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Preface 

 

The denial of human rights and fundamental freedom is not only an individual and personal 

tragedy but also creates conditions of social and political unrest, sowing seeds of tension and violence 

within and between societies and nations. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, clearly states 

that respect for human rights and human dignity is the “foundation of freedom, justice and peace in 

the world”. The development of international human rights must be seen as yet another feature of the 

increasing maturation of humanity. The continued development and emphasis on human rights is, 

likewise, a pre-condition for our continued advancement and progress. 

Human rights also include an understanding that basic social, economic and cultural rights, such 

as the right to basic necessities (such as food, shelter, and health care), also stem from the 

understanding that the benefits of medicine, science and technology, the products of agriculture, and 

the knowledge that is imparted by education come from a collective process of evolution that has led 

to the creation of our present day civilization. The fruits of civilization are the birth right of all, and 

steps to promote and protect human rights should keep this understanding clearly in the foreground. 

India, the world’s largest democracy, has a long tradition of grassroots participation, from the 

independence movement earlier in last century to the well-established and widespread network of 

community groups, non-governmental organizations and associations of today. Its mosaic of racial, 

cultural and ethnic groups is governed by the democratic institutions of a secular state, and its robust 

and active media contribute to open and lively political dialogue. India’s strong economic growth in 

the 1990s has brought prosperity to millions of people. The benefits, however, have not been 

distributed evenly. Ethnic minorities, rural and tribal populations, women and other disadvantaged 

groups lag-behind-economically, politically and socially. 

Historically speaking, India has an ancient tradition in almost all walks of life, although much 

remains yet to be done in the matter of introducing improved scientific technology and organization to 

enhance productivity and ensure viability. Again, given the state of enlightenment and mental inertia 

among the rural folk, the adoption of innovations, the only pragmatic way out seems to lie in the 

direction of opting for a innovative middle course of synthesizing modern scientific technology with 

those aspects of indigenous know-hows and practices which are compatible with the Knowledge 

System of indigenous communities as being increasingly utilized to identify useful species and 

methods for preservation, processing and application of those species. Growing interest in 

bioprospecting and harvesting of indigenous knowledge (IK) have led to popular unrest among 

indigenous communities because once bits of knowledge have been removed from the local in situ 

system, they lose control over information as mechanisms are not enough to protect this right. The 

potential of IK both for expanding scientific technical knowledge and for empowering its owners are 

overwhelming. 



Indigenous agricultural and experimental knowledge gained global recognition through the 

United Nations Conference on Environment and Education in 1992, as well as through documents 

such as the World Conservation Strategy of International Union for the Conservation of Nature and 

Natural Resources in 1980 and Brundtland Commission, Our Common Future and World 

Commission on Environment and Development in 1987. 

IK is the local knowledge – knowledge that is unique to a given culture of society. IK contrasts 

with the international knowledge system generated by universities, research institutions and private 

firms. It is the basis for local level decision making in agriculture, health care, food preparation, 

education, natural resource management, and a host of other activities in rural communities. It is the 

information base for a society, which facilitates communication and decision-making. Indigenous 

information systems are dynamic, and are continually influenced by internal creativity and 

experimentation as well as contact with external systems. 

The knowledge system is usually not found in written form and it transmits from generation to 

generation through word of mouth. Its categories, construct and content differ from those of modern 

sciences. It is most closely linked to farming experience and captures much more than modern 

science. Studies by various social and biological scientists around the globe explored indigenous 

technical knowledge related to wild and domesticated plants and animals and the soils and water upon 

which they depend. The areas studied are in the fields of agriculture, horticulture, botany, zoology, 

forestry, agro-forestry, fisheries, ecology, agro-ecology, economic botany, wildlife management, 

aquaculture, animal science, soil science, and hydrology. IK is dynamic and may modify over a period 

of time. The basic component of any country’s knowledge system is its IK. It encompasses the skills, 

experiences and insights of people, applied to maintain or improve their livelihoods. 

In most cases, a careful amalgamation of indigenous and foreign knowledge would be most 

promising, leaving the choice, the rate and the degree of adoption and adaptation to the clients. 

Foreign knowledge does not necessarily mean modern technology, it includes also indigenous 

practices developed and applied under similar conditions elsewhere. These techniques are then likely 

to be adopted faster and applied more successfully. To foster such a transfer, a sound understanding of 

indigenous technical knowledge is needed. This requires means for the capture and validation, as well 

as for the eventual exchange, transfer and dissemination of indigenous technical knowledge. 

One of the major lacunae in India agricultural and rural development is its relative failure to 

recognize the importance of IK of farm people, as a potent surface of powerful ingredient of a 

judiciously synthesized technology. Advocates of IK in development argue that we should aim to play 

off the different perspectives, the strengths and weaknesses, advantages and disadvantages of different 

knowledge traditions to improve our overall understanding of issues and problems by way of 

generating synergy between them. But even then conflict is inherent in the process too because we are 

not just talking about furthering understanding of advancing more rounded views, but of employing 

the knowledge to effect some action, and sometimes the values that underpin them are not readily 

reconcilable. Perhaps the aim should be equitable negotiation, which is a central tenet of local 

knowledge in participatory development. 

The accelerating rates of loss of floral and faunal species and the projected negative impacts of 

this loss of germplasm (biodiversity) on humankind have been eloquently described by a growing 

number of prominent biological scientists. The importance of global commitment towards the 

conservation of biodiversity is no longer questioned. The Global Biodiversity Strategy, for example, 

includes as one of its ten principles for conserving biodiversity, the principle that “Cultural diversity 

is closely linked to biodiversity. Humanity’s collective knowledge of biodiversity and its use and 

management rests in cultural diversity; conversely, conserving biodiversity often helps 

strengthen cultural integrity and values”. 

During the past few decades a rapidly growing set of evidence indicates a strong relationship 

between indigenous technical knowledge and sustainable development. Serious investigation of 

indigenous ethno-biological/ethno-ecological knowledge is rare, but recent studies show that 



 

indigenous technical knowledge of ecological zones, natural resources, agriculture, aquaculture, forest 

and germplasm management, to be far more-sophisticated than previously assumed. Furthermore, this 

knowledge offers new models for development that are both ecologically and socially sound. 

Indigenous people practicing farming are excellent conservators of biodiversity. Small-scale 

resource-poor farmers in developing countries breed local crop varieties for improved production 

using informal innovation systems based on indigenous knowledge. They often employ their own 

taxonomy encourage introgression, select, hybridize, field test, record data and name their varieties. 

Investigating the nature of farmers’ experiments that augment biodiversity could be of considerable 

use to national agricultural development programmes. 

Much of the world’s biological diversity is in the custody of farmers who follow age-old 

farming and land use practices. These ecologically complex agricultural systems associated with 

centers of crop genetic diversity include not only the traditional cultivars or ‘landraces’ that constitute 

an essential part of our world crop genetic heritage, but also wild plant and animal species that serve 

humanity as biological resources. Scientists have found that farmers evaluate cultivars using of wide 

variety of criteria that can be of immense interest and value to crop breeders. In Zambia, the farmers’ 

evaluation of a high-yielding hybrid maize variety and description of the positive and negative 

characteristics of locally-adapted open-pollinated varieties led to a more effective national maize 

breeding programme. Taking the time and effort to record the indigenous agricultural knowledge for a 

given ethnic group can provide important and critical inputs for the research agenda for both national 

and international agricultural research centers. 

Development agencies are beginning to review the role of indigenous knowledge in the 

development process at the policy level. The cost-effectiveness of adding IK component into 

development projects is widely recognized. Development agencies should place greater emphasis on, 

and assume a stronger role in systematizing the local knowledge base-indigenous technical 

knowledge, ‘gray literature’, anecdotal information. A vast heritage of knowledge about species, 

ecosystems, and their use exists, but it does not appear in the world literature, being either 

insufficiently ‘scientific’ or not ‘developmental’. Much of this information can be interpreted only by 

local scientists. If IK has not been documented and compiled, doing so should be a research priority of 

the highest order. Such knowledge is being lost at an unprecedented rate, and its preservation, 

preferably in data base must take place as quickly as possible. 

National Indigenous Technical Knowledge Resource Centers are beginning to conduct 

inventories of knowledge that can be of primary utility in development programmes. Examples 

include indigenous crop pest management systems, farmers’ perceptions of positive and negative 

characteristics of crop varieties, and indigenous approaches to the management of soil, water and 

biodiversity resources. National centers can also identify and delineate the structure and functions of 

indigenous organizations that exist in every rural community. Virtually every grassroots organization 

plays a developmental function within the community. Strengthening the capacity of these existing 

organizations can greatly facilitate sustainable approaches to development. 

IK is threatened from three sources as: (a) loss of indigenous people’s base through the 

destruction of the rain forests and their displacement by government projects or through commercial 

user of natural resources. Resultantly making impossible for many indigenous communities to sustain 

this knowledge as well, (b) the introduction of modern practices of farming and (c) IK is increasingly 

endangered by misappropriation of this knowledge by outside researchers. 

Capitalistic approach towards exploitation of biodiversity and IK and unequal benefit sharing 

have raised issues of ownership of knowledge and questioning of intellectual property rights (IPR), 

the principal legal mechanism for protection of IK, innovation and practices. 

Against this background I was formally entrusted to take up the responsibility to organize and 

chair the Session on “INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS AND COMMON PEOPLE’S 

RIGHTS” as a part of the 16th Congress of the International Union of Anthropological and 

Ethnological Sciences (IUAES) with the overall theme on “Humanity, Development and Cultural 



Diversity” to be held at Kunming City of People Republic of China during the period from July 27 to 

31, 2009. Altogether 31 papers received from contributors from several countries have been 

categorized in six sub-sections such as:  

(A) Theme, (B) Theoretical Dimensions, (C) Biodiversity and Sustainable Issues, (D) 

Technology Socialization and People’s Participation, (E) People’s Rights and Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems 

This compendium contains all papers received and included after editing for final presentation in 

the particular session during the Congress of IUAES. 

In Section-A, as the editor I have introduced the outline of the entire volume by explaining the 

phenomena of Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) from its meaning, limitations, its relative 

position in systems interactions, diversity among people, ethical aspects in knowledge transfer, IKS 

and biodiversity issue, common people’s rights, IPR patent and also the overall implications of 

GATT/WTO vis-à-vis IKS. 

In Section-B, ten papers covered the ‘Theoretical Dimensions’ of IKS mainly from the point of 

view of (i) interfacing exotic and IKS; (ii) documentation, cataloging and quantification; (iii) 

limitations of IKS; (iv) indigenization-modernization continuum; and (v) myths, realities and 

synergies between peoples’ knowledge and scientists’ knowledge. 

Section-C covered ‘Biodiversity and Sustainable Issues’ through eight papers. This section 

covered the discussion on (i) IK vis-à-vis Biodiversity maintenance; (ii) IK in plant protection; (iii) IK 

and conservation of medicinal plants; (iv) IK and sustainable water/irrigation management; and (v) IK 

and sustainable development. 

‘Technology Socialization and People’s Participation’ as placed in Section–D discussed 

through seven papers the subject like (i) ITK and rural women; (ii) ITK and participatory technology 

development; (iii) ecological aspects in vegetable and ethno- medicinal plant growing; (iv) traditional 

media for preserving IK; and (v) strategy issue in farm technology generation. 

The last section–E ‘People’s Rights and Indigenous Knowledge’ containing nine papers dealt 

the issues like (i) voluntarism, human rights and globalization; (ii) people’s rights at stake; (iii) IPR 

and IK; (iv) issues of people’s rights vis-à-vis biodiversity management and sustainable development; 

(v) pastoralists and IK; (vi) resource use and tribal life; and (vii) strategic development and human 

rights. 

As the Organizer-cum-Chairman of this session, I am extremely proud and privileged to note that 

this publication in the form of a book, is meant for release in Kunming City of Republic of China on 

the inaugural day of the 16th Congress of the IUAES. 

I am confident that this publication will be of much help to those who are pursuing work on 

indigenous knowledge system in general and its bearing on rights of common people in particular.  

I had to depend on contributors for their academic inputs and views on several sub-themes of the 

session. All of them deserve special mention and thanks from the core of my heart for readily 

responding to editorial requests from time to time. The secretarial assistance cum cooperation 

rendered by Sri Hara Prasad Chatterjee, Sri Madhu Sudan Ghosh, Sri Vivekananda Maji and Sri 

Urmal Ghosh is also acknowledged with thanks. I also convey my sincere my gratitude to my 

publisher, M/s Agrobios (India) for bringing this books in light in time. Above all, I extremely owe to 

my wife Sandhya for her unending encouragement, cooperation, understanding and tolerance during 

the tenure of this exercise stretched over two years. 

Constructive criticisms and suggestions from users of this publication would be appreciated. 

Views expressed in this volume are those of the contributors. 

 

July 27, 2009 DEBABRATA DAS 

GUPTA 

 Editor 
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