamental concepts and
philosophies. 

Ayurveda thus recognises that the
human being consists of body, mind and
soul. Most disease conditions involve
physical, biological and spiritual fac-
tors, and therefore a holistic treatment
of the entire human being is used, in
which the patient plays an active role.
Moreover, in Ayurvedic medicine, peo-
ple are classified into different consti-
tutions: Vaatha, Pitta and Kapha. Each
of these characteristics also exists in
every living organism and, in health,
are well balanced. A person with a
Vaatha constitution has a slender and
tall body, light in weight, rough and dry
skin, and promi-
nent bones. The
person with a
Pitta constitution
is medium in
size, weight and
strength, and has
warm and dry
characteristics.
The Kapha consti-
tution refers to
plants, animals or
humans that are
short and bulky,
and good
strength, who
tend to withstand
stress better than
the other types.
It is, however,
common to find a
person of a com-
bined type, like

the Vaatha-Pitta type, or the Vaatha-
Kapha type. 

Natural resource base 
The Foundation for the Revitalisation of
Local Health Traditions, or FRLHT, is a
non-governmental organisation estab-
lished in 1993, dedicated to revitalising
India’s health traditions. In response to
the dwindling medicinal plant
resources, FRLHT has started the con-
servation and sustainable use of medici-
nal plants, and offers support to local
healers. FRLHT has developed a
methodology for the assessment of
local health traditions, which combines
the knowledge and experience from
community members, folk healers, as
well as practitioners of western bio-
medicine and other Indian systems of
medicine – Ayurveda, Siddha and Unani.
The health practices that were assessed
positively have been included in various
extensive programmes, such as a herbal
kitchen programme in various states in
southern India. 

Modern medicine meets the primary health care needs of only 30 percent of the Indian population. For the rest
there are traditional healers, bone-setters and midwives. Understanding people’s perception of the local
resources in local health practices has been essential for FRLHT, the non-governmental Foundation for
Revitalisation of Local Health Traditions in southern India. This has provided the basis for an effective
methodology to document and assess local health traditions, and for formulating effective strategies for the
promotion of their use and conservation. The local resources on which the local health practices are based
include natural, human and cultural-spiritual elements. In this article we present each of these resource bases in
more detail. 

People’s perception of local health
resources
M.N. Balakrishna Nair and T.S. Suma 

Traditional bone-setters use bamboo splints for bandaging the broken arm of a child.



Over the years of analysing the local
health resources in southern India,
FRLHT found that the custodians and
carriers of the local health traditions
have developed an estimated 50,000
herbal drug formulations. According to
the nomenclature database developed
by FRLHT, there are some 50,000 local
names for the approximately 4,800
medicinal plants used in folk medicine.
The medicinal plants, animals and min-
erals have many uses and values
attached to them. Some species are
sold on the market. Most of these natu-
ral resources, however, are used locally
for food, medicine, fodder, firewood or
dye. Many people thus perceive them as
potential elements to develop their
human resources, and to harness their
skills and knowledge.

Controversies
Of course, the use of natural resources
is not without controversy. Such contro-
versies include: difference of interests
amongst members of the community
concerning access to the natural
resources, often related to changes in
knowledge and control, and clashes
between the Forest Department and

communities. The displacement of
groups of people into the area, who
then require natural resources beyond
local capacity for their livelihood, often
results in controversies.

Moreover, due to climatic change,
there is less rain and temperatures
have risen. In the drier parts of
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu the lack of
rain has increased the rate of suicide by
farmers, due to livestock deaths, poor
agricultural yield and increase of debts.
Direct threats to medicinal plants also
include their over-use, non-sustainable
use, and over-harvesting, as well as for-
est fragmentation due to rapid urbani-
sation and monoculture plantations. 

Human resource base
Local health traditions are not restrict-
ed to any social or economic class, and
include both human and veterinary
medicine. The custodians and carriers
of these traditions are from various
ethnic communities, including the
tribes. They also include certain profes-
sionals such as potters, goldsmiths,
blacksmiths, barbers and even wander-
ing monks. A survey indicates that the
largest numbers of traditional healers

are women. They include people who
practise home remedies, and also the
traditional birth attendants, who attend
deliveries and advise local communities
on pre- and post-natal care. It is esti-
mated that about 600,000 traditional
birth attendants are present in rural
India. Bone-setters are the second
largest specialised group of local heal-
ers in India. It is estimated that tradi-
tional bonesetters handle 50 to 60 per
cent of sprains, dislocations and frac-
tures in India. The third largest propor-
tion of the folk healers – around 60,000
– are the healers who treat the poison-
ous bites. 

Knowledge differences
Interestingly it is observed that particu-
lar ethnic communities specialize in
certain local health practices. For
example, the Navidhars, or barber com-
munity of certain locations in Tamil
Nadu, are experts in treating skin trou-
bles. Similarly the Kurubas in
Karnataka, and the Konars of Tamil
Nadu, are shepherds or cattle-rearing
communities and well versed in veteri-
nary medicine. The Irula tribes of south
India, known for their skills in catching
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Box 1  Ayurveda Health theory

According to Ayurveda, man is a microcosm - a universe within himself. He is a child of the cosmic forces of the external environment,
the macrocosm. His individual existence is indivisible from the total cosmic manifestation. The source of all existence is Cosmic

Consciousness, which manifests as male and female energy.
The universe evolved out of combined energy of the male or
Purusha awareness (formless, colourless, and without active
part in the manifestation of the universe), and the energy of
the female Prakruti awareness (which has form, color and
attributes: it is awareness with choice). 

The first manifestation from Prakruti is Mahad, or 'cosmic
intellect'. From Mahad, Ahamkar or 'ego' is formed. Ego has
three attributes, or gunas, found in all nature: sattva (pure),
rajas (dynamic) and tamas (inert). These three are the founda-
tion for all existence. Rajas is the active vital life force in the
body, which moves both the organic and the inorganic univers-
es, to satva and tamas respectively. Sattva and rajas together
produced the 11 indryas: the five sense organs (ears, skin,
eyes, tongue, nose), the five motor organs (mouth, hands,
feet, reproductuive organs, and excretory organs), and the
mind. Tamas and rajas combined form the five tanmatras, or
energy quanta, which in turn produced the panchamahabhutas
(elements or proto-elements): aakash (space), vaayu (air),
agni (fire), jala (water), and prthvi (earth). The entire materi-
al world is made up of panchamahabhutas.

The living beings consist of nine elements: the five pan-
chamahabhutas, the indriyas, and the faculty of mind. The
subtlest expression of nature is the soul, from which evolve
the mind, time and direction, and then come the grosser
states of nature like space, wind, fire, water, and finally
earth, the grossest state.  All of these nine realities exist in a
continuum. When one or more of these nine elements goes out
of balance, due to physical, biological or spiritual reasons, var-
ious diseases may manifest themselves. For physical and men-
tal health it is therefore necessary to maintain these elements
in harmony. This is achieved through proper diet, herbs, exer-
cise, yoga, prayer and meditation.



rats and snakes, are adept at
treating poisonous bites. The
prevalence of a particular cat-
egory of vaidyas in a locality is
thus related to the local
needs.

Comparatively, women are
more knowledgeable than men
in health management and
usage of medicinal plants at
home level. They also know
how to protect these plants.
Forest-dependent communities
are usually more knowledge-
able than urban people. The
health status of people in rural
and urban level also varies
considerably. The kind of prob-
lems encountered in rural
areas are due to a lack of envi-
ronmental and personal
hygiene, and lack of adequate nutri-
tion, while in an urban setting disease
is more often lifestyle- and work relat-
ed. 

Knowledge differences between
generations are alarming. In general,
the elders within the communities are
more knowledgeable about the use and
management of natural resources than
the young, as they still practise these
at personal level. Similarly, the elder
generations tend to relate to natural
resources in more respectful way than
the younger ones. Under the influence
of modern culture, the younger genera-
tion have changed their attitude and
also the appreciation of their own cul-
ture. Out of the 303 vaidyas document-
ed by FRLHT, 142 are above 40 to 60
years old, indicating that the new gen-
eration is showing less interest in this
tradition. Thus the strengths and skills
within the culture is declining, and
need to be revived.

Presently, employment opportunities
for a person as a healer are decreasing.
Most of the healers have their primary
occupation in agriculture, livestock
rearing or as labourers. A healer in a
village is given high regard and status,
however, as he or she provides an
important service to the community.
This has evolved on basis of the tradi-
tional value systems: people who are
cured by a healer pay respect in kind
and deed. The monetary reward is less
perceived.

Spiritual resource base 
A first attempt towards the documenta-
tion of spiritual aspects of local health
traditions in south India was undertaken
in 2001 and 2002. Fifty vaidyas from
various parts of southern India, where
the local health traditions have particu-
larly strong spiritual aspects, were
interviewed and health activities

observed. An analysis was made of the
personal rituals of the healers, and the
spiritual aspects of the collection of
medicinal plants, of diagnosis and of
treatment. 

All healers interviewed during the
study indicated the need to ask permis-
sion from God in order to treat a
patient. They feel that only through
communication with God, and with
God’s blessing, are they able to cure
the patients, and that without Bhakti,
or devotion to God, there is no scope
for treatment with plants. Depending
on their culture and region, healers
carry out different types of personal
rituals, prayers and offerings. They feel
that it is necessary to have the good
will of God to prepare the medicine and
to treat the patient; otherwise the
treatment will be ineffective. Some of
the vaidyas pray to panchabhutas
(space, air, fire, water, earth) or call up
community deities, such as Shiva and
Mahalakshmi before dispensing the
medicine. Many of them make an offer-
ing, or pooja, to deities such as Shiva
or Ganesha. Most
vaidyas also
believe that they
should lead a
pious life, they
should have purity
of mind, and that
they should be
merciful.

The spiritual
element in the
diagnosis and
treatment of dis-
ease varies consid-
erably. Most of the
vaidyas diagnostic
method consists of
checking the pulse
in various ways;
some diagnose by

analysing the body condition
and voice of the patient, others
analyse more specific symp-
toms. Certain healers pray and
request god to help them to
understand what kind of prob-
lem the patient has, while
verses from the Koran are also
used to cure a patient pos-
sessed or affected by black
magic. A few use astrology for
diagnosing the problem. 

In local health traditions
there are numerous ways to
treat the patients that include
a spiritual element. For exam-
ple, the vaidya may tie a knot
or bundle of rice, to protect or
cure children from various spir-
it ailments. There is an under-
standing by patient and healers

that certain diseases are caused by dis-
turbance due to the influence of spirits,
and not because of any physical or bio-
logical factors. A patient who is pos-
sessed by a spirit can be treated with
amulets. Yantras, or specific symbols,
can be used to remove bad dreams.
Many of the diseases are cured using
mantras, or repeated sounds, some-
times combined with herbal medicine.
The Visha Vaidya Kalvimadai Iyer of
Madurai district, for example, make the
patients recite God’s name while a
herbal drug is administered, as it has a
calming effect. It is believed that in a
relaxed state of mind the patients
become more receptive to the drugs.
Medication for chronic problems is usu-
ally started on an auspicious day. It is
believed that during those particular
days the patient’s system is more
receptive to medication. 

Collecting medicinal plants
Many vaidyas indicate their belief that
it is God who cures the patients, and
therefore they need to pray and pres-
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Traditional healer goes into trance while  predicting the onset and diagnosing the
cause of disease of his patient.

Plant resources used to treat snake bite. The healer believes
that the medicinal property will be effective when the plant is
harvested, on Thursdays.



ent offerings to God before collecting
the natural inputs for their treatment,
especially plants. “Mooligai, to do a
good deed, to help someone I am
plucking you now, your life should stay
in your body swaha” or “Shanmuga,
sathguru, this is your work not mine,
you have to save the patient” are
examples of such prayers. This is based
on the recognition that plants are also
living and therefore it is
essential to treat them
with affection. 

The vaidyas have differ-
ent beliefs regarding the
day and time of collection,
the amount of a resource
to be collected at one
time, prayers to be
offered, methods of collec-
tion, place of collection,
directions and diet during
the collection process.
Some healers place imposi-
tions on themselves before
collection, such as cleanli-
ness, concentration and
fasting. In a few cases the
healers indicated that they
have to go naked to collect
the plants at midnight, and
nobody should see them.
Other healers request God

to accompany them so that the plants
are sighted easily. 

The way forward
A considerable number of people in
rural India use local resources for man-
aging primary health care. To conserve
the local health practices, therefore, it
is necessary to promote the local
resources on which they are based. The
community diagnosis implemented by
FRLHT in various communities has
shown a decline in the availability of
local resources as well as in the use of
health practices within the families.
Meanwhile, various efforts to counter-
act these tendencies have been started.
There have been efforts to promote self
use and income from local health prac-
tices by various organizations, such as
FRLHT, and Grama Mooligai Company
Limited (GMCL), Gandeepam, and the
Covenant Centre for Development. The
micro-enterprise venture initiated by
GMCL, for example, enables women’s
groups and farmers to sell medicinal
plants material and value added prod-
ucts, to the market through a profit-
sharing mechanism. The Kitchen Herbal
Garden programme initiated by FRLHT
some years ago is another example of a
widely accepted strategy to reduce
expenditures on primary health care. 

Promoting local health practices is a
complex task, however. Apart from the
methodology for documentation, and
the promotion of good practices, FRLHT
has developed a Community Health
Traditions Register, for the protection of
community Intellectual Property Rights.
Since 1994 FRLHT has been honouring
outstanding local healers in Kerala,
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, through the
‘Natti Vaidya Ratnam award’. New ele-
ments in the work include action

research on bone setting, ethno-veteri-
nary medicine, ethno-botanical nomen-
clature, and developing a kit of effec-
tive traditional anti-malarials. An
Ayurvedic hospital is being planned in
Bangalore, that aims to demonstrate,
using modern parameters, the efficacy
of Ayurvedic health care for disease
prevention and cure. 

Networking with governmental and
non-governmental organisations, and
sensitisation of mainstream institutions
such as universities and policy makers is
another line of action. This promotional
strategy may provide the basis for a
national health system that incorpo-
rates support to local health traditions,
with the ultimate aim to ensure effec-
tive and affordable care for all those
who need it. 

FRLHT
74/2 Jarakbande
560064 Bangalore
INDIA
nair.mnb@frlht.org.in
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Workshop in which FRLHT staff trained staff of Compas partner IDEA in a tribal community on methods for
documenting, assessing and promoting local health traditions.

THE LADY HEALER of KALAHANDI

She rises early in the morning
Strolls in the nearby forests
A small glass jar and a bamboo stick in hand
She scans all the trees in her experienced eyes

Night dews are yet to hide
The sun starts smiling on their surface
This is the important moment for her
To catch them intact and fresh.

These are the moulted scales of snakes
Colour of pale yellow and white
Bathed in the night dews
They shine in the morning light.

She collects these scales carefully
Preserves in the screw-capped jar
Triturates to make a paste
And heals the wounds of cattle without a scar.

She shares her innovations and explains
Snakes move hither and thither, live in marshy
lands and dirt
Have you not seen their skin glazing?
In spite of all the odds, are they not smart?

A poem on ethnovet medicine by Dr Balaram Sahu,
the Editor of AMA AKHAPAKHA (the Oriya language
version of HONEY BEE Magazine)



Just over twenty years ago, between
Christmas and New Year in 1982, an his-
toric gathering took place on the Blood

Indian Reservation on the high plains
of southern Alberta, Canada. This

gathering of some forty tradi-
tional elders and community

leaders from across North
America was called on to
find a solution to the ter-
rible darkness of pover-
ty, suffering and death
that seemed to have
engulfed nearly every
one of their communi-
ties. The wisdom and

guidance of these
Indigenous leaders became

the foundation for Four
Worlds. Through the work of

Four Worlds, this meeting was
destined to impact the healing and

development of hundreds of Indigenous
nations around the world. 

The name, Four Worlds, was chosen
because of the cultural and spiritual
significance of the number four, reflect-

ed in Indigenous symbols such as the
‘medicine wheel’ all over the world. In
many tribal traditions, the term ‘medi-
cine’ refers to any substance, process,
teaching, song, story or symbol that
helps restore balance in human beings
and their communities. The medicine
wheel represents an entire worldview
and the teachings that go with it, which
can be used as a type of map to guide
human and community development.

The medicine wheel
The medicine wheel is simply a circle
divided into four parts. All of the peo-
ple are a part of the circle; no one is
excluded. Nothing can happen to any
one part of the circle without affecting
all the other parts. The medicine wheel
can be used to reflect on the potential
for growth and development that exists
at many levels. 

For example, the life cycle of each
individual can be divided into four
stages: birth and childhood, youth,
adulthood and eldership. As well, we
can think about the four interrelated
aspects of the potential that each
human being has: the mental, the emo-
tional, the physical and the spiritual
(see Figure 1). Our well-being depends
on balance and health in each of these
areas. Human beings do not grow and
develop in isolation, however. They live
within the womb of their family, which
also has four dimensions: the family’s
power relationships and thinking pat-
terns, its physical and economic life, its
social life, and its spiritual-cultural life. 

In the same way, families exist
within communities and these commu-
nities have four interrelated dimen-
sions: the political and administrative
dimension, the economic and environ-
mental dimension, the social dimen-
sion, and the cultural and spiritual

15COMPAS Magazine  Sept/2004

Four Worlds: community healing and
nation building
Judie Bopp and Michael Bopp

Four Worlds is an international non-government organisation, which
emerged out of Indigenous peoples’ community healing and
development efforts in North America in the early 1980s. Since
then, Four Worlds teams have worked in rural and urban settings in
every corner of North America, as well as in other parts of the
world. Four Worlds is well known for its culturally based
participatory and transdisciplinary approach to development. It has
developed down-to-earth models to guide human and community
transformation. 

Box 1  The circle as central concept
At a midsummer gathering of Indian nations held at Alkali Lake, British Columbia,
Canada in 1986, a distinguished Yankton Sioux elder was talking to a large gather-
ing of tribal people representing over thirty-five different tribes and nations. He
held a stick in his hand, and with it he drew a circle in the sand. "Our people
used the circle to explain many things," he said. "For instance, the circle repre-
sents the hoop of the people. All of the people are part. No one is excluded.
The hurt of one is the hurt of all. The honour of one is the honour of all."

In this way Phil Lane Sr. explained a very simple idea that has very complex
implications. The circle means that everything is connected to everything else in
life. Nothing can happen to any one part of the circle without affecting all the
other parts. "The human people are not the only people in the circle," the old
man went on to explain. "The mineral people, the plant people, those that
crawl, those that walk, those that fly, the four legged, even the air itself and
the water and the stars and planets beyond number - all of these are part of the
circle, and so are you, and so am I. What happens to any part of the circle hap-
pens to all of us." 

Figure 1 Circle of the whole of 
relations

Medicine wheel
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dimension. 
Each of these areas requires atten-

tion in any integrated development ini-
tiative. The context within which a
community operates, that is, the
region, nation or global environment,
also has four aspects which mirror those
of the community: the political and
administrative environment, the eco-
nomic and ecological environment, the
social environment, and the cultural
environment. All of these dimensions,
at all of these levels, influence and
depend on each other (see Figure 1). 

The wheel turns
The medicine wheel does not simply
show things as they are, but can also be
used to illustrate the dynamics which
stimulate growth and change. Three
key elements which facilitate develop-
ment are vision, learning and participa-
tion. The interaction between the med-
icine wheel and these three key dynam-
ics of growth can be drawn (figure 2).

Vision – A vision of the future we
want to create, and which we believe is
possible, acts like a magnet pulling us
towards it. A strong vision has within it
a picture of what life would be like in
the future if it were good, but also a
critique of the present conditions which
need to be transformed, and at least a
beginning understanding of what is
needed to move from the present to
the future.

Learning – Old habits of thought and
action, which have created the world as
we now know it, need to be trans-
formed in order to step into this vision.
This requires learning for individuals,
for families, for communities, and for
organisations and institutions.

Volition and participation – In per-
sonal development, volition refers to
that capacity which allows us to main-
tain a focus, act systematically, and
persevere in the face of obstacles in

the journey toward our vision.
Participation is a type of collective
volition. It refers to the meaningful
involvement of people in all aspects of
the process of their development, from
analysing issues, discovering solutions,
making and implementing plans and
projects, and learning from the out-
comes.

Community Story Framework
One of the most powerful ways we
have found to use the medicine wheel
in development processes, is The
Community Story Framework.This par-
ticipatory needs assessment and plan-
ning tool, based on the medicine wheel
is used to help people tell the story of
their lives in such a way, that it builds
their understanding, their vision, and
their collective will to take action. We
call, the Community Story Framework.
In the simplest terms, the Community
Story Framework is a series of guiding
questions, and a method for using the
information gathered when people draw
on these questions to share their expe-
riences, analyses, hopes and dreams.
The questions are built around the lev-
els of the medicine wheel. 

The Past: What was life like for our
people in the long ago past, the recent
past? What was it like for children,
youth, adult women, adult men, and
elders? What was it like politically, cul-
turally, economically, socially? What
sorts of changes occurred over the
years in these areas? What brought
about the changes? How have the
changes affected our people today?
What can we learn from the past to
help us build a better future?

The Present: What is life like now
(mentally, emotionally, physically, and

spiritually) for our children, youth,
adult women, adult men, and elders?
What is our political, social, cultural
and economic reality? What are the key
issues or problems we face?
Opportunities? Challenges?

The Future: What would life be like
if it was good and if the highest hopes
for the healing and development of our
people were to be fulfilled? What would
a healthy person be like (mentally,
emotionally, physically, spiritually)
when they are children, youth, adults,
and elders? What is a healthy communi-
ty-politically, culturally, socially and
economically? 

We can think of the medicine wheel
as a tool for exploring the what of par-
ticipatory development. That is, the
dimensions and aspects of life which
need to be transformed in order to
build healthier, more prosperous indi-
viduals, families and communities. In
participatory development practice,
how we go about building health and
prosperity is equally important, howev-
er. Principles are a way to distil essen-
tial guidelines related to the ways in
which we must work and relate to each
other in order to achieve our goals.

Participatory development 
principles
Promoting human and community devel-
opment is a difficult and complex task.
But there is a great deal that has been
learned through hard-won experience
about what does work, and what is
essential about this work. Many of
these lessons can be expressed in terms
of principles to guide action. The fol-
lowing sixteen principles have proved
to be invaluable in our work over the
past two decades (Box 2).

Figure 2. Journey toward our vision

Dramatisation of development principles during a healing and community development
workshop in Sagamok.
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Participatory development areas
The day-to-day, nuts-and-bolts work of
doing participatory development can be
thought of in terms of twelve interre-
lated areas that all need attention (see
Figure 3). Just as a pile of lumber is not
a house, doing all of these activities is
not the same thing as doing participato-

ry development. The whole is a great
deal more than the sum of these parts.
In essence, participatory development
is the process of transforming the rela-
tionships that make up the world within
which we live (personal, ecological,
economic, social, political, cultural,
etc.). So, the activities we do are

development promoting only in so far
as they are animated by the principles
and purposes, described earlier, which
lead to sustainable well-being and pros-
perity.

Another way of describing this: the
twelve areas constitute the ‘hardware’
of development work. The ‘software’ is
the aims and purposes, the principles
and values, the morals and ethics and
that connect all that we do on a day-
to-day basis into a coherent living
process that is moving the population
toward health and well-being. Unless
the activities are taking us where we
want to go, what is the point? Many
field workers fall into the trap of being
very busy moving from crisis to crisis,
or of organising a multitude of activi-
ties. But when you add it all up, what
they are doing is achieving very little in
terms of building up the community’s
capacity to transform its own realities
and conditions, which is the real pur-
pose of participatory development.

Sagamok Anishnawbek case 
The Sagamok Anishnawbek First Nation
is a rural community of about 1,200
people situated in the beautiful
Laurentian shield region of Ontario,
Canada. They are a nation of people
that were once economically self-
reliant, socially vibrant and healthy,
spiritually united and politically power-
ful. But over the past two hundred
years of their history. they have experi-
enced wave upon wave of debilitating
trauma  Through the processes of mis-
sionisation, colonialisation and bureau-
cratisation, this Nation, like so many of
its counterparts in other parts of
Canada, was gradually forced into
poverty and welfare dependency. The
people were stripped of their dignity,
identity, spiritual beliefs and practices,
language, and even the loving embrace
of traditional family life. As well, many
people died from several epidemics
such as tuberculosis and influenza.

And yet, the embers of the fire that
once burned in the heart of the
Sagamok Nation were never completely
extinguished. Many Sagamok people
held on to their language, cultural val-
ues, family and community traditions,
and the belief that the day would come
when Sagamok, and indeed the entire
Anishnawbek Nation, would be able to
rebuild itself.

Over the past fifteen years, a solid
core group of Sagamok people has been
working on themselves, and working
together to build new relationships of
trust and mutual respect. Much of this
work has been rooted in the process of
recovering Anishnawbek cultural foun-
dations. Some of it has also been nur-

Box 2  Principles for Participatory Development
Promoting human and community development is often a difficult and complex
task. The following sixteen principles have proved to be invaluable in our work
over the past two decades:
1. Human beings can transform their world. The web of our relationships with

others and the natural world, which has given rise to the problems we face as
a human family, can be changed.

2. Development comes from within. The process of human and community
development unfolds from within each person, relationship, family,
organisation, community and nation.

3. Healing is a necessary part of development. Healing the past, closing up old
wounds and learning healthy habits of thought and action to replace
dysfunctional thinking and disruptive patterns of human relations is a
necessary part of the process of sustainable development.

4. No vision, no development. A vision of who we can become, and what a
sustainable world would be like, works as a powerful magnet, drawing us to
our potential.

5. Authentic development is culturally based. Healing and development must be
rooted in the wisdom, knowledge and living processes of the culture of the
people. 

6. Interconnectedness. Everything is connected to everything else. Therefore,
any aspect of our healing and development is related to all the others
(personal, social, cultural, political, economic, etc.). When we work on any
one part, the whole circle is affected. 

7. The hurt of one is the hurt of all; the honour of one is the honour of all. The
basic fact of our oneness as a human family means that development for
some at the expense of others is neither acceptable nor sustainable.

8. Unity. Unity means oneness. Without unity, the common oneness that makes
(seemingly) separate human beings into 'community' is impossible. Disunity is
the primary disease of community. 

9. No participation, no development. Participation is the active engagement of
the minds, hearts and energy of the people in the process of their own
healing and development. 

10. Justice. Every person - regardless of gender, race, age, culture, religion -
must be accorded equal opportunity to participate in the process of healing
and development, and to receive a fair share of the benefits.

11. Spirit. Human beings are both material and spiritual in nature. It is therefore
inconceivable that the human community could become whole and
sustainable without bringing our lives into balance with the requirements of
our spiritual nature. 

12. Morals and ethics. Sustainable human and community development requires a
moral foundation. When morals decline and basic ethical principles are
violated, development stops.

13. Learning - Human beings are learning beings. We begin learning while we are
still in our mother's wombs, and unless something happens to close off our
minds and paralyse our capacities, we keep on learning throughout our entire
lives. 

14. Sustainability - To sustain something means to enable it to continue for a
long time. Authentic development does not use up or undermine what is
needed to keep it going. 

15. Move to the positive. Solving the critical problems in our lives and
communities is best approached by visualising and moving into the positive
alternative that we wish to create, and by building on the strengths we
already have, rather than on giving away our energy by fighting the negative. 

16. Be the change you want to see. The most powerful strategies for change
always involve positive role modelling and the creation of living examples of
the solutions we are proposing. By walking the path, we make the path
visible.



tured by churches, where people sought
spiritual comfort and guidance, as they
struggled to heal themselves and their
families. As is the case in development
processes, this quiet work went on for
many years without much visible
impact.

Between 1998 and 2002, however, a
series of opportunities began to shift
the tide in the direction of cultural
recovery, community healing and nation
building. One of these was the election
of a Chief and Council who saw healing
and community development as the
most important priority for the Nation.
They realised that the governance and
programme framework mandated by
the Canadian Government, while pro-
viding many useful services, was built
on a worldview not compatible with
traditional cultural values. A second
important step was a series of commu-
nity workshops entitled ‘What Was
Never Told’. This process of looking in
the mirror of the community’s cultural
history helped Sagamok people to
recover important parts of their cultur-
al and historical past.This assisted them
to integrate Anishnawbek cultural per-
spectives and traditional knowledge
into education, economic development,
and governance iniatives – indeed, into
all aspects of community life. 

Community Story
in practice
Then, in 2001,
Sagamok received
funding from the
Canada’s Aboriginal
Healing Foundation to
address the legacy of
residential schooling,
which had traumatised
so many of Canada’s
Indigenous people. To
assist them to take
advantage of this third
important opportunity,
the Chief and Council
asked Four Worlds to
assist them to build a
long-term community
development and
nation-building plan,
and the capacity to
carry it out. 

The first step in
this work was the
facilitation of a
Community Story
process which brought
together approximate-
ly two hundred Saganij
people. Together they
explored what exactly
needed to be healed,
built and learned, who
must take on this

work, and how an ever-widening circle
of people could be engaged in the
process. Because the medicine wheel
model, upon which this Community

Story process is based, is the worldview
of the Anishnawbek. This consultation
produced very valuable information and
insights. It also solidified a cultural
foundation for the work ahead. 

A Community Story document was
produced and circulated throughout the
community. This document, based solid-
ly on the community’s own analysis,
examined the current conditions for
children, youth, women, men, elders
and families as well as the social, eco-
nomic, political and cultural realities of
community life. It looked at the
strengths of the Anishnawbek culture
and what could be learned from the
traditional past. It articulated a vision
of the future to which the Sagamok
nation is committed, and identified
pathway for building that future.

After a period of reflection on the
implications of the Sagamok Community
Story and what needed to be done in a
systematic way to rebuild their Nation,
a Ten-Year Action Plan for Healing and
Community Development was produced
and adopted. In order to immediately
begin moving from talk to action, the
Chief and Council decided to ask their
staff to undertake an intensive process
of learning, action and reflection. They
realised that moving away from old
thinking and habits of action would
require new modes of thought, skills,
knowledge and experience. Learning
needed to become the primary driver of
the development work. Again, Four
Worlds was asked to assist with design-
ing and implementing this programme.
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Figure 3  Twelve interrelated areas of participation development

Laughter and play exercise during a healing and community development
workshop in Sagamok.
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It needed to explore the relationship
between healing, community develop-
ment and nation building, and to use
the real issues and conditions as the
framework for learning.

New modes of learning
The learning material in the curriculum
is organised around four broad themes
(see Box 3).These four curriculum
streams are equal components of an
educational salad’, dimensions of a
nested hierarchy of learning, the core
of which is the ‘curriculum of the self’.
Each curricular dimension includes the
one preceding it, and builds upon it.

Each of these modules is covered in
various ways. Intensive four-day work-
shop sessions are organised every two
to three months, and focus on two
interrelated themes: healing and com-
munity development. 

Practical assignments are another
mechanism, which assist the partici-
pants to apply the workshop material to
their personal lives, their family rela-
tionships, their life in the community,
and their work. 

Finally, study circle sessions are
held every two weeks in the communi-
ty, to follow-up on the topics intro-
duced in the workshop session, and to
provide the opportunity to discuss their
experiences and to support each other.

Rapidly growing movement
At the time of writing this article,
approximately forty Band staff and
community members of the Sagamok
Nation have completed two of the four
modules of this programme. Already,

four core groups are meeting regularly
to support each other in their personal
development efforts, and in the work
they are doing to improve their commu-
nity. This means that a solid foundation
has been laid for the long-term healing,
community development and nation-
building processes to which the
Sagamok Nation is committed. 

While many positive changes are
already apparent in people’s personal
and family lives, and in the programmes
which serve the community, the
momentum is really only in its early
stages. A growing nucleus of programme
staff and community volunteers are
gaining the capacity to serve as positive
role models, and to facilitate participa-
tory development processes designed to
transform community programmes and
institutions. They are broadening the
healing and development circle to
friends, families, colleagues and neigh-
bours. The potential of this Nation for
renewed prosperity and well-being is
becoming clearer to its citizens, and its
realisation is being incorporated into
every aspect of its political, social, eco-
nomic and cultural life. A second year
of training is planned, which will rein-
force the learning from year one. Much
greater emphasis will be placed on
transferring the process to the wider
community, through activities with
community-identified themes. This
include cultural recovery, community
healing, youth development, communi-
ty economic development and gover-
nance.

Community development is not an
easy thing. We have learned that this

way of working with communities
requires considerable knowledge, skills,
dedication and purity of heart.
However, there is a rapidly growing
worldwide movement of people who are
in fact successfully transforming them-
selves and their communities. This
movement is characterised by an irre-
pressible emergence of people’s partici-
pation, a conscious re-harmonisation
with nature, and a reconnection with
the spiritual and cultural foundations of
life. 

More information is available from our
basic textbook on participatory devel-
opment ‘Recreating the World’ and
other publications of Four Worlds.

Reference

Bopp M. and Bopp J., 2001. 
Recreating the World: A practical guide
to building sustainable communities.
Four Worlds Centre for Development
Learning. 

Michael Bopp and Judie Bopp
Four Worlds Centre for Development
Learning 
Box 395, Cochrane, Alberta, 
Canada T4C 1A6
Email:anyone@fourworlds.ca 
Website: www.fourworlds.ca or
Four Worlds International
Website: www.4worlds.org  
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Box 3  The educational salad

The learning programme, as identified by the Sagamok community and Four
Worlds, includes the following:

The curriculum of the self focuses on learning how to learn, personal growth and
healing, developing emotional competency, acquiring positive qualities and
virtues such as courage, integrity, humility and compassion, learning spiritual dis-
ciplines and techniques for self development, and aligning personal capacity with
life goals and professional objectives. 

The curriculum of human relations focuses on developing attitudes, values and
skills for constructive relationships at every level of human society, including
family life, the workplace, community participation, citizenship and professional
engagement. This part also addresses areas such as mediation and conflict reso-
lution.

The curriculum of community development and nation building focuses on the
knowledge base, models, strategies and tools for engaging Sagamok people in
constructive processes leading to human well-being and prosperity. 

The curriculum of programme development and effectiveness focuses on assist-
ing programme managers and staff, as well as community volunteers and the pro-
fessional helpers from outside the community. It supports the design, implemen-
tation and monitoring of community programmes and services in ways that effec-
tively serve community and nation-building efforts.
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The Green Foundation Compas project
is being implemented in villages of the
Irula tribe near the forest region. This
is one of the oldest tribal communities
of Karnataka state, which used to live
by moving around within the evergreen
forest. They hunted small animals, and
collected edible plants and honey for
sustenance. Their association with the
nature was similar to the relationship
between child and mother: the forest
was their main treasure for food, fod-
der, shelter and medicine. Two decades
back the government of Karnataka
brought this tribal community into vil-
lage settlements. The dependency on
the forest was reduced, and farming
became the only alternative for sur-
vival. This increased the erosion of the
natural forest, however, due to growing
areas under crop cultivation combined
with the process of rapid urbanisation.  

The Irula way of farming is based
entirely on traditional ritualistic think-
ing and cosmovision practices. Several
rituals, both in the field and in the
house, accompany each agricultural
activity. Perceived as part of the land
the agricultural implements are also
worshipped. Farmers also rear cows,
sheep, goat and chicken as an integrat-
ed part of their farming system.
Gowramma, a woman in Bilidale vil-
lage, said that for her the cow is the
main god of the family as it provides
milk as food, dung and urine as food for
growing crops. Before sowing she per-
forms a pooja, or ritual prayer, and
offers freshly cooked rice, sweets,
sprouted seeds and fruits to the cows.
It is her strong belief is that animal
prayer will bring good harvest and
wealth to both the land and her family.

Villages under change
In Irula communities, usually the men
take care of the ploughing, clearing the
land, and collecting wood for agricul-
tural implements, house construction
and for fuel. Women play a key role in
the house, in child care, and in various
agricultural activities. On the farm,
women take care of the activities such
as sowing, weeding, fodder collection,
earhead selection, and preserving the
seeds for the future. When Green
Foundation started to work in this area,
the women in the villages were strongly
dominated by the men. In general,
women were barely consulted in deci-
sion making concerning the farming
activities or in domestic affairs. They
felt they were left out. 

While the older members of these
communities are often independent and
rich in skills and knowledge, the young
people are at crossroads. They are
increasingly influenced by the monetary
economy and formal education, and
experience a lack of faith in traditional
value systems. This situation is full of
contradictions. The village elders feel
that the younger generation is being
deprived of past glory. 

The elders are of the opinion that
modernity is taking its toll, as youth
prefer raising monocrops rather than
mixed crops, and end up losing heavily
due to dependency on this mono-
cropping production system. The pres-
ent generation is also paying in terms
of reduction in livestock population,
and loss of soil fertility and of tradi-
tional plant varieties. They migrate to
cities in search of employment in indus-
tries, doing menial jobs which fetch
them inadequate income to sustain
themselves.  

Not all traditional customs have
been lost, however. In spite of modern
agricultural practices, elderly women
still conserve traditional seed varieties
on a small scale for their consumption
qualities, adaptability to local ecosys-
tems and fodder needs of the livestock.
Moreover, in some of the villages the
communities still follow the traditional
practices in case of a conflict, based on
a set of rules and regulations: elders
organise a grama sabha, or public
meeting, to discuss and resolve issues.
But, though this practice prevails in
some villages, this system of resolving
conflicts is generally declining.

Seed procession 
Green Foundation aims to enhance
endogenous development by linking bio-
diversity with culture, by working with
farmers in general and women farmers
in particular. Women are the major
food producers in terms of value, vol-
ume and quality. They play a key role in
biodiversity conservation, and have spe-
cial responsibilities in all activities of
seed conservation. They are instrumen-
tal in conserving and multiplying local
seed varieties, and the major custodi-
ans of local knowledge and culture
related to biodiversity. Since the
woman is the one who cooks for the
family, she knows the nutritional
requirements. Hence she plays major
role in influencing which crop varieties
are sown. 

When Green started working in this
area about three years ago, it was
quite difficult to bring the women
together, however. In addition to the
men’s opposition to the women gather-
ing, other reasons were also related to
shyness, caste feeling, overburden of

Women’s empowerment in endogenous
development
Shankar Naik, Dr Nadagowda, Mahadev Swamy, Dr Vanaja Ramprasad

Green Foundation, a grassroots organisation working with
marginal farmers in the dryland region of South India, is
working to enhance biodiversity as a means to sustaining
the livelihoods of the rural people. Innovative
methodologies have been developed to recover traditional
crop varieties, medicinal plants and sustainable ways of
producing food, within the cultural context of the people.
Empowerment of rural women is a major objective and
outcome of the programme, which was awarded an
international prize this year. 
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domestic work and lack of education of
the women themselves. In order to get
more women involved, Green
Foundation organised a seed procession
covering ten villages, to spread the
idea of development through the
revival of natural resources and indige-
nous knowledge of the farmers. About
three hundred farmers of different age
groups joined in this procession. Along
with spreading the message through
street theatre, folk songs and slogans,
this provided an opportunity to
exchange valuable local seeds and
related knowledge. Knowledgeable
women farmers were encouraged to
demonstrate their experience in seed
storage, germination tests and tradi-
tional pest management. 

The impact of this event brought
tremendous changes in the collection
and preservation of indigenous seeds in
the villages. It was recognised that eld-
erly women have tremendous knowl-
edge of conserving and processing
seeds, and in the preparation of tradi-
tional foods. This helped women of
other age groups to learn and develop
their skills. Touched by this concept,
the community members were the first
to come forward to be part of seed
banks. Later, small marginal farmers
joined them. Seed banks were estab-
lished with an objective to conserve, 
and multiply agro-biodiversity of the
region. They were set up with the
active participation of both men and
women, and stimulated discussions with
elderly and knowledgeable people.
Local seed fairs were organised to dis-
seminate the concept of seed bank. 

Women’s empowerment
The seeds collected in the seed bank

were distributed to the interested
farmers of the same village, as well as
to neighbouring villages. After harvest
the farmers returned twice the quantity
of seeds they had taken from the seed
bank. With the double quantity of seeds
after harvest in the seed bank, income
generating activities were started. The
seeds were processed and sold in the
form of nutritious traditional food
recipes, like pappads, pickles, ragi
flour, millet mix, amaranthus balls, red
rice and pulse snacks. In this way, the
varieties of the seeds collected and
grown by the members of the seed
banks, have brought a new dimension
to economic empowerment of the farm
family. 

These activities have resulted in a
change of attitude in both women and
men. The women now interact with
outsiders without much hesitation, and
take part in the village level functions.
They now manage the seed
banks, which have become
centres of transformation in
their villages. Women have
included savings as one of the
seed bank activities, and can
borrow money from the
groups to meet some of their
domestic needs. In this way
the women could also initiate
other income-generating
activities. All these activities
have empowered the women,
who are gaining a growing
degree of economic inde-
pendence.

Seeing this change in the
family, the attitude of men
towards women has also
changed. They now encourage
women to participate in com-

munity institutions like self-help groups
and seed banks. This transformation
reveals that given a space in decision
making, women will contribute not only
to meet their families needs, but also
to the well being of society. The net-
work of seed banks facilitates exchange
of knowledge, practices and seeds
among the farming communities. 

Women’s contribution essential
Culture and indigenous knowledge gen-
erated by resource users are under con-
stant threat from external forces. It is
our belief that crucial aspects of
endogenous development, such as local
economy, livelihood and culture can be
protected from total erosion. Small ini-
tiatives to empower women’s groups,
such as these, facilitate the revival of
local knowledge and culture, and there-
by the kind of agriculture that stands at
the basis of the livelihood of millions of
farmers. 

It is evident from the above that
participation by the community in
endogenous development is of para-
mount importance. These community-
based activities have been built around
the basis of local knowledge and cultur-
al expressions, especially amongst
women. This turns out to be an effec-
tive tool for biodiversity conservation,
livelihood security and women’s
empowerment. The women’s contribu-
tion is essential in the holistic approach
to development, while holistic develop-
ment can, in turn, improve the difficult
position of women in traditional soci-
eties in marginal areas.

GREEN Foundation
570/1, Padmashri Nilaya, 3rd main, 4th
cross, NS Palya, BTM 2nd stage
Bangalore - 560 076
e-mail: greenfound@vsnl.net

Afther threshing the harvested crop a ritual called Rashi Pooje is performed. This ritual is
essentially a thanksgiving for a succesful harvest.

The active participation of women in the community seed banks has
empowered them and has resulted in a change of attitude in both
women and men.



The Aboriginals are the original inhabi-
tants of Australia, and have lived there
for at least 50,000 years. It is not really
correct to talk of ‘the’ Aboriginals; like
the native people of North America,
there were many different groups peo-
pling Australia, each with its own cus-
toms and language. It is estimated that
when the English occupied Australia in
1788 there were about one million
Aboriginals living on the continent,
speaking some 250 different languages.

All Aboriginal peoples were
nomadic. They did not practise agricul-
ture or keep animals; they simply lived
off the land. They moved around, car-
rying only what was strictly necessary
with them. In traditional Aboriginal
nomadic culture one does not acquire
status through one’s possessions but
through one’s knowledge. Material pos-
sessions are more of a nuisance than
something to be valued.

Pictures
Aboriginals had no written language.
They made patterns in the sand, on
their bodies, on rocks and on utensils.
These drawings are still an important
element of ceremonial rituals. The
images help pass knowledge on from
generation to generation, but they are

of a transitory nature.
Traditional aboriginal culture is

based on belief in the so-called
Dreamtime. The Dreamtime is the peri-
od of creation, the time before time
began. In the Dreamtime the mythical
Ancestral Beings created the earth, and
when the world was created they
returned to the Dreaming, taking the
form of a natural feature such as a rock
or a water pool. For the Aboriginals the
Ancestral Beings are still present in
their land, and by carrying out cere-
monies in certain places and at certain
times, the Aboriginals confirm and rein-
force their relation with the Ancestral
Beings and the Dreamtime. The cere-
monies involve song, dance and rituals,
and sometimes last for several days.
Paintings on the body and in the sand
are also part of these ceremonies.

Changes
Much changed for the Aboriginals when
the English arrived in 1788. The land
was taken over by the English and many
Aboriginals were forced to give up their
nomadic lifestyle. They were settled at
mission posts and were also used as
cheap labour. Where they were consid-
ered to be a nuisance, they were simply
killed off. 

The Aboriginals were
regarded by the settlers
as primitive, wild beings
who would eventually
die out. A series of gov-
ernment measures,
intended to solve the
‘Aboriginal problem’,
were implemented over
a period of 150 years,
but the Aboriginals did
not die out and finally
the white men’s view of
the Aboriginals changed.
In the 1970s Aboriginals
achieved the right to
determine their own
position within
Australian society.

In contrast to the
situation in the urban

areas, in the desert areas and the trop-
ical north the break with the traditional
way of life has been less abrupt. A num-
ber of Aboriginal languages are still spo-
ken and there are radio and television
stations that broadcast in the local lan-
guages. Large areas of land are now
also under the control of the original
population. Non-Aboriginals have to
obtain permission from the local
Aboriginal Council of Elders to visit
these areas. Traditional culture and
background are often on the school cur-
riculum, and the elderly are encour-
aged to record their knowledge for
future generations. In these regions the
art plays an important role in maintain-
ing and continuing traditions. In urban
areas, the Aboriginal art tends to show
more of the issues arising from the
problematic position of Aboriginal peo-
ple in white Australian society.

Beginnings of Aboriginal art
Aboriginals from the desert community
of Papunya gained access for the first
time in 1971 to western materials such
as acrylic paint and hardboard, and
later canvas and paper. The elder men
in the community started to use the
materials to record traditional designs.
They were encouraged to do this by a
white schoolmaster, Geoffrey Bardon.
Painting in a permanent medium meant
that the Aboriginal picture language
tradition from the desert became visi-
ble for the first time to the outside
world.

The paintings include a strong spiri-
tual dimension: the designs that are
painted are all related to the mythical
stories from the Dreamtime. They show
where events from the Dreamtime took
place, and which mythical Ancestral
Beings were involved. Because each
Dreamtime story is linked to a particu-
lar place, each painting is a representa-
tion of the land where the painter has
his or her own roots. A u-form is the
symbol for a person; a circle is an
important spot in a landscape, such as
a spring, an unusual rock formation, or
a camp. For the content of a picture to

COMPAS Magazine  Sept/200422

Aboriginal art emerges from two cultures
Annette van Ham

In Australia, there are about 340,000 Aboriginals out of a total population of 18 million people. Many of them
live in the big cities in Australia, where they share a history of loss of traditions, language and culture. The people
of aboriginal background are the target of discrimination, political exclusion and urban ghettoisation. Alcohol,
drugs abuse and a high rate of criminality are the most visible consequences. In the rural areas the break with
the traditional way of life has been less abrupt, though life expectancy of these people is among the lowest in the
world. This article, written by the curator of the Aboriginal Art Museum in the Netherlands, describes how
aboriginal art is playing a role in development initiatives of these peoples.

Helicopter Tjungurrayi. He started to paint in 1995 and has become very
famous. He uses a linear style to paint subjects such as 'Dream Roads' and
the places where his ancestors passed on to the 'Dreamtime'.



be further elucidated it is necessary for
the artist to tell the story that belongs
to it.

The men in Papunya began to recog-
nise the importance of making the
paintings, as it brought them back into
contact with their own tradition and
knowledge. The painting process has
become an important way of passing on
knowledge; painting is done together,
and while it takes place the mythical
stories are told and explained to the
children. In addition, the paintings are
also a good source of income.

Success
The outside world appreciates the
beauty of Aboriginal paintings. The
abstract forms and use of colour fitted
well with the trends in western art dur-
ing the 1970s. The extra layer of spiri-
tual meaning from the still relatively
unknown Aboriginal culture made the
work even more interesting for the
western public. Museums bought up the
works and put on exhibitions. The
paintings brought about a positive
change in appreciation of Aboriginal
culture, first in white Australia and
later in the rest of the world. The act
of painting is also of great importance
to the painters themselves as well as
their communities. It reinforces and
confirms their bond with the tradition,
as well as enables them to earn a good
income and receive recognition of their
cultural traditions.

Encouraged by the success of the
paintings from Papunya, Aboriginals
from other communities in the desert
area started to paint towards the end
of the 1970s. As the art from the desert

became increasingly successful, the art
from other regions of Australia also
started to develop. Every region has its
own recognisable style, based on local
style traditions. In the northern tropics
paintings are done on bark, using natu-
ral pigments, and the illustrations are
more figurative than in desert paint-
ings. In the Kimberley area natural pig-
ments are painted onto canvas and the
land is painted from an abstract side
view. Art from the Tiwi Islands is recog-
nisable through its abstract, geometric
patterns. Individual artists also started
to experiment with colour, material and
composition. By the end of the 1980s
Aboriginal artists from the big towns in
Australia were also becoming known.

In their own hands
Aboriginal art is a movement that arose
within a period of thirty years, and it is
certainly here to stay in the contempo-
rary art world. There is a lively trade in
Aboriginal art, and certain artists’ work
is very sought after. Many artists are
now part of an art cooperative in their
own community. These cooperatives are
run by the Aboriginal Council of the
community, and they ensure that a
good price is paid for the works of art.
In the cities of Australia there are gal-
leries that show only the work of
Aboriginal artists. The big auction hous-
es, such as Sotheby’s also hold annual
Aboriginal art auctions, and Aboriginal
art can now be found all over the world
in museums and art galleries.

Europe has a museum devoted to
Australian Aboriginal art since 2001: the
Aboriginal Art Museum in Utrecht, the

Netherlands. This museum has an active
exhibition policy, relying not only on
the house collection but also works bor-
rowed from other museums and private
collections in Europe and Australia.
Changing exhibitions allow the versatili-
ty of contemporary Aboriginal art to be
shown, as the art is no longer restricted
to paintings but also includes graphics,
sculpture, photography and video art.
The exhibitions are also complemented
by an educational programme, guided
tours, lectures and films. The museum
is in a very special position: it is a
museum for contemporary art that is
not western and also not ethnic. It
exhibits art that could only arise out of
the contact between two cultures:
Aboriginal and western culture.

Aboriginal Art Museum
Oudegracht 176
3511 NP Utrecht
The Netherlands
E-mail: www.aamu.nl 
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Elizabeth Nyomi was born around 1944 and
started painting in 1988. All her paintings
are variations on one central theme, her
homeland Tapinna. Her work often includes
aspects of aboriginal women’s lives.

Parvally (1998) by Elizabeth Nyumi, collection Aboriginal Art Museum, The Netherlands. This painting shows
Nyumi's people and their traditional homeland in the Great Sandy Desert in Australia. The landscape is
dominated by parallel sand dunes.The dotted oval shapes are wooden carrying-dishes stuffed with bush
food. The orange lines are digging-sticks used to gather food and for ceremonial purposes.

Four women sitting around a
fire.



The Garma Festival is an annual gathering
of Yolngu clans from the Arnhem Land
region in northern Australia, and guests
from around the world, during which
forums, cultural workshops, ceremonial
performances and cross-cultural learning
take place. Acclaimed as Australia's most
significant indigenous cultural event, the
6th annual Garma Festival is staged at
Gulkula - a place of profound meaning to
Yolngu people. Presented by the Yothu Yindi
Foundation, the Garma Festival took place
from August 6-9, 2004. 

The Yothu Yindi Foundation was set up in
1990 by the leaders of five Yolngu clans -
the Gumatj, Rirratjingu, Djapu, Galpu and
Wangurri - to enhance the maintenance,
development, teaching and enterprise
potential of Yolngu cultural life. 

Garma workshops include a Yidaki
(didgeridoo) masterclass, traditional
weaving, bark painting and carving, the collection of bush foods and medicines, spear making and hunting, as well as contemporary
music workshops for young indigenous bands. Garma also includes a three-day key forum with academics, specialists and representatives
of indigenous organisations. In 2004 the key forum explored the issue of ‘Indigenous Livelihoods and strategies for the creation of
employment and economic opportunities’. Previous forums have addressed issues of Indigenous Health; the Environment and Indigenous
Land & Seas Management; Indigenous Australians & the Criminal Justice System; and Indigenous Arts & Culture. Garma also hosts an
annual Leaders & Leadership forum. 

Garma has led to the training and employment of Yolngu in the organisation of the festival, and has greatly enhanced employment
and income opportunities for Yolngu artists and Yidaki (didjeridoo) makers. It has resulted in the creation and strengthening of networks
between Yolngu health workers and their peers, between artists and major galleries across the nation, and with land care workers,
scientists and outside agencies. Through the establishment of the Garma Cultural Studies Institute, supported by universities throughout
Australia, links have been established to exchange and share traditional and contemporary knowledge. Moreover, both local and federal
governments have taken the outcomes of the Garma forums into their policy and strategies.

Gapan Gallery
Hung from tree trunks coated with gapan, or white clay,
exhibitions of limited edition prints by Yolngu artists have been
a feature of the Garma festival since 2002. Each year the
gallery is unveiled during an evening ceremony featuring Yolngu
songmen and dancers. In 2004, prints of the Garma Panels -
created by indigenous artists from around Australia at the
festival in 2003 - were displayed for the first time.

Bunggul  
The cultural performance focus of the Garma Festival occurs
each evening at sunset when participating clans from east
Arnhem Land perform bunggul, or ceremonial dances,
commemorating the deeds of their creator heroes. The bunggul
is narrated by elders and cultural interpreters, and provides a
unique experience for visitors to hear descriptions of
ceremonies that have been performed by Yolngu clan groups
for almost 40,000 years. 

Contemporary/traditional music
In 1992, Yothu Yindi became the first indigenous band to crack
the Australian Top 10 with the release of their hit single
'Treaty'. Formed by Mandawuy Yunupingu, founder of Garma
and deputy chairman of the Yothu Yindi Foundation, Yothu Yindi
has toured the world, released six albums and performed at
the closing ceremony of the Sydney Olympics in 2000. Each
year, supported by emerging indigenous bands from the Arnhem
Land region, Yothu Yindi present a concert at Garma. Band
members also conducted music workshops for young musicians
during the festival.

Larrikitj or hollow log coffins
Created by Yolngu elders, Larrakitj are hollowed trunks
decorated in sacred clan designs. Traditionally, they held the
bones of important persons once their soul had returned to the
spiritual reservoir. 

GARMA 22004
Promoting Aboriginal livelihood in Australia

Raymattja Marika (right), a senior woman from the Rirratjingu clan, translates Northern
Territory chief minister Clare Martin's delivery of Australia's first indigenous arts policy, as
representatives of industry, federal parliament and traditional land owners look on. Ms
Martin said "I have committed my government to developing an Indigenous Arts Strategy
to promote and further develop this magnificent heritage to its full potential. With a
focus on indigenous control of the industry, this strategy will protect its integrity and
maximise the benefits for all."

Preparing pandanus for weaving
During the festival a series of
workshops on traditional arts and
crafts are held. One is devoted
principally to the preparation of
natural fibres, such as pandanus
fronds and tree barks, for weaving
baskets, mats, armbands, bags and
ceremonial accoutrements, and for
preparation of natural dyes. Guests
are instructed not only in the
manufacturing of traditional items,
but also in the ancient law and
historical stories associated with
them. Guests are encouraged to
watch, listen and then begin 'hands-
on' experience. Trips are made into
the forests to locate and obtain
materials for dyes, string-making
and weaving. Collections are then
brought to the shelters and their
uses demonstrated accordingly
throughout the festival. 

Photos: Peter Eve
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Compas promotes endogenous develop-
ment as an alternative path of develop-
ment. This involves building on local
resources, enhancing in situ develop-
ment, maximising local control of the
development process, as well as recog-
nising the needs and the values of local
people. Although endogenous develop-
ment is distinctly different from other
concepts of development it shares a
common feature with other concepts:
endogenous development tells us what
to do, without telling us how to achieve
it in concrete contexts, such as an
African or Indian village, an Andean or
Maya community, or a European town.
Taking into account the diversity of
conditions in which Compas operates, it
is clear that there is no blueprint or
recipe for achieving endogenous devel-
opment. 

Endogenous development does not,
however, leave completely open the
question of how to attain the ideals
associated with it. Rather, this concept
can be characterised as a social learn-
ing process. Social learning is under-
stood as a ‘society-wide process that
cannot be restricted to an elite of

experts, scientists or politicians’
(Woodhill and Röling, 2000). At a
methodological level, this means that
research and action are integrated into
one framework. It also means recognis-
ing the need to establish a dialogue
between different actors, and the
forms of knowledge they hold as part of
the learning process.

Collectively constructed 
knowledge
The first and most important conse-
quence of perceiving endogenous devel-
opment as a social learning process, is
that it is clear that all actors involved
must collectively construct it. All actors
are as much students as they are teach-
ers. Another consequence is the close
interrelationship between the develop-
ment of cognitive, social and emotional
competencies, and the relation of these
to values and ethics (see Figure1).
Enhancing collective learning processes
thus requires specific approaches and
instruments, which can facilitate the
development of all four dimensions
involved (Rist et al., 2003). 

In the domain of the cognitive

dimension, a social learning approach
stresses the importance of the dynam-
ics between different forms of knowl-
edge. In addition to explicit knowledge
there is also tacit knowledge, which
represents the more or less dormant
knowledge related to patterns of inter-
pretation. Tacit knowledge allows
meaning to be given to natural or social
phenomena. As revealed in a compre-
hensive analysis of the life histories
(Rist, 2002) and the social and spiritual
kinship of Aymara peasants in Bolivia
(Delgado, 2002; Rist, 2002), the dynam-
ics of different forms of knowledge play
a fundamental role in the revitalisation
of local knowledge. Increasing con-
sciousness of latent or intuitively cap-
tured patterns of interpretation –
underlying indigenous knowledge – is
therefore a key feature in endogenous
development.

New types of interaction
Understanding endogenous development
as a process of collective learning
among professionals, researchers and
local people is a challenge to conven-
tional forms of training. When no dis-
tinction is made between instructor or
trainees, knowledge must be generated
through exchange of experience and
joint reflection between people of dif-
ferent social, cultural and cognitive
backgrounds. Given the significant dif-
ferences between the knowledge and
the skills of scientists, extension work-
ers and farmers, new types of interac-
tion need to be created. The idea of
‘knowledge transfer’ must be trans-
formed into ‘intercultural communica-
tion’. 

This also implies recognising that
scientists and indigenous people do not
necessarily relate in the same way to
the different dimensions of social learn-
ing. Local people usually appreciate the
increase in social and emotional compe-
tences, where intuition, empathy,
respect and openness are equally

Endogenous development as a 
social learning process
Stephan Rist

The author perceives endogenous development as a social learning process, which is constructed by all actors
involved. To enhance social learning, a methodology called Autodidactic Learning for Sustainability is used, in
which the perception of both local actors and external actors are highlighted. Reflecting on differences, conflicts
and common interests leads to highly motivated debate and shared reflection, which is almost identical with
social learning, and flattens the usual hierarchy between local and external actors. The article shows that the
energies generated through collective learning can trigger important technical, social and political changes,
which take into account the multiple dimensions of local reality. 

Figure 1  The main dimensions of social learning processes

Spiritual aspects
Knowledge dynamics
(explicit and tacit 

patterns of
interpretation)

Ethical aspects
Forbearance, open-
ness, love of truth,

solidarity, reciprocity

Social aspects
Communication,

networks
negotiation

Emotional aspects
Empathy, patience, 

self-esteem
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important as or even more important
than reflection. External actors tend to
focus more on the cognitive dimension.
In order to facilitate an equitable dia-
logue, the one-sidedness of the differ-
ent forms of knowledge involved must
be overcome.

Enhancing social learning processes
therefore requires creating conditions
that can meet the different needs of
the actors involved. For this it is impor-
tant to create platforms that allow
local people to meet with development
workers, researchers and university
staff. These platforms can facilitate
collective learning processes that, in
addition to the cognitive level, inte-
grate the development of social and
emotional competence. 

Autodidactic Learning for
Sustainability
In order to enhance social learning
processes more systematically, the
Centre for Development and
Environment (CDE) of the University of
Bern in Switzerland developed, togeth-
er with its southern partners, an instru-
ment called ‘Autodidactic Learning for
Sustainability’ (ALS). It starts by under-
standing sustainable resource manage-
ment as a normative concept. The ALS

concept differs slightly from endoge-
nous development in relation to the
starting point, but otherwise the learn-
ing processes are similar (CDE, 1998). It
focuses in a similar way on the use of
local sustainable resources, how to
identify the non-sustainable use of
resources, and strategies that aim to
promote sustainable development (see
Box 1).

The training module of autodidactic
learning for sustainability includes a
methodology for the creation of plat-
forms that foster social learning
processes. It is based on bringing
together local and external actors in
mixed learning groups in a ‘real world’
learning environment. This allows hori-
zontal interaction between the group
members. Moreover, the interaction
must be intense and last long enough to
permit the growth of social and emo-
tional competences, as an integrative
part of the processes of exchange of
knowledge and joint reflection.

This training module consists of a
two to three week-long workshop. The
members of the mixed learning group
reflect the diversity of local and exter-
nal actors, including different genera-
tions, gender, areas of specialisation,
religions, professions and responsibili-

ties. The workshop takes place in a
rural community and consists of a
sequence of interrelated exercises and
working sessions, which take into
account both local and external condi-
tions. The exercises are mainly based
on participatory rural appraisal meth-
ods, such as transects, participatory
mapping, Venn diagrams, role-playing,
and story telling. These are elaborated
in such a way that the participants col-
lectively reconstruct and interpret life
in a systemic perspective. 

Empowering local visions
The moderators of the workshop are
responsible for organising the exercises,
which form the main part of the work-
shop, as well as preventing a retreat
into traditional hierarchical patterns of
interaction. Only in this way is it possi-
ble to examine the different visions of
the actors about natural resources,
nature, society and culture, and the
ways these interact. 

The fundamental contrast between
this methodology and the conventional
participatory rural appraisal procedures
is, that in this case the focus is not only
on the perceptions of local actors, but
on those of the external actors as well.
The results, systematised according to
the different groups of participants, are
fed back in the plenary sessions. There
the whole group can reflect on the dif-
ferences, conflicts or common inter-
ests. This process leads to intense
interaction and shared reflection, which
is practically identical with social learn-
ing (see example in Box 2, next page). 

This process is a powerful instru-
ment for flattening the often hierarchi-
cal relationships between local and
external actors, and the forms of
knowledge they represent. Opening the
external perceptions to the collective
learning process often implies clear
‘de-powerment’ of outside actors. At
the same time, it represents a visible

Box 1  Structure of Autodidactic Learning for Sustainability training module

- Part I: developing a basic understanding of 'how sustainable resource use is
rooted in a local setting'. Exercises and texts are used to reconstruct, in a
systemic perspective, what local and external participants perceive as
'natural resources', 'development', 'actors', 'the socio-political context', and
the ways in which these factors are interrelated.

- Part II: focuses on the question of 'how to identify non-sustainable use of
natural resources'. Joint reflection takes place on the interconnected
ecological and socio-cultural problems, and the impacts of non-sustainable
resource use at the local level.

- Part III: addresses key aspects of 'strategies that aim to promote sustainable
development'. The strategies identified are condensed and formulated into
community-based development initiatives. After they have been validated in
community assemblies, they are often used in communicating with external
supporting institutions. 

Farmers and technicians (centre with white cap)
collaborated in building a model of the territory
to support the presentation of groupwork. This is
an excellent way of creating common
understanding

Drawing participatory maps not only represents the
view of local actors, but also helps to train them in
abstraction from everyday practices. This allows
local actors to feed them into the dialogue with
outsiders.

Preparing extension materials jointly is a good way
of enhancing dialogues between local (right) and
outside (left) actors.
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empowerment of local actors, who are
normally not allowed to learn about
external values and knowledge. This
creates room for a more horizontal
form of interaction, a fundamental
requirement for the social learning
process.

Learning or diagnosing?
During the workshop an abundance of
material, including maps, drawings and
sketches, is generated. Because of the
systemic structure of the programme,
this material can be easily condensed
into a community diagnosis. But, as an
external participant in the workshop in
Bolivia put it, when she was asked
about the differences compared with
conventional participatory community
diagnosis: “Participatory rural assess-
ment is normally pre-structured or

semi-structured. The community fills in
the tables and maps and makes 
sketches. Of course, this also facili-
tates participation, but here we apply
another method that is much more par-
ticipatory. This is a great achievement,
because we deepen our understanding
of the community, based on a joint
analysis. If you come to the point
where farmers expose you to their own
understanding of development it really
de-structures you… Even if you do a
conventional rural appraisal, you nor-
mally tend to validate your own con-
cepts of development.” 

Another external participant added:
“At the beginning it was difficult, but
towards the end we achieved conscious
and interactive participation among
peasants and professionals. The farm-
ers felt that we were part of them,
that they were better able to identify
with us and we with them, and we
began to be part of the community.” 

The farmers pointed out the impor-
tance of the chance for joint reflection
and analysis: “The workshop helps to
create more awareness and makes it
possible to think about the future.
Some things I didn’t understand well in
the past are clear to me, now that we
have learned together. I could expand
my knowledge in this way. This kind of
workshop makes us reflect on many
things and this will be very useful for
the community as well.” Another
farmer stated: “… it was hard to come
to a common understanding, but it was
good to make an effort to engage in
joint reflection and share ideas with
them (the professionals).” Other farm-
ers’ voices confirmed this: “Living and
working together is very useful because
it makes us reflect together about the
knowledge and experience on both
sides. Local knowledge in this area
must be enhanced for the future. This
means revitalising the forgotten cul-

ture of our ancestors. Then we can
achieve the free expression of our cul-
ture in our country and also face for-
eign countries.” 

From reflection to action
Experience has shown that, once a
mutual learning dynamic has been
established among the participants,
which usually occurs after some six to
eight days, discussions of the current
situation automatically lead to plans for
concrete action to improve it. Thus the
subsequent phase in the learning
process implies a move towards the
definition of specific actions, that will
make better use of existing resources
both at local level and at the level of
external actors. By the end of the
workshop participants normally have
elaborated between three or four draft
development initiatives, which are sub-
mitted to community members in a
final presentation. 

Later, community meetings deliber-
ate on the initiatives formulated during
the workshop, leading to approval,
modification or rejection (see Box 3).
As the example from India shows, the
social energies generated through col-
lective learning can trigger important
technical, social and political changes.

Some final remarks 
This methodology is of course more
time consuming than conventional ways
of doing participatory appraisals, but
has the great advantage of extending
participation, and showing up the
‘black box’ found in many participatory
development projects, consisting of dif-
ferences between farmers’ and out-
siders’ interpretation and analysis.
Moreover, it stimulates a more compre-
hensive form of participation, which
opens up horizons for intercultural dia-
logue practised throughout the process
of development. The whole process,
ranging from definition of problems and
potentials to analysis of underlying fac-
tors and forces, and the implementa-
tion and evaluation of activities,
becomes a social learning process.

To gain greater insight into the
changes triggered by this kind of social
learning, Sampak from India, the
University of Cochabamba in Bolivia
(Agruco), a network of ALS moderators
in Mali (RM-FAD), and CDE are currently
engaged in a research partnership on
‘Social Learning for Sustainability’
(SOLES). This international research
group helps to evaluate the impact that
can be achieved when development is
understood and supported as part of a
collective learning process. Placing
more emphasis on the cultural and spir-
itual dimensions of development will

The recognition of sacred places in the landscape is an
important element for understanding ‘living
geography’connecting social, natural and spiritual spheres
of life.

Box 2  Experiences of an ALS workshop in Bolivia 

As a first exercise during a workshop in Bolivia, moderated by Agruco and CDE, participants
made a transect walk through the community and registered the natural resources they
observed and the social actors related to these. Before going out into the community, mixed
groups of farmers and professionals had to determine how they would register the results.
While the external actors suggested registering them separately, the farmers argued that this
was simply 'useless'. For them resources form an organic unity, which is also embraced by the
earth's mother (Pachamama). In the presentation of the results of the transects, participants
agreed that local people have their own understanding of natural resources. Besides soil,
plants, animals, water and so forth, the farmers also registered the clouds, rain, sun, wind,
sacred water sources, mountains and caves as important 'natural resources'. 
In the plenary session, external participants indicated openly that they were surprised by the
degree of holism underlying local visions. A fascinating dialogue emerged, in which external
actors explained to themselves and to the farmers the limitations of their way of looking at
nature and society. The participants debated this experience and came to the following
conclusion: "Interaction between external and local actors often fails because professionals
make their own vision prevail and local actors normally do not dare to bring their own views
into the discussion."
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constitute an important broadening of
the current concept. 

We hope to learn more about this
through CDE’s participation in the
Compas network. Meanwhile, Compas
can learn from the Autodidactic
Learning for Sustainability methodology.

Dr Stephan Rist
Centre for Development and
Environment (CDE)
Steigerhubbelstrasse 3
3008 Bern / Switzerland
E-mail:Stephan.Rist@cde.unibe.ch
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Box 3  Water management and the
campaign against corruption in
Bikanhalli 

The Indian NGO Sampak organised an
ALS workshop in the village of
Bikanhalli, in the semi-arid district of
northern Karnataka. It soon became
clear that people were suffering a
severe livelihood crisis, which had
been worsened by three years of heavy
drought. The problem of water scarcity
is central in this part of India.
Groundwater is exploited at the
individual level by people digging more
and more bore-wells. As a consequence
the water table has sunk dramatically.
Additionally, high-input agriculture,
combined with salt water has caused
severe degradation of the soil. People
were very aware of the deterioration
of their natural and social resources.
During the workshop, joint reflection
revealed that the families of the
village do not think of water as a
community asset, nor do they have
community meetings to discuss the
state of natural resources, or plan to
restore them collectively.

By the end of the three-week workshop, local participants wished to maintain the platform that had emerged, because they wanted to
overcome their individualistic approach to resource management. Motivated by regular follow-up meetings supported by Sampak, local
participants of the workshop formed a farmers' sangha, or group, committed to sustainable land and water management. The sangha
made an initial proposal for investment in their land, based on the insights developed during the workshop, and presented it to the
Ministry of Rural Development. Although the government approved only a small portion of the requested funding, the release of these
funds was delayed until payments or bribes to officials had been made. In a long meeting, the people of the sangha and other village
members decided to transform their small rural development proposal into a pilot project, which would also address the problem of
corruption. Together with Sampak they are now engaged in social mobilisation, claiming their right to the entire amount approved by the
government. One participant explained that he had learned in the workshop "that having water without the civil right to get integral
public funding - without bribes - is like having a pump without water".

Village meeting in Bikanalli in India where local actors and NGO representatives explain to a
representative of the state government their own project developed during an ALS workshop.



In engaging with traditional authorities
and institutions – the structures and
units of organisation in a community –
one has to be aware of the historical
struggle in Ghana. The colonial nation
state sought to use the traditional
authorities to govern at the lowest
level, in the communities, and to serve
the interests of the colonial powers.
Later on, the post-colonial state thus-
perceived the traditional authorities as
collaborating with the colonial oppres-
sor and, for that and other reasons, not
to be given any major role in the new
nation state. This has given rise to the

relegation of traditional authorities to
the status of mere custodians of the
traditions and customs of their sub-
jects. Their role in the socio-economic
development of their communities is
minimal, since the nation state has
taken this role upon itself.

Traditional authorities have also
been marginalised politically. The 1992
Constitution categorically bars them
from engaging in party politics.
Between 1982 and 1992 the powers and
space available to traditional institu-
tions eroded further, with the creation
of People’s Defence Committees under

the government’s decentralisation pro-
gramme. 

Community institutional 
mapping
Since July 2003, Compas partner in
southern Ghana CIKOD (Center for
Indigenous Knowledge and
Organisational Development) has been
implementing a programme aimed at
strengthening local organisations for
development, based on their own
worldviews and institutions. The pur-
pose of this programme is to develop
methodologies for working with tradi-
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Traditional institutions: 
entry point for endogenous development
Samuel Bonye and Dr David Millar

Traditional authorities and institutions have always existed in
Ghanaian societies. They have sustained these societies
despite the years of external control in the form of national
state institutions. The authors of this article discuss the
possibility of working with the traditional institutions as the
entry point for endogenous development. They have
implemented programmes aimed at strengthening local
organisations for development, in which Community
Institutional Mapping was used as one of the tools in
community diagnosis. 

Box 1  Guidelines for Community Institutional Mapping: steps for participatory data collection 

Step 1: Open discussion with whole community about their institutions - structures - organisations

Step 2: Community walk to these institutions - structures - organisations, to see their areas of operation 

Step 3: Mapping of institutions and organisations, showing their various locations and niches

Step 4: Analysis of the 'flow relationships' between organisations and institutions

Step 5: Family unit studies - stratified group / focus group discussion: conduct a gender sensitive 'three generational 
analysis' (grandfather, father, son and grandmother, mother, daughter) through interview 

Step 6: Structured interview with key informants in the community: chief, medicine man, women's leader, tindana, youth 
leader, soothsayer, war leader, magazia, pugnaa 

The Chief with his Elders behind him. They sit in-state with
him to deal with Executive and Judgement issues, and
formulate rules and regulations. They do not have spiritual
functions or absolute control over land. The Chief is the
highest authority in the community.



tional authorities and institutions
towards sustainable local development.

To make a start with this pro-
gramme CIKOD, together with the serv-
ices of the Center for Development
Studies of the University of Cape Coast,
designed guidelines for Community
Institutional Mapping of indigenous
institutions and traditional authority
systems (see Box 1). These guidelines
were used in the Community
Institutional Mapping exercises conduct-
ed in 11 communities throughout
Ghana. One of these pilot studies was
in Kalbeo in northern Ghana, where the
local chief invited another Compas
partner CECIK (Center for Cosmovision
and Indigenous Knowledge) to support
the community during the exercise.
Though CECIK has worked extensively
with local communities in the area,
Kalbeo was a new community with
which to start working towards endoge-
nous development. 

Kalbeo: place of action
The Kalbeo community is located about
five kilometres South West of
Bolgatanga, the regional capital of
Upper East Region. A third class road,
branching off from the main road
between Bolgatanga and Tamale, leads
to the community. With about 350
households with an average of eight
members, the population totals about
3,800 people. The community is patri-
lineal, with males owning and control-
ling most of the resources, especially
land. The main occupation of the peo-
ple is farming, both food crops and live-
stock production. The vegetation of the
area is savannah wood and grassland.
The landscape is generally flat but
interspersed with hilly areas. There are
a number of streams, though most carry
water only during the rainy season. 

Facilitation of the endogenous
development efforts in Kalbeo started
with a community diagnosis. The com-
munity and staff of CECIK and CIKOD
engaged in a Resource Analysis Survey.
The resource analysis, which included
spiritual resources of the community
involved, first led to the idea of possi-
bilities for action towards endogenous
development. But to ensure that the
endogenous development efforts are
actually owned and managed by the
people themselves, there was a need
for a community institutional mapping
exercise to understand what institutions
existed, which would fit best for which
activity, and the capacity within the
community to manage such activities.

The procedure presented in Box 1
was used to facilitate this process. The
community started by making a diagram
of the local institutions and provided

information on important developments
and the functioning of the various
authorities, groups and structures. A
community forum, group discussions,
and interviews created further under-
standing of the functioning of the local
authorities  and other community insti-
tutions. 

Different community institutions
The indigenous institutions stand at the
centre of the structural institutions of
the community (see Figure 1). Within
the indigenous institutions the chief, or
kalbeo naba, and the earth priest, or
tindana are placed at the highest level
of authority. The section heads (repre-
sentatives of geographical sections of
the community) and clan heads (family
representatives) were ranked at the
second level of authority. The women’s
leaders, also called magazia, stand at
the same level of authority. Household
heads, various women’s groups and
youth groups with their leadership fol-
low. 

Other structural institutions, such as
the asongtaba, or village support
groups, the squad of fire volunteers,
and the Catholic and other religious
groups, include people from various
community groups. Especially the
women are quite involved in various
groups. Service providers, both from

NGO and governmental level, can work
with any one of these groups, but stand
outside of the community organisation.
There are also various other functional
institutions, like for example the hunter
groups, musical groups and many more.
These groups are active depending the
occasion. 

Finally, there are ritual institutions,
which imply certain ritual functions at
certain occasions. For example, the
‘puberty rites’ is the performance of
certain rituals for a girl between 16 and
18 years of age, in order to enable her
to marry. Similarly, the ‘adulthood
rites’ imply certain rituals for a grown-
up boy to enable him to live separately
from his family.

Indigenous structural institutions
Amongst the indigenous institutions, the
tindanas, or land priests, operate as
the spiritual leaders of the community,
and wield powers in their control over
land. Tindanaship is based on the first
settlers of the land, and is passed on to
the first son only after the death of the
father. The tindana are the protectors
and caretakers of sacred groves in the
community. They offer sacrifices to lift
the ban on burning of fallow land, allo-
cate land for cultivation, and take
appropriate action against anti-social
behaviour. Other important responsibili-
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Figure 1 Outcome of Community Institutional Mapping: indigenous institutions (white) 
and structural institutions (green) of Kalbeo community.

Kalbeo Naba - Chief Tindana - Earth Priest

Magazia -
Women’s leader Clan HeadsSectional Heads

Household
HeadsWomen Groups

Youth Groups

Fire Volunteer
Squad Education

Church/
other religion groups

Asong-
taba

Service
providers:

Government
and NGOs



ties of the Tindana include soothsaying
and conducting rituals to know what
the gods want, to prevent calamities
that might befall the community, such
as disease and drought. Tindanas are
usually male, but also can be female.
Problems encountered by the tindanas
include: lack of respect for this posi-
tion, refusal of youth to take up the
tindana vocation, and the usurpation of
roles of the tindana by the chief.

Secular leadership of the communi-
ty is with the chief and elders, which
include the clan heads, the section
heads, the household heads and women
heads. The chief is always male and
invariably comes from the same family.
Chiefs are nominated by senior chiefs
and king makers through soothsaying,
and following advice from the para-
mount chief. Leadership in the chief-
taincy institution can be changed only
through death, or when the chief is
incapacitated due to ill-health. The
chief can also be disentitled by the sen-
ior chief, clan heads, and tindanas, if
he acts contrary to the wishes of the
people and gods of the land.

The chief is responsible for peace,
unity and development. His roles
include settling disputes on land
enforcement, making indigenous by-
laws, and punishing offenders of cus-
tom. He also gives permission to set-
tlers who want to acquire land, though
the tindana is the final decision maker
on land issues. The chief calls regular
meetings to discuss development issues,
and supervises community-initiated
projects, such as the construction of a

day-care nursery or road repair.
Problems of the chieftaincy include the
failure of some community members to
attend meetings, and the lack of knowl-
edge on where to obtain funds for com-
munity projects. 

The clan and household heads are
also mainly males, though there are a
few female household heads. Their
responsibilities and activities are to
ensure welfare, peace and unity in the
households. They settle clan and house-
hold disputes, perform sacrifices to
ensure welfare of the household, and
prevent and punish anti-social behav-
iour. They also call households to meet-
ings to discuss development issues, col-
lect development levies and allocate
land to household members. Inadequate
cooperation from some household mem-
bers was mentioned as a problem for
their functioning. 

Female leaders and groups
The magazia, or women’s leaders are
elderly women who have demonstrated
leadership qualities. It is their responsi-
bility to call meetings to discuss and
advise on women’s roles, to access
credit, and to organise women in com-
munal, self-help and small-scale eco-
nomic activity groups. Usually the mag-
azia has a younger assistant, who runs
most of her errands. Magazias are nomi-
nated on the basis of their leadership
qualities and socio-economic position.
Selection is sometimes by popular
acclamation during community meet-
ings. Problems encountered by the mag-
azia include inadequate cooperation

from husbands, and lack of financial
assistance to effectively carry out
activities.

Each section of the community has
at least one women’s group. These
groups are engaged in self-help projects
and also undertake some economic
activities. They are involved in cooper-
ative sowing and harvesting, and plas-
tering of old and new constructions,
mostly in the off-season. These groups
are also involved in a variety of activi-
ties including weaving, and the making
and sale of baskets, hats and shea-but-
ter. Often, however, these groups lack
the necessary capacity and financial
support to expand their businesses. 

Youth groups
Eight clan groups exist in the different
sections of the Kalbeo community.
These meet on festive occasions like
Christmas, New Year and festivals to
discuss developments in the sections of
the community as well as pertinent
family issues. Recently the clan groups
have come together to form the
‘Kalbeo Youth Association’. This associa-
tion is involved in various development
activities in the community, including
protection of water bodies, prevention
of bush fires, protection of crops by
ensuring that all animals are in quaran-
tine during the onset of rains. The asso-
ciation is also involved in the construc-
tion of a day nursery and a feeder road. 

Leadership in the groups is by elec-
tion. Leaders are nominated and voted
into leadership positions. A member is
eligible to be a leader provided he/she
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A group of women engaged in shea butter production - an income generating activity. Prominent among them is the women's
leader (Magazia and her assistant). They operate as a unified, formidable economic group. 



resides in the community. The associa-
tion, however, is facing problems. It
lacks the necessary logistical and finan-
cial support to carry out its activities
effectively. Also, the lack of commit-
ment of some members of the group
hinders effective execution of activi-
ties. Irregular attendance at meetings,
and the lack of guideline documents
that define responsibilities of group
members, are also major problems. 

Other community groups
In Kalbeo there are fifteen cooperative
farmers’ groups, known as asongtaba,
which literally means ‘help one anoth-
er’. They are peer groups that have
developed into self-help groups with
between 5 and 15 members. They func-
tion effectively during the onset of the
rains (between May and October) and
dissolve in the off-season. Besides their
role in communal farm work, these
groups are important for peace in the
community. These groups manifest
themselves during festivals, sacrifices,
markets and other cultural events.

Hunting is done both in groups and
individually. It is carried out not only to
obtain meat, but also for prestige and
is a symbol of manhood. In the past the
hunting groups also protected the com-
munity; as institutions for defence they
were called upon in times of need.
Teachers and the assemblymen - the
representatives of the community in
the local government - are active in
social events. Then there are the fire
volunteer squads, who are regarded by
the communities as part of the state
and therefore entitled to receive
salaries for their services. Service
providers operating in the area, but not
part of the community, are those from
the NGOs as well as government offi-
cials.

Formal religions
Though traditional worship is the most
common form, for the past 20 years a
considerable number of Catholics have
been organised in the local Catholic
church, while Moslems and Protestants
are minority groups. These new reli-
gions significantly influence the visions
and lives of the people in the area.
They are regarded as having introduced
a lack of respect for the customary
practices relating to sacrifices. The
‘power’ of the ancestral spirits is weak-
ened as a result of the belief systems
that their converts have been intro-
duced to. 

Though many people combine tradi-
tional and formal beliefs, especially the
younger generation has experienced a
conflict with traditional customs as a
result of these formal religions. As one

tindana indicated: “My children who
are supposed to succeed me are not
prepared to do so. They do not learn
the vocation, they do not follow me to
the grove when a sacrifice is to be
offered, nor do they eat items used for
the sacrifices. I think foreign religion
has changed their minds. I foresee
that, when I die, there will be no tin-
dana in this community anymore.” 

The youth, on the other hand,
maintain that most customary practices
do not conform to modernity. They
argue that these practices limit their
rights and privileges, and therefore
choose to follow their own ways.
However, they still see a role for the
traditional institutions, if only they
were responsive to their perceived
needs. 

Conclusions
During the process of community diag-
nosis, community institutional mapping
proved to be a useful tool for getting a
clearer picture of the internal commu-
nication, revealing controversies, and
starting discussions within the commu-
nity. In conducting this exercise we
realised that some of the traditional
institutions, especially some of the ritu-
al institutions, had become moribund.
For example the puberty rites, the
adulthood rites, and the institutions
responsible for the punishment of spiri-
tual crimes. Other institutions need
complete reconstruction and can be
revived for development purposes.
Examples here are the functional insti-
tutions for environmental management,
the self-support systems for indigenous
livelihoods, and the institutions for
defence. Other institutions, especially
the structural institutions such as the
youth groups, the women’s groups, and
the clan support systems, are quite
vibrant and could be the central entry
point for endogenous development.

The institutions in the community
experience interference from moderni-
ty, religion and the state. The youth
believe that the institutions have out-
grown their usefulness, formal churches
often equate traditional spiritual lead-
ers with superstition, while the govern-
ment is introducing new functionaries
who have usurped the roles of tradi-
tional community leadership. These ele-
ments have created a lot of controver-
sies which have weakened the strength
and effectiveness of the traditional
institutions. As far as CIKOD and CECIK
are concerned, these findings mean
that there are a lot of challenges
involved in getting traditional institu-
tions to re-assert themselves. The chal-
lenges include (re)construction, opening
them up to the demands of modern

times, and incorporation of genuine
concerns such as gender sensitivity.
There is still an important task ahead. 

Cecik
P.O.Box 607
Bolgatanga U.E.R.
Ghana
E-mail: cecik@africaonline.com.gh

CIKOD
P.O. BOX MD 68
Madina
Accra
GHANA
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This is a typical Ghanaian youth institution, and is used
in ‘active and passive defence’ of the village.
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In its evaluation of the ‘UN’s world
decade for cultural development’, the
United Nations department for
Education and Culture indicated the
necessity of building on cultural aspects
of the people involved, not only
because this provides a better basis for
the application of projects, but because
in each case the cultural realities pro-
vide a framework to which actors who
provide support must adapt, (UNESCO,
1995).

In Latin America, and in Bolivia in
particular, native indigenous organisa-
tions have become very strong over the
past decade, demanding social and eco-
nomic improvements for the popula-
tion. As a result, two important laws
have been passed by the government –
on ‘popular participation’ and on
‘decentralisation’. These laws allow a
higher level of participation of the
Aymara, Quechua and Guarani indige-
nous peoples in local decision making
processes. In this context some inter-
esting studies have been carried out, by
institutions dedicated to training, inves-
tigation and development, such as
Agruco. 

University education 
University agriculture education in
Bolivia, as in other Latin American
countries, has diverse effects on its
youth. The fact that most of the stu-
dents are from an indigenous back-
ground, often with Quechua or Aymara
parents, does not mean that they auto-
matically identify with their own cul-
ture once they have graduated. On the
contrary, they have often learned to
accept a more materialistic vision of
life, imposed by modern science and
the ideas of the Green Revolution,
which form the basis of university agri-
cultural education. The conventional
university curriculum does not provide
a link between the knowledge in the
classroom and knowledge and concepts
of the indigenous communities. This
reality often leads the students away
from their cultural roots, instead of
linking them with the potential of sus-
tainable endogenous development
(Delgado, 2004).  

Agruco was created in 1985 by the
state University of San Simón, initially
to promote an alternative to the agri-
culture proposed by the Green

Revolution that could influence the
rural development programmes of gov-
ernmental and non-governmental organ-
isations. Over time, this objective
changed towards supporting rural farm-
ing communities, starting with pilot
research projects and the transfer of
technologies, later on shifting to sus-
tainable development, indigenous cul-
ture and inter-cultural dialogue.  

Little by little, the practical results
and the concepts of this work with
communities was inserted into the uni-
versity education. At the moment, the
students that opt for this curriculum
receive an integrated education, focus-
ing on supporting endogenous develop-
ment. In this process, the link between
the university and the rural communi-
ties is essential. The training and inves-
tigation programmes, therefore, start
with a stay in the rural communities to
establish reciprocal learning processes
with the families in the search for
endogenous development. This is done
in the form of ‘info-sheets of indige-
nous practices’, for example. The
direct contact with community life
leads to better understanding of the
cosmovision of the community mem-
bers, who, for example, consider life in
a cyclic rather than a linear way. 

Recognising our role
Starting with these info-sheets of
farmer’s knowledge as an instrument,
at Agruco we have begun to build a
revaluation and innovation methodology
in diverse fields, where technology and
social organisation are fundamental ele-
ments. At the same time, this insertion
allows us to recognise our role as
agents or external actors for the sus-
tainable endogenous development of a
community. Similarlay our role as local
actors involved and committed to a
country like Bolivia, which is acknowl-
edged as being multi-lingual and pluri-
cultural, is enhanced.

Agruco’s main objective is to sup-
port sustainable endogenous develop-
ment through the revalidation of local
knowledges and culture, and by

Agruco is a university centre in Cochabamba, Bolivia, that combines higher education and social interaction in
rural communities. In close cooperation with the communities, Agruco has developed different methodologies of
learning and exchange between students and farmers. In this article, the authors present the four main
methodologies: the farmers’ knowledge info-sheets, the community diagnosis, the ‘land management plans’, and
the ‘integrated community programmes for self-management and sustainable development’. 

Revitalising indigenous knowledge for
endogenous development
Freddy Delgado, Nelson Tapia, Gilberto Lisperguer

Figure 1  Incorporating local experience into the wider context



enhancing agro-ecology. Throughout the
years we have developed methodologies
for supporting the process of sustain-
able endogenous development without
interfering too much with the struc-
tures, the values and the social context
of each community. At the same time,
we have learned how to incorporate
these experiences into university edu-
cation, as well as in the policies of
development institutions and local gov-
ernments (see Figure 1).

Community and university 
The dialogue between Agruco and the
communities is carried out in field
activities and within the classrooms of
the university. The topics of the dia-
logue and investigation are identified
by the communities, and range from
agro-ecology to matters of politics and
organisation. The basis of this work is a
permanent process of reflection and
dialogue between local and scientific
knowledge. Thus, the undergraduate
student research projects begin, as
much as possible, with the problems
identified by members of the rural
communities. Then a joint search for
possible solutions is started. 

The research programme related to
the revaluation of the local knowledge
and agro-ecology called ‘life in the
Andean communities’ has three
domains: plant diversity (including wild
plants, agro-forestry and conservation
of soils), animal diversity (including
wild fauna), cultural and socio-econom-
ic diversity (including communal strate-
gies, social organisation, alternative
communal economies and governance

and governability). 
Each domain has diverse projects

and subprojects, and takes into account
general concepts, such as sustainability,
gender and empowerment of local
actors. 

The undergraduate and graduate
degree programmes are based on the
same concepts. Refresher courses are
offered, as well as a master’s pro-
gramme in ‘Agroecology, Culture and
Sustainable Development in Latin
America’. In 2003, an international
course was started on ‘Sustainable
endogenous development and biodiver-
sity’, by a consortium of universities of
Compas. 

Indigenous worldview
Our methodological framework is based
on the logic and rationale of the rural
people, which we have named ‘histori-
cal cultural logical focus’. This focus
implies that we try to understand,
analyse and study the reality of indige-
nous cultures from the perspective of
the social actors themselves. A central
notion in this native concept of life is
Pacha, whose nearest equivalent in
occidental terms would be ‘the whole
conformed by space-time’. Pacha
embraces the idea of ‘totality’ as the
eternal and dynamic space-time con-
cept. Within pacha, three spheres of
life flow together and interact:
Pachakamak or spiritual life, Pachanka-
machana or social life, and Pachamama
or material life (see Figure 2)
Pachamama refers to the material
forces that make life possible, and with
which living beings are in daily contact.

In a more simple way, Pachamama is
also referred to as Mother Earth.

These three Pacha forces dynamise
all aspects of life, and enfold everyone
and everything. Mankind cannot be of
direct influence in this sphere. From
this confluence emanates a fourth
sphere, Pachankiri or daily life. It is in
this sphere where all the shared prac-
tices for the continuity of life, and the
social, material and spiritual reproduc-
tion take place, be it for agriculture,
husbandry, forestry or other activities.
That is why in daily life, these activities
have a social, material and spiritual
connotation. This notion of society does
not place man at the centre of the uni-
verse; the highest aspiration is the con-
tinuous re-creation of harmony between
micro- and macro-cosmos. 

In practice, this methodological the-
oretical focus points out the opera-
tional steps that allow a true under-
standing of the situation of the rural
communities, thus translating this theo-
retical focus into the methodology of
participatory research of re-vitalisation
of indigenous knowledge. The basic
premise of this research methodology is
the horizontal relationship and the
intercultural dialogue of knowledge
between the university and the commu-
nity. These have resulted in positive
outcomes and insights in diverse fields,
such as territorial organisation, natural
resource management, agriculture,
livestock keeping, art and economy, as
well as aspects like social relationships
and support mechanisms, organisation
of productive activities, rituals and fes-
tivals. These have given rise to propos-
als for endogenous development, stem-
ming from the indigenous cosmovision.

Farmers’ knowledge info-sheets
The elaboration of farmer authored
records of Quechua and Aymara local
knowledge and practices, which are
shared amongst community members,
educators and students, is the starting
point of the research and development
activity. These info-sheets contain
farmers’ testimonies and describe, in a
simple and understandable manner, an
innovative practice or knowledge,
including its social and spiritual rele-
vance. This description is accompanied
by clear drawings that indicate the
details of the practice, in the way it is
known and used by the farmer.
Likewise, the info-sheet describes the
socio-cultural context of the communi-
ty, where the technology or the knowl-
edge originates from, as well as the
personal data of the author of the testi-
mony. Finally, there is a more technical
contribution containing other relevant
knowledge (Delgadillo, 2000). 
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Figure 2  The three spheres of life in Andean communities in Bolivia



Methodology
First, a knowledge or a technology of
interest is identified, a dialogue with
the community member who is propri-
etor of the knowledge is organised and
the testimony is collected. Through
participatory observation the process in
which the technology was developed is
further acknowledged. Afterwards, in a
meeting or a communal workshop, more
information in this topic is collected in
a participatory way. Then, the informa-
tion is systematised and distributed as
an info-sheet within the community. 

These info-sheets of indigenous
knowledge have proven useful tools in
enlivening the discussions on the the
importance of indigenous knowledge
and the way it can be adjusted to fit
the present day needs. Moreover, it has
stimulated the self-esteem and motiva-
tion of the community members to con-
tinue experimenting with these prac-
tices. Thus, the dialogue between the
institution and the community results in
new knowledge. This contributes to the
generation of new community develop-
ment and university training proposals.

Community diagnosis 
Like the info-sheets on farmers prac-
tices and knowledge, the methodology
for the community diagnoses is based
on Andean logic and rationality. The
Cultural Historical Logical methodologi-
cal focus considers material, social and
spiritual life. This enables reliable pri-
mary information to be obtained that

contributes to an integrated under-
standing of the needs, problems and
potentials in the community.
Community diagnosis is a joint social
learning process between local actors
and external actors who participate in
the diagnosis. 

The first step of the diagnosis is to
identify, together with the rural com-
munities, their ideas, principles and
objectives for endogenous develop-
ment. In the rural communities an
Andean identity is maintained alongside
a Catholic religiosity, in which, for
example, Jesus’ virgin mother Mary is
also regarded as the Earth Mother or
Pachamama (Alvarez et al., 2004). With
this religiosity, the development princi-
ples within the community aim for a
balance between human society, nature
and the spiritual or ritual environment.
Other elements of the Andean identity
are the reciprocal relationship between
people and the land, and the sense of
community. This includes the forms in
which the rural families, as the basic
nucleus, confront their problems and
solutions in a collective rather than
individual way.  

The second step of the diagnosis is
to determine the strategy for endoge-
nous development, based on the avail-
able local resources. This step includes
a diagnosis of the natural, human, pro-
duced, economic-financial, social and
cultural resources. 

The third step of the community
diagnosis is the creation of a local

‘platform for endogenous develop-
ment’, which can be understood as a
strategic alliance between the commu-
nity and outside – governmental and
non-governmental – support institu-
tions. 

The participative techniques used in
the community diagnoses include tran-
sects, participant observation, semi-
structured interviews, communal work-
shops, combined visualisation and oral
histories. The systematisation instru-
ments include agricultural calendars,
seasonal diagrams, Venn diagrams and
flowcharts. These methodologies have
allowed us to systematise the results of
the diagnosis, and to present them in a
clear way, both to the academic envi-
ronment, local governments and within
the communities themselves. 

Land management plans 
The work with ‘land management plans’
is another instrument for diagnosis and
planning. By analysing the empirical
experiences of the community mem-
bers, a dialogue can be started on sus-
tainable ways of managing their natural
resources. This methodology combines
local knowledge about the changes in
the natural resource base with scientif-
ic methods to measure these. In this
case digitalised aerial photographs or
satellite images are used. This experi-
ence demonstrates how local knowl-
edge can be combined with western sci-
entific instruments (Mendieta, Escobar,
Angulo 2001). 

The methodology comprises three
stages. The first phase consists of a
socialisation and motivation workshop
within the community, explaining the
objectives, benefits and the methodolo-
gy of this work. Then community mem-
bers are selected jointly to receive
training for collecting the empirical
experiences in their community. During
this phase, the office work includes
making mosaics of aerial photographs of
the community, and interpreting the
photos. 

The second phase consists of meet-
ings between the selected community
members and the technical team,
where combined reflection takes place
on the current situation of the natural
resources, on the basis of the empirical
evidence and the aerial photographs of
the community. This analysis includes
the identification of categories of use
of natural resources, the ways each of
these categories are managed, and the
necessity and potential for change. The
data is further added to during field
trips and informal dialogues. Together
with the enlarged aerial photographs
this is put into a geo-reference system,
called SIG.  
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Figure 3 Example of a farmers’ knowledge infosheet 
on making dehydrated potatoes

MAKING CHUÑO
(De-hydrated potatoes)



During the third phase, a second
communal workshop is organised,
where the results are presented and
discussed. Then the proposals for
change are analysed and communal,
family and personal decisions are taken
on the sustainable use of the natural
resources. In a joint manner, a proposal
of improved use of the community ter-
ritory is drafted. Finally, in a third com-
munal workshop, agreements on the
concerted future use of natural
resources are signed. The final docu-
ment with all the data gathered is then
handed over to the community.

Integrated community 
programmes 
In order to be able to present this
methodology, one needs to understand
the context of the planning and funding
of rural projects within the Bolivian
state. Over the past decade the govern-
ment has passed three major laws: the
law of popular participation, the law of
educational reform, and the law for the
national institute of agrarian reform. To
decentralise obligations and actions,
the law of popular participation estab-
lishes a decentralised mechanism for
the distribution of the economic
resources through the municipalities.
However, in the last years, the munici-
palities have not demonstrated the
capacity to administer these economic
resources appropriately. The funds for
small projects tend to become cen-
tralised in urban centres, rather than in
the rural communities.

Moreover, the smaller municipalities
as well as the rural communities are
facing a limited capacity to design and
implement new development models.
Meanwhile, the resources that the
municipalities depend on are insuffi-
cient to fulfil all the expectations of
the communities. This explains the
need of the community organisations to
acquire the skills to design their devel-
opment plans in a coherent way, fulfill-
ing the demands of the municipalities
and donor organisations. Agruco,
together with the rural organisations of
Tapacarí and Sipe Sipe, and on a small-
er scale with other municipalities and
counties, has designed a programme to
enhance the capacity of the communi-
ties and the municipalities. This is
known as the Integrated Community
Programme for Self-management and
the Sustainable Development – PICADS. 

The PICADS’ main objectives are to
support rural organisations and their
knowledge system, to formulate propos-
als and implement projects to improve
the quality of life of the population,
and to enhance the natural environ-
ment on which it is based. In these pro-

posals, both the logic of the monetary
economy and of the traditional rural
economy are equally present, which
allows people to reassert their cultural
identity. The annual operative plans
developed in each community also
emphasise the interrelation with the
other rural communities, municipalities
and development institutions. 

There are three stages in this
process. During the ‘orientation’ stage,
which lasts approximately one year,
meetings are carried out with the farm-
ers in the form of communal work-
shops, seminars and congresses. During
these meetings, the objectives of the
communities and the municipalities are
analysed, as well as their main charac-
teristics, potential and limitations.
Then the activities for developing sub-
projects are planned, with priority
being given to community and zone lev-
els. During the second, or ‘consolida-
tion’ phase, the participatory research
for the ‘farmers’ knowledge info sheets
is carried out, as well as a profound
process of community diagnosis.
Workshops where communities can
exchange experiences are organised,
with emphasis on communal organisa-
tion and support to the productive
activities. The third stage of ‘transfer-
ence’ comprises different activities that
are oriented towards the reinforcement
of the communal organisation, and the
administration and management of the
community projects. 

Some conclusions 
The methodologies presented here have
resulted in proposals for endogenous
development that take sustainability,
self-management, social life, material
life and the spirituality of the rural
communities into account. PICADS does
not only imply the drafting of propos-
als, but also the participation of the
bases in their elaboration and imple-
mentation. At the same time, the
impact is not only limited to the rural
communities involved. The methodology
also requires platforms from the rural
local organisations with the government
organisations as well as non-govern-
ment and financial entities. 

Currently, the PICADS has been
implemented in several municipalities
and communities, with quite encourag-
ing results. Besides being an integrated-
development proposal, it also allows for
planning endogenous development
activities, which can be monitored and
evaluated by the local actors them-
selves. In that sense it is also a strategy
to enhance precise and sustainable
management of the scarce natural
resources in the community territory.

In this process, the support of quali-

fied technicians, who have received an
integral education that includes indige-
nous cosmovision, is essential. We are
convinced that a university education
based on reinforcing the synthesis
between scientific knowledge and the
traditional Andean knowledge is neces-
sary to educate field professionals who
possess the capacity to truly support
this type of endogenous development. 

References

AGRUCO, 2002. 
Plan estratégico de la VII fase.
Documento de consulta interna, AGRU-
CO-Cochabamba. 

Alvarez A., Mendieta, R., Delgadillo, J.,
2004. 

El valor simbólico y espiritual de la tierra
y ecosistema de montaña – el acceso a la
tierra en la comunidad San Juan de la
Comuna. Artículo sin publicar.

Alvarez A. 2004. 
Caracterización socioeconómica y acceso
a la tierra en la comunidad de San Juan
de la Comuna, Provincia Bolivar,
Departamento de Cochabamba (Tesis de
Pregrado).

Delgadillo J., 2000. 
Revalorización de tecnologías campesinas
para el desarrollo sostenible. En:
metodologías participativas hacia el diál-
ogo de saberes. Edición Maela,
Cochabamba, Bolivia

Delgado F., 2004. 
Ecosymbiotic complementary and comu-
nal approaches for the co-evolution of
sciences and dialogue of knowledges. In
International Conference: Bridging Scales
and Epistemologies: Linking Local
Knowledge with global Sciences in
Multiscales Assessments. Egypt. March,
2004, págs. 31. 

Mendieta Escobar, Angulo, 2001.
Diagnóstico participativo y plan de orde-
namiento predial a nivel comunal. AGRU-
CO, HAM de Tacopaya, PASA-UE.

Agruco
Av. Petrolera km 4.½
Casilla 3392, Cochabamba, BOLIVIA
E-mail:agruco@entelnet.bo

37COMPAS Magazine  Sept. 2004



COMPAS Magazine  Sept/200438

Much of the discussion among local
peace builders about the reason for the
upsurge in the number of conflicts in
Africa has centred on scarce resources,
power, mineral wealth and governmen-
tal services. But, beside these reasons,
or more accurately, underpinning them,
in most cases there are deep-seated
structural and cultural factors. Although
scarce resources and their inequitable
distribution do aggravate the situation,
the conflicts are the outcome of deeper
historic relations of conflict that have
been sustained and reinforced over
time. 

With or without chiefs
Many recent conflicts in Africa have
taken place between neighbouring eth-
nic groups that are closely linked his-
torically, geographically and culturally.
A common and basic difference that
one often finds between these groups
is, however, that some of them are
organised in a kind of state system with

chiefs, while others are typically organ-
ised around clan or lineage heads and
other leaders, but not chiefs. These dif-
ferences also characterise the relations
between the Dagomba and Konkomba
groups in northern Ghana, and are the
basis of a violent and destructive ethnic
war which took place in 1994. 

During the colonial era, in both
British and French West Africa, the
groups with chiefs typically ruled or
administered their neighbours without
chiefs, according to the dictates of
‘Indirect Rule’. Although this system
was convenient for the colonial admin-
istrators, it was quite damaging to the
local peoples and their peaceful rela-
tions. Also in northern Ghana, the oppo-
sition between the chiefly and non-
chiefly peoples was strengthened with
the imposition of chiefs. This was rein-
forced by the establishment of various
controls and the introduction of taxes
by the colonial powers. 

Ethnic conflict, as we have seen in

Ghana and much of West Africa, is
therefore more a by-product of the
European concept of state and forces in
the modern world that are an out-
growth of this, than the result of
unyielding oppositions within the tradi-
tional African systems. What happened
is that the deeper unities have been
overlooked or taken for granted. We
now need to build a less oppositional
culture of interaction between chiefly
and non-chiefly groups. For this we
need peace-building vehicles that are
more culturally connected, and can
help them to return to these unities.

Cultural differences
As a cultural anthropologist, watching
the growth of conflicts between the
chiefly and non-chiefly groups in the
North, I have been very interested in
the cultural perspective of peace-build-
ing activities. Twelve years ago I stum-
bled on the idea of using a drama for-
mat as a means to build peaceful solu-
tions, based on deep cultural founda-
tions. Using participant-observation
methods and interviews, I worked on
such unifying elements as ‘non-chiefly’
pathways among chiefly peoples, and
‘chiefly’ pathways among non-chiefly
peoples. I found that a broad range of
organisational structures and institu-
tions supporting the idea of chieftaincy
exists among the non-chiefly peoples,
such as the Konkomba. Similarly a range
of traditional institutions associated
with segmentary lineage systems, which
are normally identified with non-chiefly
peoples, exists as an integral part of
state systems, such as the Dagomba. 

I interviewed national leaders, offi-
cials, politicians, members of the
armed forces, tribal leaders, spokesper-
sons, and villagers of both chiefly and
non-chiefly northern groups. I wanted
to elicit their views on the points of
unity and conflict and, in general, their
views on issues surrounding the ethnic
conflicts. Putting the results of these
interviews together with the earlier
data on the mixed chiefly and non-
chiefly pathways, led me to roughly for-
mulate a number of ambiguous 
conflictual-unitary themes.

The ‘chiefly’ Dagomba and ‘non-
chiefly’ Konkomba constantly interact,
share a common history of co-
dependence, have adjacent or overlap-
ping geographical boundaries, and a

Culture-drama for community healing 
in northern Ghana
Jon P. Kirby 

In our post-colonial and global era, ethnic conflicts have dramatically
increased in Africa. Tensions that have been bottled up for generations are
now bursting forth, and western-style negotiative diplomacy does not get to
the heart of the matter. This article introduces a way of resolving conflicts
between ethnic groups: culture-drama. Where psycho-drama integrates
human personality, culture-drama seeks to integrate two or more conflicting
cultural pathways. This methodology enables the communities to ‘heal’
themselves by first recognising, then accepting, and finally changing their
own hidden cultural assumptions and practices. 

Ph
ot

o:
 J

.P
. 

Ki
rb

y



39COMPAS Magazine  Sept/2004

wide range of cultural contexts and
institutions. I conducted further
research on the meaning of peace and
war in both groups, their patterns of
negotiation, fight versus flight reac-
tions, patience versus hot-headedness,
and the growing divide between sacral
thinking and secular thinking. One of
the important themes of cultural differ-
ence between the groups was denoted
as ‘hit-people’ versus ‘run-people’, or
more explicitly, the aspect of aggres-
sion – more prominent in the chiefly
Dagomba- versus compliance or avoid-
ance, which is prominent in the non-
chiefly Konkomba.  

Hit-man versus run-man
In order to probe deeper into these
patterns, interviews were conducted on
the meanings of certain proverbs relat-
ed to the ‘hit-man’ versus ‘run-man’
theme. The key proverb was very simi-
lar in both Dagomba and Konkomba, but
it had a slightly different connotation
or bias in each language. In Dagomba it
was: “When someone kicks your leg and
you don’t kick back, it means that you
are not strong”. In Konkomba it was:
“When someone kicks you and you don’t
kick back, it means that your leg is
short”. 

Another difference was that all
Dagomba knew their version of the
proberb well but many Konkomba had
never heard even their own version of
it. When I asked Konkomba to tell me
why the northern conflict occurred,
many of them said: “It is because of
our animals.” At first this response
seems very general and stereotypical,
but it points to a deeper reality. The
Konkomba do not tie up their animals
but leave them free to roam about. For
the Konkomba, it is unthinkable to tell
another person what to do, or to sub-
ject him or her to your will. They relate
in the same way to their domestic ani-
mals. Given this state of mind, ‘running
away’ is a defensive strategy especially
when disadvantages, such as having
‘short legs’, are a fact of life.

In a cultural theme like ‘hit-man’
versus ‘run-man’, there is always an
amount of cross-cultural misunder-
standing going on. When the Dagomba
are ‘agitating’ they are not usually
aware of their aggression. It is implicit.
It is programmed into their pathways
toward achieved status. Nor are they
very sensitive to the opposing pathways
of the other group. Dagomba are not
consciously aware of the Konkomba
pathways, particularly their need to be
free of all constraints. When they see
the Konkomba take flight, it is inter-
preted from their own perspective, and
it appears to be out of fear or weak-

ness. These mutual blind spots lead to
the cross-cultural miscommunication,
which can eventually lead to ethnic
conflicts.

Culture-drama
Culture-drama is a therapeutic cultural
enactment genre, which primarily
focuses on resolving differences
between two or more ethnic groups.
The philosophical rationale for culture-
drama lies in two observations: first
that in group-centred – as opposed to
individual-centred – societies, people
act to a large extent as a group. The
second observation is that cultural
pathways underlying ethnic conflicts
are largely implicit and hidden.
Therefore, any process for social
change must deal primarily with groups,
and not simply with the individuals
involved. Moreover, it needs to focus on
the conflicting cultural pathways under-
lying the conflict, rather than on the
actual scene of the conflict itself. Of

course, all of this already presumes a
cessation of hostilities and some basic
interaction and relations.

Within a drama format protagonists
enact various cultural scenes in which
each group follows out their own pre-
scribed and encoded behaviour, which
soon leads them into conflict. By
assuming reverse roles, the actors
become aware of their own cultural
blind spots, and those of the opposing
culture. It is in the clash itself that the
differences in expectations become
apparent, and can be challenged in
terms of more appropriate behaviour.
Furthermore, because one culture is
often structurally opposed to the other,
they are mutually interdependent. Thus
both cultures tend to offer the antidote
to each other’s problems. In the enact-
ment format they are literally able to
teach each other the new structures
and activities that are most needed for
harmonious interaction (see Box 1). 

Box 2  Four stages of peace-building

Four stages of peace-building (John Paul Lederach,1997) divides peace-building efforts into
four stages. Each stage is a pre-requisite for the next. Yet each stage needs to anticipate the
final objective, or a unified vision of peace, in order to attain its own limited goals. 
- The first is the 'crisis stage'. It involves management of the immediate crisis, disarmament

and political negotiation. At present most of the attention, money and effort is directed
at this stage. 

- The second is the 'relationship stage': getting the parties to live together again, to rebuild
their housing and other physical structures, their relationships and their lives. It aims at
reconciling relationships. This obviously takes longer to achieve and, if reached at all,
usually spells the end of outside intervention and organised efforts to build peace. But
there is still a long way to go if we are to avoid further outbreaks and regression between
the conflicting groups. 

- The third or 'systemic stage' is the longest one, and most difficult to attain. It addresses
the history, the social structures and the institutions of injustice that sustain conflict and
it aims at social and cultural transformation. 

- For this it needs a set of holistic objectives, a goal, a vision of how the different ethnic
groups can live together peacefully, which is the fourth level.

Box 1  Learning between ‘hit-man’ and ‘run-man’ cultures

The participants from the 'hit-man' culture can compare the characteristics with those of the
'run-man' culture, and vice versa, through enactment. Each group can learn about itself
through the other. Each group could learn from the other group about their weaker sides. For
example, in the hit-man versus run-man theme, the chiefly Dogomba could learn from the
non-chiefly Konkomba to be:

- Less hit-man and more run-man, more strategies of avoidance
- Less assertive, more accommodating
- Less limiting toward the freedom of others, more respect for the freedom of others
- Less agitation, more give
- Less confrontational, more dialogue oriented
- Less hierarchically structured, more egalitarian
- Less outward looking, more inward looking

Similarly, the non-chiefly Konkomba could learn from the chiefly Dogomba to be:
- More hit-man and less run-man
- More pro-active, less controlled by strategies of avoidance
- More take, less give
- More assertive, less subservient
- More able to interact with others, less reclusive
- More confident, less insecure
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How does it work?
Culture-drama is especially useful in
dealing with what Lederach calls the
‘third and fourth stages of peace build-
ing’ (see Box 2), the systemic and the
envisioning levels, which have been the
most neglected ones in peace building.
Why is this so? These stages require a
long-range commitment, and are the
most difficult to direct and co-ordinate.
There are many blocks but perhaps the
biggest impediment of all is that, up
until now, there has been no reliable
method, no plan of action to ‘envision’
the pathway of how ethnic groups can
live together peacefully, and to carry it
along. Creating and sustaining a group
vision for a peace culture is a creative
act of inspiration, a prophetic leap into
what ‘could be’.

Many of the tools that can be used
in a culture drama workshop are influ-
enced by socio-drama. They include
‘scene-setting’, ‘cultural script-writ-
ing’, ‘warming-ups’, and ‘cultural con-
texting’ to get participants in their new
roles. Elements borrowed from psy-
chodrama include ‘mirroring’, ‘dou-
bling’, and ‘role-reversals’ in which
participants take on the cultural roles
of the other culture. All of these are
very important ways of bringing hidden
cultural pathways to light, to deeper
reflection, and to acceptance.

Our research and work in culture-
drama as a vehicle for peace building
has demonstrated that we can both
envision a peace culture, and begin
building it, by experimenting with it in
a drama situation. 

Experiences 
In March 2002, members of the two
opposing ethnic groups, the Konkomba
and the Dagomba, participated in a cul-

ture-drama peace building workshop.
Accounts of their experiences after the
workshop made it clear that important
steps towards peace had been taken.
“In the enactments we were all able to
express ourselves without it being
threatening like it is in other work-
shops that focus on negotiation.” “At
first I feared that it would only open
up old wounds…but when we got into it
all the fear vanished.” “I saw clearly
that the Dagombas really do want us to
live peacefully among them as we did
before . . . they really did give us their
full support.” “I have been in many
kinds of workshops but I have never
seen anything like this. We are really
learning about each other and about
ourselves in the process. This method
gives me real hope that through it we
can rebuild our lives together.”

Skilled facilitators needed
Culture-drama is most effective in the
case of conflicts between closely relat-
ed ethnic groups, with some fundamen-
tal differences in organisation, such as
the chiefly and non-chiefly peoples.
Culture-drama can engage the actors in
ways that would be taboo because of
their sensitivity in real life, or in work-
shops constrained by formal negotia-
tion.

The genre can also be applied to
other problematic issues involving cul-
tural differences, such as conflicting
ecological, gender, racial and religious
issues. For example, it has been used to
help resolve conflicting cultural expec-
tations in catholic religious communi-
ties made up of Ghanaians and expatri-
ates. It has also proved an effective
tool to help resolve such thorny African
problems as bush-burning and women’s
emancipation. 

The conflicting cultural codes and

pathways also often include western
versus traditional African elements. The
main traditional actors, such as the
bush spirits, the earth spirit, the ances-
tors, the elders, the chief, the hunters,
the farmers and the women, are pitted
against the non-traditional forces for
change: the churches, schools, the
development agencies, NGOs, the World
Bank, the police and the government
ministries. 

In order to promote culture-drama
it is important to have a corps of skilled
facilitators. The training of facilitators
involves theory and practice, lectures
and fieldwork, demonstrations and
supervisions. It requires special training
in cultural analysis, culture drama and
in workshop facilitation, which can be
done in 17 weeks, spread over a period
of two years. The culture-drama work-
book, entitled ‘A cobra is in our grana-
ry: Culture-drama and peace building’
provides more details of this promising
approach for situations of ethnic con-
flict based on cultural differences.
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Konkomba and Dagomba participants discussing an enactment.

Konkomba participant dressed in a Dagomba chief’s
ceremonial smock, the symbol of his office.
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In various parts of the world spiritual
traditions have their own systematic
ways of developing knowledge. This is
based on their concepts and interpreta-
tion, which differ from those of modern
western science. Western science is
based on certain philosophical hypothe-
sis, fundamental procedures, and men-
tal attitudes. It is important to be
aware of these basic elements of what
is often considered ‘global science’,
and to realise that they differ from
those used in other knowledge tradi-
tions. While each science tradition
needs no justification outside itself,
there may be value in comparing west-
ern and other sources of knowledge,
and exploring their contributions
towards a more sustainable and fair
world (Peat, 1994).

Bridges under construction
In various places in the world scientists
and indigenous people collaborate to
build bridges between modern science
and indigenous knowledge traditions,
among others, to improve ecological
management of a particular region. The
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, initi-
ated by the United Nations
Environmental Programme in 2001, is
one such initiative. This international
work programme is designed to meet
the needs for scientific information
about the consequences of ecosystem
change, and to devise options for
responding to those changes. The final
report of this assessment is expected in
2005. 

If this Millennium Assessment proves
useful to its stakeholders, it will be
repeated every 5-10 years. It is gov-
erned by a board comprised of repre-
sentatives of international conventions,
UN agencies, scientific organisations
and leaders from the private sector,
civil society, and indigenous organisa-
tions. It is at the level of the Sub-global
Assessment Working Group, which per-
forms research at the level of local

communities, river basins and nations,
that the need to build bridges between
formal science and indigenous knowl-
edge traditions was particularly felt. 

The Alexandria conference
In March 2004, this Sub-global Working
Group organised a conference in
Alexandria, Egypt, called ‘Bridging
Scales and Epistemologies: Linking Local
Knowledge and Global Science in Multi-
Scale Assessments’. In his presentation
for this conference Walter Reid, present
director of the Millennium Assessment,
stated: “Local communities clearly hold
valuable knowledge concerning local
ecosystem processes. The management
of those processes is, in almost any cul-
ture, in the hands of local groups based
on observation. 

In the case of local communities in
the Andes of Peru, for example, the
scientific information concerning cli-
mate change, is consistent with local
experience of progressive melt of snow
caps on mountains in the region. This
can, therefore, be accepted
as valuable information,
though the explanations for
such changes differ
between the two knowl-
edge systems. Secondly,
very often institutions or
individuals trusted by local
communities are able to
‘translate’ the information
of the communities to the
western scientific commu-
nity. In the process of
bridging widely different
worldviews, however, criti-
cal information can be
untranslatable and may get
lost. 

In bridging the knowl-
edge systems, the
Millennium Assessment is
basically an experiment.
Initially, it was felt that all
assessments should use the

same conceptual framework. Yet a
fixed conceptual framework is the fea-
ture of an assessment that is most like-
ly to create a barrier for the involve-
ment of people with different cultural
backgrounds. The efforts to build a
conceptual framework that will work
for people with different world views,
could well be one of the more valuable
lessons from this attempt to bridge
these different ways of knowing, or
epistemologies.” (Reid, 2004)

Many of the papers presented at
this conference supported the observa-
tions of Walter Reid in one way or the
other. During the conference, however,
strong differences of opinion became
apparent about the effectiveness of the
approach of the Millennium Assessment
to bridge the epistemologies. 

Indigenous views
One of the workshops of this confer-
ence was called ‘Bridging
Epistemologies: Indigenous Views’,
organised by the Indigenous Knowledge

Modern science and technology represent the driving forces of the modern time not only in the western
hemisphere but all over the world. In most countries governments want to enhance and apply western technology
as the ‘sine qua non’ of development. Every nation seems to be convinced that without this type of technological
expertise, it will lose its capability to compete, which in turn will lower the standard of living of the inhabitants.
But what is being lost by blindly following western modern science only? In recent times, the importance of
dialogue between different knowledge traditions has become increasingly acknowledged, and attempts are
being made to build bridges between indigenous knowledge traditions and western science. This article reports
on some of these experiences and the involvement of the Compas programme.

Bridging local knowledge and 
global science
Coen Reijntjes (ed.)

This picture is drawn in 1850 by Mickey of Ulladulla, a Dhurga man of
coastal New South Wales, Australia. It highlights the dependance of human
life on the environment and the wealth of indigenous knowledge about
local biodiversity. Cover illustration of conference programme Bridging
Scales and Epistomologies.



and Peoples Network (IKAP). The organ-
isers of the conference invited a group
of mainly indigenous people from dif-
ferent continents to contribute to the
epistemological process within the
Millennium Assessment, to define the
role of scientists and of indigenous
experts, and to search for ways of dia-
logue.

This group, together with other par-
ticipants of the conference, discussed
issues regarding the nature of knowl-
edge, the interactions between differ-
ent epistemic communities, the role of
power and domination, the limitations
of western science, and the potentials
of non-western ways of knowing.
Together they imagined ways to build
epistemological bridges. Some of the
ideas expressed during this workshop
are presented in Box 1 (from Maruja
Salas et al., 2004). 

As expressed in the final part of 
Box 1, many participants are very hesi-
tant about efforts to bridge epistemolo-

gies between local knowledge and
western science, because of the strong
domination of the latter, and its limita-
tion to rational knowledge. As stated by
one of the participants: “Building
bridges requires the willingness to walk
at the pace of sensing and knowing,
going beyond the rational knowledge
that has colonised our minds.” 

Decolonising methodologies
Linda Tuhiwai Smith wrote a book
‘Decolonising methodologies: research
and indigenous peoples’ (1999). She is a
Maori, and currently the director of the
International Research Institute for
Maori and Indigenous Education, at the
University of Auckland. She argues that
Indigenous peoples in general, and
especially those who were forced to co-
exist within countries colonised by peo-
ple of European origin, such as the USA,
Canada, Australia and New Zealand,
often are seriously traumatised by the
attitude and behaviour of western peo-

ple, and not the least by scientists.
Psychological, social, spiritual and phys-
ical healing of the traumatised indige-
nous groups is necessary, before recon-
ciliation and building of new relations
with western research can take place.
The author also stresses the importance
of an ethical code, as well as control of
the methodology and research agenda,
by indigenous peoples and indigenous
researchers. She feels that collabora-
tion with non-indigenous researchers is
possible, but only through the support
of the indigenous researchers (see also
Box 2 and Figure 2). 

Effective listening needed
Although many interesting experiences
with bridging traditional knowledge and
modern science exist. Baker et al.
(2001), editors of ‘Working on Country –
contemporary indigenous management
of Australia’s land a coastal regions’
also mention some negative aspects.
They point out that in Australia, indige-
nous and non-indigenous people are
often reluctant to make the effort to
listen to each other, or are actively
opposed to doing so. Colonial attitudes
still strongly influence political agen-
das, policies and education systems,
and determine people’s attitudes
towards each other. Government sup-
port for the indigenous land manage-
ment efforts continues to be inade-
quate in scale, and often misdirected.
Likewise, the rights of Australia’s
indigenous peoples are not fully accept-
ed or clearly understood. 

This situation may be similar to that
of indigenous peoples in other coun-
tries. Effective listening and communi-
cation does not come about automati-
cally. Both sides must be willing to hear
and truly understand what each other is
saying, and take time to do so.
Language difficulties also inhibit the
understanding. This, of course, is not
only limited to whether people are
speaking the same language; also terms
and concepts are often specific to each
group, and represent significant com-
munication barriers.

Compas contributions 
The regional and international coordi-
nators of the Compas programme also
took part in the Millennium Assessment
conference in Alexandria, and organised
a workshop called: ‘Towards Co-evolu-
tion of Sciences: Compas Insights and
Experiences from Africa, Asia, Latin
America and the Western World’. For
the Compas network this was an oppor-
tunity to start an inter-cultural discus-
sion on ways to enhance dialogue
between knowledge traditions. The
Compas participants presented several
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Box 1 Quotes from participants in the workshop ‘Bridging Epistemologies: 
Indigenous Views’

“Science and the scientists describe how but do not explain why…”
“Science lacks sentiments, lacks full use of the senses, as well as a recognition of the silent
knowledge, the sacred.”
“Scientists describe us – without love and respect – without understanding us – from their
own worldview. But, we also recognise that some disciplines or members of western science
are also modifying themselves, diversifying and opening up towards a post-materialist sci-
ence.”
“One of my greatest concerns is that the western scientific paradigm is embedded in a
worldview that is impacting the world through disciplines which imposes values on gover-
nance, research, education – all of life. In this context the worldview of others – of indige-
nous societies which are more horizontal and linked to nature – is denied and only elements
of practice are permitted to surface. Actions are taken out of the western worldview
informed by science, and thus tensions between the youth and elders emerge, knowledge is
lost and undermined, language is threatened and biodiversity is diminished. The aboriginal
or indigenous worldviews are seriously threatened and has been witnessed in this confer-
ence, sometimes shattered.”
“Scientists say that local knowledge is only useful locally. Local indigenous knowledge is not

living in a container, however, it is not only useful locally, but also has an idea and an expe-
rience of the global processes.”
“Indigenous knowledge is both ancient and modern for us, reacts to changes, is open to
learning. Indigenous peoples have experimentation and ways of research, of knowing, which
allow the local knowledge to be innovated in the local practices and systems, and incorpo-
rating external knowledge based on different worldviews without distorting the own world-
view.” 
“Local people can easily cross the bridge to modern science. As a matter of fact, they have
been trying to adjust to the modern world dominated by modern science for generations.
Because of the assimilationist attitude of modern science, local people have started to
realise the losses of their identity, culture and self. Local people are going back to their
bases of culture, identity and self, having realised the accountability attached to them.
Local people have started the reconstitution embracing environment and nature.”
“A bridge between epistemologies is neither possible nor desirable, because it produces

invasion and domination. We can only – consciously – sit down at a table of dialogue, in a
world where many worlds (or epistemologies) are welcome, where we can talk between us,
and also talk with modern science. But at this table we need to leave behind arrogance and
the wish to dominate, we have to come with humbleness, with eagerness to learn, with
openness and respect. In this neutral space of encounter, what can everyone contribute,
what is our gift? What is the gift of the scientist? Is the scientist prepared for a dialogue? Is
he or she able to support us? Do they have the means to talk with us? Can they overcome the
limitations of their worldviews?” 



papers, which formed the basis of
interesting discussions, and also led to
the conclusion that further elaboration
of this topic is still required. In this
issue of Compas Magazine (p.8) some
considerations for this discusion are
presented on the power differences
between knowledge systems, and possi-
ble strategies for endogenous develop-
ment.

The experiences and views present-
ed above show that bridging traditional
knowledge and modern science is a dif-
ficult process, for which not all condi-
tions are yet favourable. Better under-
standing of the inter-cultural relations
in the past and present, the need for
healing and decolonisation of relation-
ships, as well as acceptance of knowl-
edge systems as valuable in their own
right, are a few of the necessary first
steps. It is essential to recognise the
spiritual elements integrated into the
traditional knowledge systems, and
mutually accept that both local and
western knowledge systems are useful
in designing effective strategies to
solve today’s problems. In this process
international sharing of experiences is
very important. There are often far
more experiences than the ones that
are apparent. Compas Magazine and the
Compas network will continue to con-
tribute to this process of intercultural
learning. 
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Box 2   Decolonising methodologies: research and indigenous peoples (1999)

In this book, Linda Tuhiwai Smith looks at science from the perspective of the
Maori in New Zealand. In this view, western scientific methods are imperialistic:
they look at the local situation as something that has to be described in
categories and phenomena, that have their origin from outside. The local notions
of space, territory, time, numbers, and rituals, and visions of harmony and
duality, seniority and morality, are described in language and concepts external
to those of the locale. Locally developed solutions to the problems perceived by
the local people, are not taken seriously. The Maori values, beliefs, practices and
customs are often seen as barriers to research, or at the best as exotic customs
that need to be understood in order to carry out the research work without
causing offence in the local communities. Often research re-affirms its own
beliefs, and fails to include the wider historical social, economic and policy
contexts of the communities. Indigenous communities are blamed for their own
failures, and it is communicated to them that they themselves have no solution
to their own problems. Instead outside solutions and management systems are
promoted.

Tuhiwai Smith argues for the development of indigenous research
methodologies, which include cultural protocols, values and behaviours as an
integral part of their methodology. These elements need to be reflected upon, to
be built into the research explicitly, and to be presented openly as part of the
research design. Moreover, they need to be discussed as part of the final results
of a study, and to be disseminated back to the people in culturally appropriate
ways, and in a language that can be understood. Tuhiwai Smith presents an
agenda for indigenous research, that includes a set of approaches aiming at self-
determination of the indigenous peoples, and includes processes of mobilisation,
healing, decolonisation and transformation (see Figure 1). 

The author indicates, however, that in the eyes of non-indigenous researchers
this type of activity is politically sensitive, and may be perceived as threatening.
It can be judged by outsiders as not rigorous, not robust, not theorised, not
valid, and not reliable. At the same time local communities can observe
conventional research as not useful, not indigenous, not just, and not friendly.
Reconciling these views is difficult, but a major challenge today. 

Figure 2 The Indigenous Research Agenda, as presented by the 
Maori author Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) 
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Recognition of FRLHT by Columbia University, New York
In November 2003, the College of Physicians & Surgeons of Columbia University’s Richard and Hilda Rosenthal Center for Complementary
and Alternative Medicine honoured the Foundation of Revitalisation of Local Health Traditions (FRLHT) for its crucial role on behalf of
traditional systems of medicine. Over the last decade, the Rosenthal Center has become a world leader in the development of research
and training programmes in alternative and complementary and traditional systems of medicine. Based at Columbia University’s College
of Physicians & Surgeons, Department of Rehabilitation Medicine, the Rosenthal Center is one of the first comprehensive programmes at a
major medical centre to examine alternative therapies with academic focus and scientific rigour.

During the 10th anniversary gala celebration of the Rosenthal Center, Darshan Shankar, founder and director of FRLHT, was awarded
for his work, and the work of his organisation, in contributing to the revitalisation of traditional systems of health care in India, the con-
servation of medicinal plants in India and the development of extensive databases on the materia medica of Indian medicinal plants.
FRLHT was also commended for establishing a quality control and product development laboratory, which is attempting to interpret tra-
ditional knowledge with the aid of modern tools, and for initiating the development of a national herbarium of medicinal plants used in
traditional Indian systems of medicine.

Green Foundation awarded Equator Prize 2004 
The Equator Initiative is a partnership between the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), civil society, business, governments and
local groups, to help build the capacity and raise the profile of grassroots
efforts that promote sustainable communities in developing countries within
the equatorial belt. The Equator Initiative is designed to reduce poverty
through the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity by fostering,
supporting and strengthening community partnerships. The Equator Initiative
aims to champion and support community-level development projects that
link economic improvement with the conservation and sustainable use of bio-
diversity. To this end, the Equator Initiative partners offer learning exchange
grants, facilitate eco-entrepreneur mentoring, assist people in protected
areas, make the community-policy connection, foster research and learning,
and mount a global awareness campaign of the importance of sustainable

communities. 
UNDP also sponsors the biennial Equator Prize awarded to recognise outstanding communities from developing

countries in the tropics, which demonstrate in practical terms how efforts to conserve biodiversity can also reduce
poverty. The awards ceremony for the Equator Prize 2004 took place on Thursday 19 February 2004, during the
Community Kampung meeting, hosted at the 7th Conference of Parties (COP7) to the Convention on Biological
Diversity in Kuala Lumpur, from 5 to 20 February 2004. The Community Kampung is dedicated to highlighting stories on
community action and grassroots sustainable development victories
from around the world. The Community Kampung also seeks to encour-
age a dialogue about how we can best develop an enabling environ-
ment for community participation in global biodiversity conservation. 

Green Foundation, one of the Compas partner organisations in India
(see also page 44), was amongst the 26 finalists drawn from a pool of
over 340 nominations throughout the world. During the award ceremo-
ny, Green Foundation was especially recognised as one of the seven
outstanding winning projects among the finalists. Held in the Grand
Ballroom of Kuala Lumpur’s Legend Hotel, the ceremony drew a
remarkably diverse crowd of almost 600 people – from Asian govern-
ment ministers to African tribal leaders. The ceremony itself included
a Malaysian meal and speeches and presentations by a host of global
leaders from the development and conservation communities, includ-
ing Achim Steiner of IUCN, Prof. A.H. Zakri of the United Nations
University/IAS, and Alvaro Umana of UNDP.

Compas Partner News FRLHT

GREEN FOUNDATION
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Publication of: 'An IDEA that works:
Integrated Development through
Environmental Awakening' (Zubaan, New
Delhi, 2003). In this beautifully
illustrated document, the authors
describe the situation of the tribal
peoples in the Eastern Ghats in southern
India. The methodology of 'endogenous
development on the ground' by this
Compas partner organisation is explained
in clear language. The document can be
ordered from:
gowtham_shankar@hotmail.com
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University award for spirit medium

On 12 February 2004 Mama Taimako, an elderly illiterate woman who is a
herbalist and a spirit medium, was awarded an honorary degree by the
University Council of the University of Development Studies (UDS) in Tamale,
northern Ghana. During the award ceremony at the Tamale university campus,
she was presented with a doctoral gown by the chairman of the University
Council and the vice-chancellor of the university. 

The University for Development Studies was established in 1993 by the
Government of Ghana to 'blend the academic world with that of the community
in order to provide constructive interaction between the two for the total
development of Northern Ghana in particular, and the country as a whole'. 

David Millar, professor of Integrated Development Studies at the UDS and co-
ordinator of CECIK, one of Compas partner organisations in northern Ghana, has
long been insistent that Mama Taimako deserves such recognition. She plays an
essential role in the rural communities and has a potential role in the university
education. This award has created space for the recognition of indigenous
institutions and persons within the academic world. David believes that this
achievement is very significant for the work that CECIK and Compas are doing. It
gives legitimacy to the work at local level, and it will also precipitate other
happenings related to endogenous development within this university. He hopes
this trend will move quickly, and spread through the country and reach other
universities in Africa and beyond.

In Memoriam A.B. Dery
Last May our colleague and friend A.B. Dery passed away following an HIV-Aids
infection. A.B. Dery was the director of one of the Compas partner organisations,
the Rural Development and Information Center RUDIC), which operates in
Fielmon in the upper-west region of Ghana. His main area of work was re-
vitalising threatened indigenous crop varieties. We will miss and remember him,
especially for his friendliness, commitment and originality, as well as his
facilitation skills in participatory community development.  

David Millar
Bertus Haverkort

CECIK

Successful International Workshop on Inter- and Intraculturality
(August 2004, Cochabamba, Bolivia)
In July this year, Agruco together with two other organisations organised an
international workshop on 'Inter- and Intraculturality - character, problems, and
views of the local population'. The objective of this event, which took place in
the capital city of La Paz between 19 and 22 of July, and in Cochabamba between
26 and 29 of July, was to discuss the intercultural and bi-lingual education
system. Around 400 people from various organisations and countries participated:
Chile (Tukuy Rich'arina), Venezuela (Central University of Venezuela), Guatemala
(Oxlajuj Ajpop and the San Carlos State University) and Bolivia (various farmers'
organisations, documentation centres, indigenous education organisations, NGOs).
One of the outcomes of the discussion was, that besides an intercultural
education system, support mechanisms are necessary to enhance the models of
identity and society of the indigenous populations. There was also consensus on
the idea that enhancing the self-esteem and wisdom of the indigenous peoples
must be priority within the various levels of education. For more information on
this event, contact agruco@entelnet.bo. More info on Agruco on p. 34 of this
issue. 

AGRUCO

RUDIC

IDEA

Mama Taimako receives her black doctoral gown from
the chairman of the University council (left) and the
Vice chancellor of the University, on the Tamale
University Campus, Ghana



In the way of development:
Indigenous peoples, life projects
and globalization.
Mario Blazer, Harvey A. Feit & Glenn
McRae (eds.) 2004. 
Zed Books Ltd, London & New York. 
ISBN 1 84277 193 0. 

This volume is a collection of case studies
on the complex relationships between
indigenous peoples, civil society and the
environment in the context of market-
and state-mandated development. The
accounts come primarily from North
America, but also include some examples
from South America and the former Soviet
Union. The interesting cases show how
indigenous peoples do not simply react to

the pressures of market and state. They also initiate 'life projects', which
build on local history and their own strategies for enhancing their social and
economic conditions. The authors compare 'life projects' and 'development'.
The development paradigm is based on spreading the Euro-American world
view, and favours horizontal connections between places - also called
globalisation. This tends to neglect the vertical connections between the local
community, environment and spiritual world, which are of vital importance in
indigenous worldviews. Life projects are based on both vertical and horizontal
connections: they build on the vertical relationships, while also dealing with
external influences from market, corporations or state. Moreover, life
projects recognise the need for close collaboration with other cultures, in
order to recreate and sustain these vertical connections. 

Decolonizing methodologies:
Research and indigenous peoples. 
Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 1999. 
Zed Books Ltd. London & New York. 
ISBN 1 85649 624 4. 

(See review of this book
on p. 42 of this issue.)

Worlds of Power - Religious Thought and
Political Practice in Africa. 
Stephen Ellis & Gerrie ter Haar, 2004. 
ISBN Paperback 1 85065 734 3.

In this highly interesting book the authors argue
that Christian revivals, Islamic radicalism and the
revitalisation of traditional religions are examples
of religious revival in the world today, which have
brought religion back into the heart of the
political debate. Religion is defined as 'a belief in

the existence of the
invisible world, distinct
but not separate from
the visible one, that is
the home of spiritual
beings with effective
powers over the material
world'. The authors show
how religious thought
and political practice are
closely intertwined:
African migrants in
Europe and America send
home money to build
churches and mosques;
African politicians
consult diviners; guerrilla
fighters believe that
amulets can protect

them from bullets; ordinary people seek ritual
healing. They indicate the need to answer the
question: which cultural attributes are of a
universal nature, and which ones apply only to
certain groups? This is also part of the quest of the
Compas network. Religious thought has to be
mastered if we are to grasp the political
significance of religion in Africa today.

On biocultural diversity: Linking
language, knowledge, and the
environment. 
Luisa Maffi (ed.), 2001. 
Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington and
London. ISBN 1 56098 930 0.

This book discusses the links between the
loss of biological, linguistic and cultural
diversity, and presents important
recommendations to preserve biodiversity on
our planet. It is based a wide diversity of
case studies from Africa, Asia, Oceania and
the Americas. Various authors stress that no
effective solutions for biocultural
conservation can ultimately be found without

taking into account the rights of self-determination of the world's indigenous
and other traditional peoples. A major effort that is being carried out to save
biocultural diversity is intensive documentation of indigenous languages and
related cultural knowledge, particularly traditional ecological knowledge.
Besides the linguists, the people in the documented speech communities do
benefit, as this research raises the prestige of their languages and cultures,
while it also provides an information base for their revitalisation efforts.
Other actions for biocultural conservation vary from assisting indigenous
peoples in securing tenure of their homelands, enhancing conservation
traditions, adapting agricultural systems and fostering formal education with
native languages, to favouring population control. Diversity, self-sufficiency,
grassroots democracy, equity and decentralisation of power are seen as key
mechanisms for biocultural conservation.

Book reviews
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Sharing visions on local worlds
"We as Mapuche people feel connected with the natural forces,
connected with the place where we live. For us, all that exists in
the universe is alive, and not only the earth, but everything that
exists. Everything has a püllu, or spirit, as well as newen, or
energy. A tree or a stone, for example, can give us energy. Some
of this can be perceived, some not."
(Mapuche leader, Chile - see p.4)

"How do we organise learning in such a way that farmers
are in the driving seat? Should it be maps and other
conventional PRA tools? I do not know how many other
PRA training I need. In my world, maps are still the
priority of an outsider. Sacrifices are not! Imagery is
not! Songs, dance, drama, riddles, and stories are not!
So are the other forms of indigenous communication
systems. How do we get this part of the training on the
elements of endogenous development? This is the
challenge”.
(One of the Compas partners in Ghana) 

Photo: Area of San Antonio de Mujlli in the Andean Highlands, Bolivia
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