J. Indian Anthrop. Soc. 59 (3): 222-239(2024) Journal of the Indian Anthropological Society (ISSN 0019-4387)
©The Indian Anthropological Society

Traditional Ecological Knowledge, Ecocentrism
and Climate Resilience: A Reflection on the

Significance of Worldviews in Climate Change

ANOUSKA TAMULI
IRC Government of Ireland Scholar, Department of Archacology, University of Galway

Abstract

Traditional Ecological Knowledge or the knowledge systems of the Indigenous peoples and local communities may
be translated into lifeways that are climate resilient. Indigenous and local practices related to weather forecasting,
resource management, architecture and the use of social capital in times of crisis facilitate sustainable production and
consumption, carbon sequestration, biodiversity conservation and disaster management, all of which are of immense
importance to climate change adaptation and mitigation. However, it is crucial to note that TEK translated into
climate-resilient practices is founded on an ecocentric worldview that ascribes agency and a moral standing to the
non-human entities of Nature. In contrast, the lifeways of modern Western society and those built on its model are
largely found to have a negative impact on the environment as they result in unsustainable production and
consumption, pollution and biodiversity loss. Anthropocentrism which tells about the worldview of modern Western
society asserts the centrality of the human species and reduces the rest of Nature to a mere resource that ought to be
exploited for meeting human needs. Undoubtedly, worldviews have a bearing on human behaviour. Measures taken
by intergovernmental organisations to adapt to and mitigate climate change largely focus on enablinglifestyle changes
of the masses that would promote climate resilience and minimize the adverse impact of anthropogenic activities on
the environment. That such measures have not been effective enough is confirmed by reports such as the Adaptation
Gap Report 2023 by the UNEP and the NDC Synthesis Report 2021 by the UNFCCC. This paper discusses the
significance of Indigenous worldviews and practices in the context of climate action and encourages a rethinking and
restructuring of the dominantanthropocentric worldview in favour of a more holistic, ecocentric one as embodied by
Indigenous peoples and local communities to better facilitate the achievement of sustainable development and help

address climate change.
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INTRODUCTION

“The most difficult changes required are not those of a physical, material, or technological
character, but changes in worldviews and the generally taken-for-granted value and beliefs that
are embedded in modern, Western-influenced societies. In this respect, what humankind
actually requires is a climate change — a cultural climate change, a change in our thinking and
actions — if we are to have any reasonable expectation that we might mitigate what increasingly

appears to be a period of dramatic plant and animal extinction.”
Daniel R Wildcat (2009: 5)

The 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, the most destructive tsunami in recorded history (Lay e a/,
2005), laid bare two facts: although humans have made much progress in science and
technology, they remain powetless in the face of Nature's fury and that the Indigenous
communities of the affected Southeast Asian countries are resilient, so much so that by using
their reserves of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), they could survive the disaster
intact. Now, as we go through archival records of newspapers reporting on the calamity, an
uncritical reference by the major media houses to these communities as "primitive" (Seshadri,
2005), "frozen in the palacolithic past" (Misra, 2004) and "stone age cultures/tribes" (Harding,
2004; Misra, 2005) may come to our notice. The use of such terminology, which invariably
attaches values of backwardness and inferiority to these cultures, is an echo of colonial writings
which served to rationalize colonialism.1 Such a rationale can be surmised to have stemmed
from binaries that inform the Western/anthropocentric wotldview: savage and civilized, nature
and culture and so on (Plumwood, 1993; Rose, 2013). This dualism, to say the least, is
contentious because it “accords value to one side of the binary, and relegates the other side to a
position of oppositional subordination.” (Rose, 2013: 94). One of the consequences of this
wotldview, which seems particularly unfortunate for the present-world scenario, has been the
systematic devaluation of Indigenous and local cultures (Pihama and Lee-Morgan, 2019). As
revealed by the 2004 tsunami, Indigenous (and as will be evident from the discussion below,
local) communities, equipped with their repertory of ecological knowledge, provided immense
resilience to environmental stressors. Therefore, as noted by scholars like Boillat and Berkes
(2013), Carter (2019), Kupika ez al., (2019), Hosen e¢f al., (2020) and others, their knowledge
systems and practices have much to offer towards developing effective adaptation and
mitigation strategies for climate change today. This paper, however, argues that along with the

knowledge about systems and practices, what also deserves equal attention, if not more, is the
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worldview that informs them. This is crucial for two reasons: when TEK is in fact applied in
climate action it is crucial to take cognizance of the underlying worldview as without it, TEK
loses its context. More importantly, the Adaptation Gap Report 2023 by the UNEP notes that
instead of speeding up, progress on climate change adaptation is alarmingly lagging behind. It
also cautions that “the world is underprepared, under-invested and lacking the necessary
planning, leaving us all exposed” to the dire consequences of climate change (UNEP, 2023).
Further, the IPCC states that to limit global temperature rise to 1.5°C, carbon emissions have to
be cut down by 45% by 2030 from 2010 levels. However, the NDC Synthesis Report 2021 notes
that at present rate, the combined impact of the NDCs will result in a less than 1% reduction
(UNFCCC, 2021). With climate change and sustainable development being a top agenda at
importantinternational summits like BRICS and G20, the findings of these reports are alarming
and compel us to reevaluate our approach to the problem. This paper proposes that this gap in
climate change adaptation can be bridged by shifting our focus to our worldview. Our worldview
which influences the way we interact with the world around us, by extension, determines how we
influence the environment. Thus, it can be argued that to change our inaction about and apathy
towards climate change, it is integral to first reflect on and make necessary adjustments in our

worldview.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND LOCAL COMMUNITIES: WHO ARE THEY?

The Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services IPBES) describes
Indigenous peoples and local communities as “ethnic groups who are descended from and
identify with the original inhabitants of a given region, in contrast to groups that have settled,
occupied or colonized the area more recently.” It further refers to individuals and groups who
self-identify as indigenous or as members of distinct local communities” and who “maintain an
inter-generational historical connection to place and nature through livelihoods, cultural
identity, languages, worldviews, institutions, and ecological knowledge” (IPBES, n.d.). A
definitive aspect of such communities which is important in the context of this paper is that
their worldviews are essentially ecocentric (Gratani ef al., 2016; Hernez and Metzger, 2017),
although the distinction between Indigenous and local communities cannot always be clearly
drawn. However, the identification of the latter is crucial in contexts in which Indigenous

peoples are not recognized legally (Brondizio ezal., 2021).
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WHAT IS TEK?

The knowledge systems of Indigenous peoples and local communities are variously referred to
as Local Knowledge (LK), Indigenous Knowledge (IK), Traditional Knowledge (TK),
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) and Indigenous Technical Knowledge (Hermans
et al., 2022). In this paper, the term Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is used to describe
the knowledge systems of the Indigenous peoples and local communities. TEK refers to
intimate place-based knowledge of a community developed through observation of and
practical learning from one's environment (Ruddle, 1993). Having transmitted across
generations through social, cultural and spiritual beliefs, values and practices, TEK forms a
centuries-worth reservoir of knowledge that helps the community strategize lifeways that are in
tune with their unique ecological reality (Berkes, 1993). TEK is based on an inherent belief that
humans and Nature are essentially interrelated and interdependent and that, to ensure the
sustenance of the community, it is important to respect this reciprocal relationship (Berkes and
Folke, 1998). TEK, thus, lays the foundation of sustainable and resilient communities, the study
of which can teach us much about climate change adaptation and mitigation (Boillat and Berkes,
2013; Carter, 2019; Kopika et al.., 2019; Hosen ez al.., 2020).

Citing Linda Tuhiwai Smith's 'Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous
Peoples', Hermans e a/. (2022) make an interesting observation: “Science and scientific
knowledge are not objective entities but socially constructed and embedded in histories of
colonialism.” Advocates of Western scientific knowledge critique TEK as being anecdotal or
lacking scientific rigour, a notion that first gained currency when colonialists made contact with
Indigenous and local cultures (Hermans ef a/. 2022). The validity of such knowledge is contested
on the premise that human experiences are largely subjective and, therefore, any data based
solely on it lack precision. However, Indigenous and local communities are especially adept at
being precise with their observations because for them the stakes are higher: in their contexts,
lack of accuracy may lead to sickness or death. Thus, the Eurocentric view that invalidates TEK
fails to acknowledge that while the ontology, epistemology and axiology associated with TEK
are different from those of Western science, they are, by no means, invalid because they have
their own ways of formulating hypotheses, peer-reviewing data and achieving accuracy
(Alessaetal.,2015).
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HOW TEK CAN HELP ADDRESS CLIMATE CHANGE

Indigenous and Local Weather Forecasting

By reading signs in their biophysical environment, Indigenous peoples and local communities
are capable of predicting weather events (Das ez /. 2009; Berkes and Boillat, 2013; Trogrli¢and
Homberg, 2018; Hosen ¢ al, 2020). Arriving at such cause-effect relationships involves a
rigorous process of observation, experimentation and analysis (Balehegn, 2019). Usually,
members of a community learn associations between Nature-based indicators and weather
conditions through memories and experiences of prior generations who ensured that the
knowledge was passed down to the younger generations through folk songs, folktales, proverbs
and elders' advice (Syafwina, 2014). The people of Malawi in the sub-Saharan region, for
instance, anticipate heavy rainfall followed by flood when they observe erratic behaviour in ants,
spiders and mosquitoes, hear peculiar loud calls of specific birds, and notice the hippopotamus
moving away from the water in search of dry lands (Trogrli¢ and Homberg, 2018). Similarly, in
Sri Lanka, the loud calling and movement of eagles and seagulls towards the land from the ocean
is considered to foretell tidal waves or a storm (Chakrabarti ez a/., 2008). On the other hand, in the
Panchmarhi Biosphere Reserve in Madhya Pradesh, the Indigenous peoples observe the colour
of the mahua flower in April and May to predict rainfall and agricultural production in the
forthcoming year (Kala, 2022). Apart from functioning as an early warning system, the ability of
Indigenous and local people to forecast weather also helps them to make short-term decisions
related to their livelthood activities. For instance, Hosen et al. (2020) report from their fieldwork
that the Lun Bawang community of Malaysia, on seeing a reddish evening sky, would prepare to
harvest their lati'ba’ (wet rice cultivation) the next day: they associate a reddish evening sky with
dry weather the next day which is conducive for harvesting the lati'ba'. As evident from the
above examples, such knowledge facilitates the foretelling of weather events, extreme or
otherwise, which allows a community to take informed decisions in their daily lives as well as
prepare for a disaster to minimize loss, without particularly depending on the measures taken by

the state machinery.

In remote places, state-led early warning systems often fail to function optimally owing
to their insufficient capacity and the inscrutability of the scientific content to the local
population. Moreover, forecasts are largely aggregate and therefore, are of little value in
localized contexts. Integration of TEK with conventional state-led early warning systems can

help scale down the scientific data and translate it in a way that is more relevant and
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comprehensible to the local people, conforming to the “locally relevant baselines” that can
inform vulnerability assessments and adaptation strategies (Alessa e al, 2015; Hermans
etal., 2022).

Indigenous and Local Adaptive Strategies to Environmental Stressors

One of the outcomes of Indigenous and local societies being founded on in-depth place-based
knowledge is that they have effective adaptive strategies to environmental stressors (Jeeva e/ al.,
20006; Das et al., 2009; Boillat and Berkes, 2013; Wood ez a/, 2013; Kupika ¢z al, 2019; Hosen
et al,2020). These adaptive strategies find expression in their resource management practices,
architecture and social networks. The practice of diversifying resources or utilizing alternative
sources of food in times of crisis is a significant resource management strategy of such
communities. For instance, the local community of Middle Zambezi Biosphere Reserve in
Zimbabwe relies on drought-resilient plants like the Dioscorea bulbifera (mupama), Rhynchosia
venulosa (mukoyo) and Piliostigma thonningii (schumach) during drought to compensate for
their usual diet (Kupika e aZ, 2019). Some like the Quechua farmers of Bolivia disperse their
cultivated plots across different elevations on the Andean mountains to minimize the risk of
crop failure arising from climatic fluctuations (Boillat and Berkes, 2013). Such adaptive
strategies, as observed by Hosen ¢ a4/, (2020), help ensure food security by distributing risk
spatially and temporally. Besides, diverse practices which are based on the principle of
sustainable production and consumption also form a part of these communities' adaptive
strategies. These include rotational farming, pastoralism, fishing, agroforestry, and hunting and
gathering (Magni, 2017; Hosen et al., 2020). Resoutce conservation practices are also found to be
integral to these communities. For example, in the Bagalkote district of Karnataka which receive
low rainfall, the local farmers conserve water by building traditionally engineered runoff storage
structures, earthen check dams, etc. (Angadi ef a/, 2021). Similarly, in the Karauli, Udaipur and
Alwar districts of Rajasthan where water is scarcely available, the organization, Tarun Bharat
Sangh has been empowering local communities to channelize their TEK into conserving water.
By constructing traditional water conservation structures such as bandh and johad, the
communities have managed to revive the Sherni and Parvati Rivers. This is an important
example that reiterates, “solutions to global problems are rooted in locally decentralised and
community driven actions that are just, equitable and in harmony with the local environment”
(Singh and Khurana, 2023: 7). Indigenous and local customs and beliefs are also found to

contribute to biodiversity conservation. For instance, the Khasis, Garos and Jayantias of
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Meghalaya, India, have been conserving forests and the faunal biodiversity supported by them
through the concept of sacred groves. Itis believed that the sacred groves are the abode of their
deities and any human interference in them incurs divine wrath. This belief is founded on and

perpetuated by folk narratives (Jeeva ez al., 2000).

Indigenous and local architecture based on TEK is another powerful marker of its
significance in climate resilience of communities. Owing to the frequent flooding of the
Brahmaputra River, the Missing of Assam, for example, build their houses on stilts with a multi-
tiered shelf system built in the kitchen to protect vulnerable food articles such as grains and
seeds from flood water (Das e a/, 2009). Similarly, the floating houses of the Manobo
community of the Philippines help them survive violent storms and adapt to extreme water level
fluctuations in the Agusan Marshlands (Mejia, 2023). On the other hand, the people of
Golakganj, a village located on the bank of the Ghaghra river in Uttar Pradesh, build a platform
called machan to store valuable items during floods. The women of this village are also skilled in
making portable hearths called chulla and a food container made of mud called daheri. They also
construct a wooden structure called takkat where they take refuge during floods (Chakrabarti
etal., 2008).

Finally, with regard to adaptive strategies to environmental stressors in Indigenous and
local communities, the significance of social capital or social network is noteworthy. Social
connections based on trust, mutual understanding, and shared values and behaviours which
facilitate cooperative action (Cohen and Prusak, 2001) play a vital role in all stages of the disaster
management cycle (Wood and Boruf, 2013). Rooted in local knowledge, such social connections
of a community promote collective action, community solidarity and psychological well-being
that help build a disaster-resilient community (Wood ez af, 2013). The role of social networks in
coping with calamities can further be understood by the following examples. Among the Sa'ban
people of Malaysia, the practice of ledu is held in high regard: it refers to offering help to those
who have suffered from a disaster (Hosen e a/,, 2020). In a similar vein, the Misings of Assam
pool their resources in the aftermath of a flood to help one another recover from the disaster
(Kipgen and Pegu, 2018). Wood ez al, (2013) emphasize through their study the need for
authorities engaging in disaster management activities to take into account the social fabric and
internal capacity of an affected community: they demonstrate how a disregard for local
knowledge related to disaster management can slow down the process of recovery of a

community. Thus, deeply anchored in Nature, the lifeways of Indigenous peoples and local
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communities organically facilitate sustainable production and consumption, carbon
sequestration, biodiversity conservation and climate resilience, all of which are of immense

importance to climate change adaptation and mitigation.

CO-PRODUCTION

In the context of climate action, TEK can be understood at two levels. At one level, it can
provide a micro-perspective on climate change. As noted above, incorporating traditional
weather forecasting methods with state-led early warning systems can improve the effectiveness
of such systems. At another level, traditional resource management practices, architecture and
social networking systems can be scaled up to benefit communities of other regions.
“Promoting international cooperation for the identification and sharing of good practices in
terms of knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe” has been adopted as a
directive principle for the implementation of the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO, 2022). This is based on the recognition that integrating
TEK with the Western knowledge system can facilitate climate action by enabling the
dissemination and adaptation of helpful practices among populations situated in similar socio-

ecological contexts.

Thus, together, TEK and the Western knowledge system working in tandem, have the
potential to bring about sustainable development, address environmental problems and enrich
climate action (Agarwal, 1995; Alessa ez al, 2016; Johnson et al., 2016; Carter, 2019; Hermans
etal., 2022). This process of the two coming together to produce meaningful results is variously
termed 'coproduction' (Carter, 2019), 'integration' (Alessa ezal., 2016, Hermans ez al., 2022) or, as
Johnson ez al., (2016) prefer to putit, 'bridging’. This idea also finds reflection in the concept of
Two-eyed Seeing proposed by Mi'kmaq Elder, Albert Marshall. It refers to acknowledging the
strengths of the two ways of knowing: Indigenous and mainstream/Western, and weaving them
back and forth to come up with ways in which they can work together respectfully and
harmoniously to meet challenges (Bartlett ¢z o/, 2012). Ensuring that the two knowledge
paradigms work “respectfully” and “harmoniously”, however, requires conscious effort as the
power dynamic between them is skewed: whenever there is an attempt to bring about
collaboration between the two, Indigenous peoples are always at risk of their knowledge systems
being undervalued (Johnson e @f/,2016; Magni, 2017). Preventing this necessitates the
acknowledgement of the fact that both paradigms are equally valid and valuable (Magni, 2017).

Moreover, in the process of coproduction, consideration of the worldview of Indigenous
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peoples also becomes imperative as without it, TEK loses context and a dimension of their

application and rationale (Mejia, 2023), thereby putting it ata greater risk of being undervalued.

WHY FOCUSING ONLY ON LIFESTYLE CHANGE IS NOT ENOUGH WHILE
ADDRESSING CLIMATE CHANGE

The need to focus on our worldview is also underpinned by our collective failure to address
climate change effectively, hitherto. That anthropogenic activities are degrading the
environment has been known since the 1970s. With international conferences, summits,
protocols and agreements like the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment
(1972), the Montreal Protocol (1987), the Earth Summit (1992), the Kyoto Protocol (1997) and
the Paris Agreement (2015), governments have made efforts to acknowledge this fact and bring
about change. The term, 'global warming' was first put into the public domain in 1975 by
Columbia University geochemist Wallace Broecker (BBC News, 2011), and 'climate change' was
coined in 1979 in a study on carbon dioxide by the National Academy of Science (NASA, 2008).
Since then, these concepts have gained considerable international traction as evident from the
formation of the IPCCin 1988 and the UNFCCC in 1992 and their subsequent work in this area
(Ibid.). Thus, we have had roughly four decades to take assertive action and turn things around.
But the findings of reports such as the NDC Synthesis Report 2021 and the Adaptation Gap
Report 2023, which expose our ill-preparedness for the future make it amply clear that we have
failed to do enough to address the global climate crisis. International summits and protocols
which primarily advocate government-enabled lifestyle changes have failed to bring substantial
change at the ground level. This means, focusing simply on lifestyle change is not enough: our
lifestyle is only a reflection of our worldview. As White (1973), Wildcat (2009) and others

observe, there has to be a change in worldviews to address climate change effectively.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF WORLDVIEWS IN CLIMATE CHANGE

Droz (2022) draws attention to the ambiguity of the term, 'anthropocentrism', noting its diverse
usages across disciplines. Itis therefore more apt to state at the outset the meaning of the term as
used in this paper which is most akin to that proposed by environmental philosophers: it is a
worldview which places humans at the center of an ecosystem while relegating an inferior
position to all the other non—human entities which constitute it. White (1973) posits that the
current environmental crisis is not simply the result of technological advancements that enable
us to exploit Nature. Rather, it is primarily a result of the Western/anthropocentric wotldview.

How we use our technology while interacting with our environment is only a reflection of this
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wortldview. Therefore, until we “rethink our axioms”, it is unlikely that we will ever address the
environmental crisis adequately (Nelson and Sauer, 2016). Anthropocentrism is at odds with
sustaining a balanced human-Nature relationship because it essentially strips the non-human
world of any agency or moral standing, reducing it to a mere resource, the sole purpose of which
is to satiate human needs (Washington ez a/, 2021). It propagates the fallacy that we humans are
somehow distinct from Nature, that we exist independently of it, that we are supra-natural,
when in fact we too are earthlings. Moharana (2019) argues that there is a strong link between
increased human consumption and climate change. Anthropocentrism which commodifies
Nature promotes and justifies over-consumption. While this worldview is commonly identified
with modern industrial society, its roots can be traced back to Ancient Greek philosophy, where
the non-human aspect of Natute seen as inferior to humans was cleatly expressed in Aristotle's
Politics, in which he also opined that although man too was an animal, all other animals existed to
serve man. Itis also a central tenet of the Judaeo-Christian worldview. During the Renaissance in
Medieval Europe, this worldview witnessed a renewed popularity owing to the revival of
classical philosophy and was linked to Christianity through, for instance, the work of Thomas
Aquinas. In the following centuries, several social and intellectual movements gave impetus to
the anthropocentrism-fuelled hubris (Ibid.) that, first of all, arranges the natural world in a
hierarchy, and then places humans at the top of it (Etieyibo, 2017). The movements include the
Reformation, the Enlightenment and the democratic, industrial and scientific revolutions
(Oelschlaeger, 1991; Washington ez al., 2021), all of which advocated human supremacy, and
echoed Descartes' argument that as creatures of reason, human beings are akin to the mind of
God (Chapman and Huffman, 2018). In the Judaco-Christian tradition we, uniquely, are made in

God's image, and in the colonial mind the 'we'in question referred to White Europeans.

Itis, however, important to note that the anthropocentric worldview, which is dominant
today, has not always been so. Tracing its origins tells us that its synthesis took place in the
European context. However, it was only through colonialism that it spread to and took root in
other parts of the world (Tuhiwai Smith, 2004; Pihama and Lee-Morgan, 2019). In fact,
anthropocentrism which draws a clear distinction between human/culture and Nature and
reduces Natute to a mere resource that ought to be exploited for the sake of man's comfort
(Washington e al,, 2021) was one of the very driving forces of colonialism (Plumwood, 1973).
The Nature/ culture hyperseparation relegates Nature (and by extension, everything closely
associated with it, such as Indigenous peoples and local communities) to a subordinate position

(Plumwood, 1973; Rose, 2013). The viewing of Nature as just a resource and the Indigenous
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peoples and local communities as subordinates drove colonialists to exploit Nature. Thus, the
subjugation of Indigenous peoples and local communities and their cultures (Castellino, 2020)
was programmatic and systematic, exercised with the gun, the theodolite and the cross. Whether
or not one ascribes to a more ecocentric way of being, it is manifestly obvious that colonial

capitalism, which we still live with, has led us directly to the dead-end we now find ourselves in.

Arguably, before the culturally homogenizing wave of globalization swept the world
and colonization eroded Indigenous and local cultures (Pihama and Lee-Morgan, 2019;
Fernandez-Lamazares ef al., 2021), an ecocentric worldview (which is still prevalent among
certain communities) flourished among the Indigenous peoples and local communities
(Washington ef al, 2021). In general, some key ideas are indicative of Indigenous and local
worldviews: it extends personhood beyond human beings to the non-human entities of the
natural world, it identifies interconnectedness and reciprocity as the principles that guide the
natural world, and it identifies human beings as a small but significant part of Nature whose
moral standing is equal to that of the non-human entities (Wildcat, 2009; Rose, 2013).
Communities guided by this worldview, therefore, believe in negotiating their place in the
ecosystem rather than exerting control and domination over it. The Mising who live in the flood
plains of the Brahmaputra River, for example, do not perceive regular floods as an abnormal
occurrence. They do not even necessarily think of it as destructive. They instead think of itasa
phenomenon deeply interwoven with their way of living. This is because they have been able to
understand and adapt to the riverine ecosystem through observation (Young, 2022) or, what
Plumwood calls, "active attention" (Rose, 2013). One pays active attention to the various aspects
of Nature only when one thinks every aspectis intelligent and communicative. It is because they
ascribe sentience and the ability to communicate to the non-human entities of nature that
Indigenous peoples and local communities can read signs in nature to predict weather events.
Similarly, the knowledge of interconnectedness and reciprocity guides them to develop
sustainable lifeways. Thus, it can be surmised that climate resilience manifests naturally in the

lifeways of a community founded on ecocentrism.

It is worth noting that in recent years there have been scientific studies on some of the
key ideas of ecocentrism and the results do much in dismantling the anthropocentrism-fuelled
hubris of humankind. Studies such as those by Brosnan and de Waal (2012), de Waal (2016),
Pitman ¢f al.,, (2016) and Caicoya e al., (2023) tell us that abilities which have been traditionally
associated with humans exclusively, and upon which we pride ourselves as the most superior of

beings are, in fact, not exclusive to us: animals too are found to possess the ability to do statistical
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reasoning, be patient, have a sense of the future, and exhibit fairness and altruism. There are
even studies that prove that plants too exhibit certain abilities associated with sentience and
mentality (Hall, 2011). Moreover, when we take into account that it is through our very power of
reasoning that we gloat on what is driving our species into extinction and has made us commit
atrocities on our own and other species, we are compelled to question if human beings really are
the ideal creatures for all others to imitate if they could (Kirsch, 2023). The problem with our
species, Kirsch (2023) reflects, is that we judge the world by keeping humans as the standard. We
believe that the ability to conceptualize a pyramid or a ballistic missile is the paragon of
intelligence (Ibid), or that is the only way to communicate or be expressive is through speech
(Rose, 2013). Through research on plant and animal behaviour and cognition, it has increasingly
become evident that the non-human entities of Nature are not simply mindless brutes (Hall,
2011; Brosnan and de Waal, 2012; de Waal, 2016; Pitman e/ a/., 20106; Caicoya ez al., 2023). In fact,
there are distinctly different ways of understanding the world (Godfrey-Smith, 2016), some of
which are perhaps beyond human comprehension (Kisch, 2023).

The lifeways of Indigenous peoples and local communities which are based on
sustainable production and consumption, and facilitate carbon sequestration and biodiversity
conservation (all of which contribute to climate resilience), are underpinned by a belief that the
entire natural world is interconnected and thrives on reciprocity. It isn't so much that there are
ecosystems, there is an ecosystem, a planetary-scale system, affected too by the entire solar
system, that we rely on. In contrast, the lifeways of the mainstream communities which lead to
unsustainable production and consumption, pollution and destruction of biodiversity are
informed by a belief in the paramount importance and centrality of human beings in relation to
their environment. Thus, reiterating White's (1973) and Wildeat's (2009) conviction, it may be
said that unless modern Western society and those built on its blueprint rethink and adjust their
wortldviews, it is unlikely that enough will ever be done to address the climate crisis. The causes
and consequences of and the possible measures that can be taken to mitigate climate change
have been discussed extensively in intergovernmental organizations for almost four decades
now. Yet we are faced with a climate emergency that is unfolding at an unexpectedly rapid rate
(UN, 2023). This tells us that so far enough has not been done to address it. Shifting our focus to
wortldviews that drive our behaviours, a critical epistemology would affirm that there is an
alternative perspective. At the same time, it will call attention to our cultural biases, and since
awareness is the first step to any change (Logan 7 al., 2021), a critical review like this can plead for

bringing a change in our culturally conditioned attitudes and behaviours that are detrimental to
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the environment. Moreover, since ecocentrism discourages hierarchy, embracing it can correct
the skewed power dynamic between the Western and the Indigenous and local paradigms of
knowledge. This, in turn, will facilitate knowledge coproduction as an effective way to address
climate change. There is no denying that we have made progress in exploring ecocentrism as an
alternative worldview: the studies mentioned in the previous section give us hope in this regard.
However, as Nelson and Sauer (2016) putit, “the dance toward a new worldview seems to be, at
best, more two-step than waltz”. In our efforts to develop effective ways to adapt to and mitigate
climate change, time is not in our favour. There is, therefore, a crying need for a shift in
worldview as an effective way to hasten climate action. In this context, studies that provide
scientific evidence for plant and animal sentience, shed light on Indigenous peoples and local
communities that practice sustainable lifeways informed by their ecocentric worldview, and
explore creative ways in which the Western knowledge system and TEK can come together to

arrive at solutions to problems related to climate change are the need of the hour.
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ENDNOTES

1 See works of Olive Schreiner, Rudyard Kipling, Joseph Conrad etc.
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