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The Rise of Indigenous Knowledge in the Contemporary World:
Interaction of Knowledge, Power and Development

The Rise of Indigenous Knowledge in the Contemporary World:
Interaction of Knowledge, Power and Development

Abstract

1. Indigenous knowledge is deeply rooted in the complicated historical context
and diversified cultural background; therefore it shall not be defined in a simplified
approach.

For a long time, there are two opposite approaches of defining indigenous
knowledge: either, to generalize or to politicalize the concept of indigenous
knowledge, in some extreme cases, the modern science knowledge is deemed as
the indigenous knowledge of Europe; thus independence and autbnomy of the
indigenous people is the logic destination of indigenous knowledge; or, to neglect
or suppress indigenous knowledge by declaring the end and death to indigenous
knowledge in a time of modern technology.

There is also a third perspective of development experts and researchers who
hold a politically neutral definition of indigenous knowledge by being affirmative
about its value in practice; yet such definition inevitably makes ambiguous the
dimensions of indigenous knowledge and ignores the historical composition of
indigenous knowledge.

The revival of indigenous knowledge is not only the rejuvenation of traditional
content and form of regional or local knowledge; it is the reflection of the modern
topic as colonial history and development. In the context of conflict between
South and North in the contemporary world, interaction of knowledge, power and
development is not only the reason of revival of indigenous knowledge, but also
the key to disclose the connotation of indigenous knowledge. In the perspective
of knowledge, indigenous knowledge is a relative concept; it is local and different
from the universal science knowledge. In the sense of power structure, indigenous
knowledge takes a historical contribution as being oppressed, linked to indigenous

powet, casting its influence on the existence of its owner, relationship between the
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South and the North or even global security. In the sense of development, indigenous
knowledge is traditional; it has inestimable value for development as indigenous
knowledge is the reflection of the cultural value of history and tradition. On the
other hand, development is the convergence of power and knowledge; the cultural
dimension of development is the main approach to disclose, protect and apply the
richness of indigenous knowledge. Therefore, the proper defining of indigenous
knowledge shall start from the fundamental characteristics, the historical attribute
and value of indigenous knowledge, and include contemporary character of the
interaction between knowledge, power and development, as well as the signified and
signifier of regional knowledge, the oppressed knowledge and traditional knowledge,
and the interrelationship of the three. In other words, indigenous knowledge is local
knowledge, unique to the place in cultural, social, and regional senses, different from
the universal knowledge that derived from university, research institutions or private
enterprises. Indigenous knowledge is the knowledge of the oppressed, the spiritual
and intellectual assets that have been awakened by the difference between the South
and the North, Indigenous knowledge is traditional knowledge, decision-making
basis for the community in food security, human and animal stock healthcare,
management and education of natural resources as the efficiency and economy
of indigenous knowledge have been proved by the long-term practices. The local
attribute of indigenous knowledge is linked with the feature of its being oppressed;
the two features converge in the development practices, and they mutually define the

range of value of indigenous knowledge.

Value: Traditional Knowledge
(Development)

//dlgcnous Knowledge

Basic Characteristic: Local Knowledge —————————> Historical Attribute: the Oppressed Knowledge
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2. In 20th century, the evolution of science, philosophy, sociology of science
knowledge, studies of science and technology, provides an enriched knowledge
background to understand and accept indigenous knowledge, and deepens the
understanding of difference and link between indigenous knowledge and science
knowledge. In a dialectical sense, though there is distinctive difference between
indigenous and science knowledge as they have different orientation, they are also
inter-linked as they are borrowing and complementary to each other.

3.The concept of indigenous knowledge is profoundly linked with
anthropological heritage. Culture serves as the core of indigenous perception, despite
that indigenous culture might be ambiguous; otherwise the concept of indigenous
knowledge is meaningless. After the academic humanist criticism and profound
concern about development in post-War era, anthropology takes culture as its object
of study, and provides the knowledge basis for the creation of indigenous perspective
and enrichment of connotation of indigenous power. The fundamental perspective
and approach of anthropology, namely Relative Theory of Culture, field study,
emic perspective, etc. provides the study of indigenous knowledge with basis of
methodology. In the meanwhile, anthropology plays the role of bridging indigenous
and science knowledge during the collision of Western civilization and indigenous
culture.

4. Indigenous scholars link closely the revival of indigenous knowledge
to colonization history and de-colonization movement, and they oppose to the
hegemony of the Western knowledge paradigm, and the dismissal of the power
dimension of indigenous knowledge by the Western academics.

The intellectual property relating to indigenous knowledge is the core of power
dimension to indigenous knowledge, if indigenous scholars have ever been fussy
on the power dimension of indigenous knowledge, or they have an un-promising
tendency of over-politicalizing that runs counter to the mainstream of peace and
development nowadays. The intellectual property of indigenous property has been
infringed upon in large amounts; therefore distinctive divergence exists between
the North and the South in the protection of intellectual property to indigenous

knowledge. As Southern countries face much difficulty in protecting their indigenous
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knowledge, the intellectual property of the indigenous knowledge deserves a
thorough study.

5. There are two evolution routes to the revival of indigenous knowledge: the
knowledge route and the power route.

The knowledge route sees indigenous knowledge as traditional knowledge,
and emphasizes on the practical value of indigenous knowledge in agriculture,
environment, and medical care. The power route sees the indigenous knowledge
as marginalized and oppressed knowledge, pays concern to function of indigenous
knowledge in safeguard of rights, education, common understanding in culture,
structuring of country, and continuously strengthens the the function and purpose of
indigenous knowledge in the process of de-colonization.

In the 1990s, on one hand, the decrease of ideological confrontation and
the adoption of sustained development approach strengthen the development of
knowledge route; on the other hand, as global issues appear during the process of
globalization, the conflict of the South and the North influence profoundly global
development and security, and the power route is strengthened in academic domains,
instead of being weakened.

Despite the profound background both in studies of knowledge and power, the
significance and role of indigenous knowledge in arena of development are paid great
concern, considering the global development momentum of indigenous knowledge.
Development needs indigenous knowledge; in the meanwhile, development provides
opportunity and room for the reviving of indigenous knowledge.

In a few decades after WW II, as development evolves from growth and fair
growth to over-all and sustained development, the opinion that traditional knowledge
and system are barriers to development has been generally abandoned; indigenous
knowledge is seen as the key factor for sustained resource utilization and balanced
development.

Cultural Dimension of Development published in 1980 marks the practices
of indigenous knowledge entering into different arena of development. At the end
of 1980’s and in the early 1990s, as theoretical study to concept of indigenous

knowledge deepens and the value of indigenous knowledge is approved extensively,
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the influence of indigenous knowledge to development increases gradually. In
the late 1990s, some major international development agencies started systematic
research and application of indigenous knowledge. At the same time, the Southern
countries set up some specialized institutions to protect and make use of indigenous
knowledge. Indigenous knowledge draws increasing attention in global development,
casting more and more global impact.

6. In recent years, the practice of African indigenous knowledge enriches
increasingly; therefore, the significance and role of indigenous knowledge appears
more and more distinctive, and it becomes an altematfve to solve the dilemma of
African development that draws much attention.

What does Africa rely on to survive in the last hundreds of thousands years? Half
of modern African population live under poverty line, 75% of the employment is on
part-time basis, mainly in communities. How shall employment in Africa increase to
eradicate the problem of poverty of the African continent under such context? Why
Western governments, financial institutions and MNCs provide Africa with aids to
fight against poverty, but only leave African countries with debts, reliance on aids,
prejudice in trading and more poverty? The African tropical forest amounts to 2
million square kilometers, the second largest in the world to Amazon tropical forest
in South America and called “2nd lung of the earth”; this is the material livelihood
to some 400 million African people. From 1990 to 2005, according to Food &
Agriculture Organization of the United Nation, the African continent lost 9% of its
forest during 1990 to 2005, half of the total global forest loss. Africa is the continent
that has the most varied dialects; however, the influence of some 400 to 500 of
the total 1,400 sorts of African dialects have decreased drastically, according to a
recent report by UNESCO, among which 250 sorts of dialects are near extinction.
How would Africa protect the biolégical and cultural diversity this continent relies
on? In recent years, the practice and theory of African indigenous knowledge has
been proved to play an essential role in food security, disease control, environment
management, natural resource development and mining, modern technology
application, education and structuring of the country, etc. Indigenous knowledge is

not only important but also fundamental to the development of Africa, a continent
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that has historical colonial legacy system, bad infrastructure for development,
extreme poverty and large number of poverty-stricken population as well as a fragile
ecosystem and strange process of country evolution.

7. It will damage the potential value and peculiarity of indigenous knowledge to
see indigenous knowledge as merely the mass of all knowledge known, or to over-
generalize and simplify indigenous knowledge by separating the knowledge from its
background. The value of the indigenous knowledge is inseparable with indigenous
environment; therefore many indigenous solutions have their own background. The
indigenous knowledge will not be properly protected and made use of if there is not
a proper appreciation of it.

indigenous knowledge is necessary to development, if not sufficient. Even to a
local context, it is impossible for indigenous knowledge and collective memory to
explain and solve all the problems the community face. It is the correct method to
integrate indigenous knowledge with modern science and technology. In fact, such
integration took place as long as a few centuries ago, only to speed up the pace in the
context of globalization. As for how the indigenous knowledge should be protected
in the process of modernization nowadays, it is really challenging to establish a
complementary relationship between indigenous knowledge and modern science and
technology in which none of the two is eroding the other, instead, the one nourishes
the other.

There are two extreme tendencies in treating indigenous knowledge: pan-
politicalization versus indifference to unbalanced power structure due to colonial
history and conflict between the North and the South; or ethnic centrism versus
pessimism of being over-humble. There shall be good compromise between defining
the relationship of indigenous knowledge and cultural tradition and identifying
the difference and link of indigenous knowledge and science; as well as proper
concession between focus on the practical value and on its spiritual and cultural
significance to indigenous knowledge. These topics are only studied and solved
in the practices in a cautious approach: a decision-making process that, basing on
communication and participation, induces sharing and applying the knowledge of

the local communities to mitigate the risk of either boycotting modern science or
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dismissing indigenous authorization.

8.The international development agencies and Africa have made various and
constructive efforts to protecting and applying indigenous knowledge; such efforts
have accumulated valuable refection and experience for the Southern countries
to deal with the conflict of the North and the South, to respond to challenge of
globalization, and to find a self-relied and sustained path to development.

For Southern countries, the West forces its ideal future by the Western political,
economical and cultural influence, instead of defining future for the South. When
he talks about the hope, dream and plan to future, a westerner will inevitably think
in a Western mind-cell. Different history, experience, and ideclogy nourish varied
perspective to reality and possibility to future. Practices prove that the chance of
success is better if the Southern countries adopt the ideal and reform that accord with
its life style, production, ideology and tradition. In this sense, indigenous knowledge
is the treasure of the Southern countries.

9. There is remarkable academic significance to reseafch of indigenous
knowledge, for such research involves multi-disciplines of sciences. For example,
how to identify and classify indigenous knowledge? How to link the indigenous
knowledge system to the system of modern science and technology? These topics
are studied by knowledge science, sociology of science knowledge , philosophy of
science ,information science, studies of culture at different levels. As a knowledge
system via practice, the topics of its application and protection, and its integration
into development and education plans need thorough research by experts of different
fields of study, such as agriculture, ecology, environment protection, medicine,
development, economy, and education, etc. It poses to the academics and experts
of the Southern countries the questions of defining the connotation of intellectual
property to indigenous knowledge, and identifying an indigenously adapted approach
to respond to the economical globalization, social popularization of knowledge,
convergence of cultural, and integration of technology; as the answers to such urgent
and complicated questions are not only linked to the future and ideals of a nation,
to the global securities of food, ecology and society, but ultimately to the conflict

between the Southern and Northern countries with much academic significance.
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Meanwhile, the research of indigenous knowledge involves many complicated
theoretical issues; to name a few, dialectical integration of indigenous knowledge
and modern science and technology; diversity and generic homogenization of
culture, human rights issues in culture and languages, defining the traditional
cultural heritage and the knowledge it vehicles, as well as some other questions as
who should safeguard the rights to culture in the absence of a global governance,
what the colonists have done to devaluating the value and the tradition of mouth-
to-mouth teaching of indigenous knowledge, how should the tradition of mouth-to
mouth teaching and indigenous knowledge should link to the poor, marginalized, and
disadvantaged people, how the prejudiced and misperceived theoretical approaches
should be avoided, and finally the legal or ethical problems of how the knowledge
of the disadvantaged people will not be deprived of; these questions are of extensive
research significance.

10. The civilization of ancient China has such a long history and heritage which
has not been interrupted for thousands of years, eg. the well-known traditional
Chinese medicine. However, the influence of scientism escalate increasingly, and
indigenous knowledge is oppressed, sabotaged and abandoned for quite a long time,
as the reflection and criticism to indigenous knowledge are made one time after
another, and Westernization is introduced one time after another since the Opium
War. For example, in recent years, the academics are still negative and skeptical to
traditional Chinese medicine. The contemporary China needs to pay attention to the
study, protection and application of indigenous knowledge during its modernization
process, and solves the problems of sustained development and growth, food for
its over one billion population, natural resources and environment management,

rural issues and urbanization, and research and development of its own intellectual

property.
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i, A+HIR (indigenous knowledge, TK ) Bl SLHRBT 14
FIMEZRHAIE (traditional knowledge, TK ) , RHBHANREA, H¥E A,
{BR, FHE/L4ER,  “AL” (indigenous) F “GHA” (knowledge)
HETE—E, FMUSEAMANRNENER, LaaERBN SR
i, CHERRFEHERY KSR . KRN, SEAERH
FPRAIED, SEHRNRISBHRE RO SRAR T, R
WAL, ZA SRR IR AT . B, A AR R
', RERAERAMOEE, ARbEEILERYRETMR. NI55E
B S — B R RO B

(—)

AR PR A R, 2IERURE SR AN KSR
B BB TR IER M. T, PRBR, EEiX—DTABIANK
M, HIETHEFEAREENRRABEER, B8 TR LR
EEHTISA, WEE T MBEE RS FRBNR A, TRE, Rik
REGESEDEIT, FMNNE S ERNTE ESRIEE, R EMNA
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TRAEEHROEG ., SULREGEL, Mk ES SRR — A

@ Trevor W. Purcell,“Indigenous Knowledge and Applied Anthropology: Questions of Definition
and Direction” , Human Organization, Fall 1998, 57 (3) , ABV/INFORM Global, p.258.
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