CHAPTER 14

Enabling a Global Imperative of Sustainable Development
through Indigenous (L ocal) Ways of Knowing:
A Case of Southern African

Fulufhelo Edgar Neluvhalani

“1f devel opment is endogenous, however,
then people are the subject. They are not
trapped in the cold condescending gaze of
the rich upon the poor, because endogenous
development begins at the point where
people start to pride themselves as worthy
human beings inferior to none; and where
prideislost, development begins at the point
at which this pride is restored.”
Odora-Hoppers (15: 2002)

INTRODUCTION

Although the concept of sustainable
development has been viewed by many around
the world as a moral imperative; it has equally
been highly contested and approached with alot
of suspicion and caution by many. This sense of
hopelessness and skepticism is unfortunately
commonto most global initiatives; narrativesand
constructs however well intended they may be.
People around the world, in particular poor and
devel oping countries, have often beenintroduced
or invited as equal partners in missions well
intended to ‘improve the state of our world’ or
‘save our common future’ . However, within these
calls are often deeply embedded imperialist or
paternalist approaches and content that havelittle
if noregardtolocal content, expertise, experiences
or ways of knowing. This unfortunate state of
affairsiswhat prompted Turnbull (2000: 5) and
othersaround theworldto call for what istermed
aprocess of ‘ decentring’ - recognizing that there
are other ways of knowing the world in addition
to the Eurocentric and egocentric as exemplified
in the term ‘Western Science’. Gough (2003
manuscript) citing that attemptsto generate global
knowledge in areas such as health (necessitated,
in part, by theglobal trafficin drugsand disease)
and environment (for example, global climate
change) draws attention to the cultural biases
and limits of Western science. Similar concerns
and warning signals can be raised for a global
sustainable development agenda. Although the

term sustainable development has become
widespread inrecent times, thereislittleindication
that aclear global consensus has emerged about
the content, the interpretation and theimplemen-
tation of thismoral imperative (Hattingh, 2002).
Perhaps, our concern should not be about a
‘global consensus' but about how thisimperative
is used by various interest groups and agendas
to respond to challenging socio-ecol ogical issues
at the local level and how local contexts and
communities play an equal role in defining its
programmes, missions or projects.

Hattingh (2002: 5) draws attention to different
interpretations of sustainable development and
their associated ideological character and warns
that that there are those interpretations that can
havetheeffect of establishing, justifying or main-
taining relationships of domination and exploi-
tation. He gave an example of sustainable deve-
lopment as a ‘Green Agenda of conservation’
which has been criticized for its global policy of
zero-growth, steady state economy that would
confine those living in developing countries to
thetrap of ahighly skewed and unjust distribution
of the world's resources, with no hope of ever
changing the material basis or substantively
improving the quality of their lives. He further
pointsto anumber of critical questionsthat need
to be asked regarding various notions of sus-
tainable devel opment:

“Whose interests are served by adopting
this or that agenda of sustainable
development? Whose power is served and
through which mechanisms? And who or
what stands to win or lose in which ways
from adopting this particular agenda of
sustainable development?

Are new forms of dependency created by
adopting thisor that interpretation of sustainable
development? Are new forms of domination and
exploitation created, or are we in the process of
creating conditions that slowly but surely push
back domination and exploitation in theworld?’

“...The agenda of sustainable develop-
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ment is one of radical and critical question-
ing of ourselvesand our motives, of the social
bases of our actions, and of the implications
and effects of these actions on others: people,
future generations and other members of the
community of life. If this point is missed,
however, sustainable development could
become just another entry in the current list
of ideologiesin the service of the status quo
that leave the world, with all its risks and
injustices.” (Hattingh 2002: 14-15)

If the current discourse on indigenous
knowledge and sustainable devel opment isto have
any tangible outcomes, care needs to be taken
against using indigenous knowledge as a tonic,
‘magictrick’ ora‘politica correctness for enabling
sustainable development objectives in their
variousforms. Crossman and Devisch (2002:102)
raised concern about notions of ‘indigenous
knowledge' which hassimply become*“acatch all
phrase for most variations of the development
discourse, namely feasibility, sustainability and
participation which are aresult of the realization
that decades of development projectshavefailed”.
They further assert that much of the concern with
indigenous knowledge is actually ‘a veiled
preoccupation with feasibility and efficacy — in
other words, making development efficient’. Our
concern for engaging with indigenous knowledge
systems (IKS) within contexts of sustainable
development will therefore need to beinformed by
epistemological imperatives of local contextsand
not just the other way around.

Inthispaper, | try to highlight the complexity
of the challenge for a sustainable development
approach that takeson board IKS. Simplisticand
instrumentalist approaches to indigenous
knowledge and sustainable devel opment are al so
questioned. A brief overview aswell asexamples
of practice within the South African and the
Southern African contextsrelating to IKS policy
initiatives are provided to further illustrate the
inherent issues and challenges.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND
INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE

Themoral imperative of sustainable devel op-
ment already appearsto beinextricably linked to
thevaluesof IKS. What provesto beachallenge
though has been the erosion and marginalization
of IKS through processes of colonization and
globalization.
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The South African Socio-Ecological Context

In South Africa, Apartheid laws of forced
removal and separate development have con-
tributed adversely in displacing communitiesfrom
areas where they have over decades invested in
developing a rich capital of indigenous know-
ledge. Even well intended and noble processes
of developing national parksand other protected
areas for conservation were executed at the
backdrop of unjust conservation laws which
sought to createleisure and recreational facilities
for white minority groups at the expense of
disadvantaged indigenous communities. These
conservation crusades have to date left alegacy
of local indigenous community always being
glared at with suspicion and often treated as
‘poachers’ and potential threats to conservation
inneighbouring parks. OdoraHoppersisjustified
inclaiming “that amajor threat to the sustainability
of natural resources is the erosion of people's
indigenous knowledge, and the basic reason for
thiserosionisthelow value attached toit” (Odora
Hoppers 2002: 7). She further warns that the
erosion of people's knowledge associated with
natural resourcesisunder greater threat than the
erosion of natural resourcesthemselves. Breidlid
(2004) adds by contrasting modernity and modern
knowledge systems against IKS:

“While modernity and modern know-
ledge systems can be seen as the ideol ogical
foundation of the West and capitalism’s
aggressive exploitation of nature, the holistic
nature of IKS (the interrelationship of
nature, human beings and the supernatural)
has , as noted, major contributions to make
to the critical debate on ecology and the
preservation of natural resources. The
neglect and eradication of such knowledge,
also in the developing world, is a major
threat to sustainable development” (Breidlid
2004: 5).

The South African National Parks (SANParks),
through its People and Conservation Division,
has currently embarked on efforts to implement
new approaches to conservation which regard
local communities as equal partners in conser-
vation. Thisisdone through avariety of progra-
mmes including environmental education and
interpretation; community relation and commu-
nity based conservation; cultural heritage, inclu-
ding a focus on indigenous knowledge; youth
development; and social scienceresearch. These
programmes aim at building supportive consti-



A CASE OF SOUTHERN AFRICAN

tuencies for individual national parks and at the
sametime providing opportunitiesfor social and
economic devel opment from devel opmentsinand
around national parks. It will however take a
number of years to change perceptions and to
undo the injustices of the past. After ten years of
democratic governance; conservation and
associated tourism benefitsin South Africaremain
aterrain for the previously advantage sectors of
society.

Troubling NarrowingApproachestol K Sand
Sustainability

Care should however be taken that we are not
too preoccupied with narratives that are centred
on contrasting western scientific knowledge with
indigenous knowledge without going beyond
such oppositional juxtapositioning. According to
Masuku Van Dammeand Neluvhalani (2004:367),
in Southern Africa efforts to establish processes
of inter-epistemological dialogue, rather than an
oppositionalised logic of contrasting indigenous
knowledge and western knowledge as two
distinctly different ways of knowing and irrecon-
cilable. My concern in this paper is centred on
how the different knowledge systems can begin
to complement each other without recreating
power hierarchies amongst such knowledge
systems (OdoraHoppers, 2002). Thereisneed to
reposition indigenous knowledge and itsholders
not just as ‘objects of research and important
sources of information’ or ‘participant and
beneficiaries (stakeholders) of development
projects’, but as* authoritiesin an epistemol ogical
domain that have been purposefully kept
subjugated” (OdoraHoppers, 2002:20).

Challenging Utopian and Romanticised | deals

Another area of concern in our bid to find a
common ground between IKS and sustainable
development emerges when we try to create
utopian ideals and stereotyping of both indi-
genous knowledge and sustai nable devel opment.
It is often tempting to simply assume that by
including IK Swithin devel opment projects, there
is a guarantee for successful project outcomes.
Thereisaneedtolook carefully at the complexity
of finding such acommon ground amidst amyriad
of interpretations and agendas of sustainable
development and the indigenous knowledge
discourse. O’ Donoghue and Janse Van Rensburg
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(2002:9) warn that “a utopian synthesizing of
indigenous knowledge eco-sensitivity has even
been used as an economic stick to facilitate an
imposition of sustai nable environmental manage-
ment through inter-ventions of international
development agencies.” Masuku Van Dammeand
Neluvhalani (2004:356) also argue that the
“abstraction of indigenous knowledge from
socio-cultural contexts to generalised instituti-
onalised views failed to illuminate indigenous
knowledge not only asembedded in people’slives
but also asaconstantly shifting meaning making
processof onewithin his’her environment”. They
further argue that most of the definitions and
objectives of indigenous knowledge by inter-
national bodies have only resulted in alienating
indigenous people from the discourse.

Simplistic and naive approaches towards
resolving the challenges sustainable develop-
ment and the resolution of environmental issues
are often technicist, instrumentalist and not
different from ‘afarmer who wants to solve the
problem of livestock theft by simply inviting a
missionary to start achurchinhisfarm.” Hattingh
(2002: 14) concludes:

“there are different interpretations of the
moral imperative to promote sustainable
development ...none of these interpretations
is neutral; rather they represent ideological
positionsin so far asthey justify and promote
the interests of certain sectors of global
society. Thefact that theseinterests clash and
are mutually exclusive is a clear indication
that any interpretation of sustainable
development functions as asset of normative
ideas. Such a set of normative ideas can
function as guidelines for personal actions,
and a basglinein termsof which gover n-ments,
industry, commerce, consumers and citizens
can be held accountable for their actions’.

Hattingh's conclusion is an indication that
we are not simply attempting to fit one to the
other (indigenous knowledge and sustainable
development) but that we need to constantly be
alert to the baggage that comes along, aswell as,
the challenge of bringing into play the unique
IKS embedded within individual local contexts
and which is often tacit and largely contextual.
Although Fien and Tilbury (2002:3) warn against
apreoccupation with the different interpretations
and definitions of sustainable development by
arguing that these interpretations may result in
‘paralysis by analysis’ and in delays in key
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changes for a more sustainable society, caution
needs to be taken against turning international
declarations (sustainable development) into
religious missions lacking any critical discourse
required for efficient implementation at thelocal
level. Such a critical discourse will allow us to
‘interrogate and explicate the links between
epistemology, cosmology and democratic
participation” (OdoraHoppers, 2002: 18), and to
establish new formulasfor fostering critical , ‘ self
reflexive praxis'. Sustainable development
processes and projectswill thusrequire such self
reflexive praxisin order to benefit from therich
capital of IKSwithin diverselocal contexts.

CHALLENGE FOR POLICY
DEVELOPMENT

It has become critical to take as a point of
departure the need to enable public policy
development dialogue which isinterdisciplinary
and multidisciplinary and which problematises
the relationship between knowledge, power and
human development (Odora Hoppers, 2002).
Policy making processes that assume and wield
power by virtue of their link to ‘ global or national
imperatives and mandates' may fail to find rele-
vance and adaptability at local level or amongst
millions of marginalised indigenous communities.
Inorder to avoid suchimposition and domination,
Fienand Tilbury (2002:4) arguethat public policy
makers should approach sustainable develop-
ment as transcendent to conflicting worldviews.
| would further argue that such sustainable
development initiatives should also serve to
reaffirm and appraiseindigenousknowledgeways
of knowing that already promote sustainability
inlocal contexts. Rather than try to reinvent the
whesl or convert the converted, thereistoalarge
extent aneed to reinstate pride and confidencein
local ways of knowing amongst those that hold
it. The struggle amongst indigenous communities
may not be alack of understanding the sustainable
development moral imperative, but arealisation
of their own potential contribution to the impe-
rative and awarenessto the detrimental effects of
the globally celebrated and enticing modernist
idea of development which is counterproductive
to an agenda for sustainability. Masuku Van
Damme and Neluvhalani (2004) provide insight
into the Southern African context where indige-
nous communitiesand nation states seemto have
(paradoxically and ironically) become active
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participantsin the subjugation of their own local
ways of knowing asthey participatein ‘transfor-
mative’ post-colonial/ post-apartheid processes
of educational and social reform in broader
modernising and globalising contexts. Itiscritical
that sustainable development is not seen as
intermeshed and to a large extent informed by
ideals that work against its moral objectives. On
the other hand, it isequally crucial that attempts
to promote indigenous knowledge at the local
level are not misconstrued as a call back to ‘old
fashioned ideas or “an extension of a distinct
Bantu knowledge systems” (Crossman &
Devisch, 2002:107) coupled with afear of being
‘left out’ of the process of globalisation. This
concern isfurther highlighted:

“ As globalisation privileges values such
asmaterialism, individualismand commodi-
fication over human values propelling a
divisive and polarized social fabric, it
becomes imperative that the country (South
Africa) begins to rediscover, and generate
itslocal values ... the ‘knowledge' as defined
withinthecontext of globalizationisto a great
degree, western based, and Americanized.”
(Odora Hoppers 2001: 2)

In South Africa, Odora Hoppers (2002: 18)
proposes that attention given to rural develop-
ment in policy needsacritical re-evaluation from
the perspectivesof IKSin order to determinethe
extent to which IKS as national resources are
actively incorporated into development
strategies, and the extent to which expertise in
indigenous knowledge is accorded cognisance.
In his critique of the South African education
curriculum and other related policies, Breidlid
(2004) acknowledges the positive intentions of
South African policy makersin recognising and
referring to indigenous knowledge and sus-
tainable development; but raises concern about
thelimited extent to which thisisdone aswell as
the disharmony caused by a continued adherence
to dominant modernist worldviews. In South
Africa, there is an apparent need to broaden the
scope of the indigenous knowledge discourse
and level of awareness. Crossman and Devisch
(2002:106) notethat “the discussion on IKSvery
much remains aminority debate among intellec-
tuals. Thereisalack of widespread interestin the
discourse on the part of politicians, academics
and the public, the very actorswho could give it
any structural impulse.”

In Southern Africa, one also observes a
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narrow and biased focus on areas such as
traditional healing and medicinal plantsor issues
around intellectual property rights. This may be
due to the fact that such issues are obvious and
have political and economic currency that can
easily finditsplacein contemporary socio-palitical
discourse of democratisation and redress
(Crossman and Devisch, 2002). It may also be
due to current and past experiences of exploi-
tation and abuse of local knowledge and commu-
nities for commercial gain by big multinational
pharmaceutical companies and bio-prospectors.
In Southern Africaand most parts of the African
continent, indigenous knowledge has historically
been transformed to become both atool of oppre-
ssion and avoicewithinthe strugglefor liberation
(O’ Donoghue, 1994 working document). The
challenge for policy development processes
focusing on promoting sustainabl e devel opment
would beto embrace diverse epistemol ogies, and
value diverse ways of knowing, identify with
peopleand commu-nities; it purportsto serveand
respect community based approaches to deve-
lopment and social change (Fien & Tilbury, 2002)

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS
AND POLICY DEVELOPMENT IN
SOUTHERN AFRICA

The Southern African Devel opment Commu-
nity (SADC) is made up of 14 member states:
Angola, Botswana, the Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC), Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius,
Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa,
Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.
SADC is alegal intergovernmental institution
committed to the equitable and sustainable
development of the Southern African region.
Member countriesof the SADC haveindividually
signed and ratified most of the international
environmental conventions and are signatories
toAgenda?21- theglobal framework for actionon
sustainable development. Most of these coun-
tries are faced with severe problems of poverty
and malnutrition, natural resource degradation,
including land degradation, pollution and waste,
and health problems such as HIV/AIDS (SADC
regional Environmental Education Programme,
2004). In its review of environmenta policies
within the SADC region, the SADC Regional
Environmental Education Programme (SADC
REEP) cameto thefollowing conclusion:

“The main problem and concern
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identified in this policy analysis is the
apparent lack of understanding around the
notion of sustainable development, parti-
cularly, of the environmental requirements
for sustainable development. Devel opment
is not sustainable unless it includes
economic, social and environmental aspects.
In some sectors, the policy focus is on the
economic development of the sector;
although environmental management
concerns are included, there appears to be
lack of understanding of the signi-ficant
requirements for sustainable development.
Thisis made apparent in policies which aim
to ‘accelerate’ the development of a sector
e.g. Mining and Agriculture. There is
currently a significant lack of expertise
regarding environmentally sustainable
management” (SADC REEP, 2004).

This analysis provides insight into contra-
dictions inherent in policy development initia-
tives, their purpose and implementation; caused
by the need for accelerated development and
exacerbated by high levels of poverty and health
problems.

The background provided in the preceding
section givesinsight into some of the challenges
around effortsto promoteindigenous knowledge
and sustainable development. The 2002
Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable
Development (WSSD) made asignificant impact
in foregrounding the moral imperative of
sustainable development in the region, parti-
cularly in South Africa the host country. It still
however remains difficult to notice the tangible
impact of this event on the lives and daily
practices of ordinary peopleat local level.

Although there were some side events
focusing on IK S, they also had littleinfluence on
the outcomes of thewhole event. More dedicated
work will need to be done in order to concretize
the objectives of sustainable development and
indigenous knowledge. Although the WSSD
reaffirmed anumber of critical development issues
like the eradi cation of poverty and afair and just
allocation of resources, Breidlid (2004) raised
concern about thelack of aclear focusor declara
tion on knowledge systemsand cultural practices.
The Environmental Education Association
SouthernAfrica(EEASA) initsannual conference
just before the WSSD made a declaration
(Gaborone Declaration) that clearly stated the
need for policy developers to take into account
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livelihood issues; the challenge of enabling more
sustainablefuturesand theneed for IKS(EEASA,
2002). Although there have been a number of
initiativesaimed at promoting |K Sand sustainable
development throughout the region, a critical
challengeisthat these efforts often take placein
silos, uncoordinated and their outcomes go
unnoticed.

In South Africa, there has been visible
progress regarding policy development on
indigenous knowledge. Thisisalso coupled with
initiatives by the South African Department of
Scienceand Technology (DST) to encourageand
facilitate similar and regionally based policy
development initiatives within the Southern
African Development Community (SADC). Inhis
speech during a SADC policy workshop held in
Pretoria, South Africain 2004, Minister Mangena
stated the South African government’s
commitment to promoting |K Sand mentioned the
followinginitiatives:

- Thedrafting of the IKS Policy and Bill (which
was approved by Cabinet in November 2004);

- Financial support of the IKS of South Africa
Trust;

- The establishment of Inter-Departmental
Committeeon IKS;

- Dedicated ringed-fenced funding to National
Research Foundation (NRF) for IKS Research;
and

- The development of a Framework for the
establishment of the South African Indigenous
Knowledge Digital Library. Thisis based on
the Traditional Knowledge Digital Library
completed recently by India. (DST, 2004)

A number of university-based research
projects funded through South Africa’s National
Research Foundation are currently underway
with a few having been completed. It is hoped
that such research initiatives will further inform
development and policy direction with regard to
IKS. South Africa's Research and Devel opment
Strategy (DST, 2002) pays particular attention on
indigenous knowledge. It notes that there are
many indicationsthat indigenous knowledge can
play arole in poverty reduction, firstly by the
appropriate provision of support for innovators,
and by the integration of indigenous knowledge
system with modern scientific knowledge
systems to produce new products and services.
The document also acknowledges that some
piloting has occurred in thisregard and that there
should befocus on indigenous knowledge within
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the technology mission. With regard to the
economy and development issues, the South
African Policy on IKS acknowledges that
Indigenous knowledge still playsapivotal rolein
sustainablelivelihoods. The policy further states
that in deploying the economic potential of IKS,
there is“need to consider three main factors:

- The creation of incentive mechanisms to

promote IKSinnovation;

The promotion of IKS in the context of

sustainable development; and

The promotion of IKS as an employment

generator” (DST, 2005)

It is clear from the above that the South
African government’s approach to IKS is to a
large extent driven by the need to benefit local
communities and contribute to the country’s
economic development and scientific innovation.
What seemsto lack though isaclear blueprint on
how this can happen. Further work, including
research, still needsto bedonein order totrandate
these policy imperatives. Thepolicy also promotes
amulti-sectoral; multidisciplinary and interdepart-
mental approach to research and development with
regard to IKS. Other government Departments
such as that of Agriculture; Trade and Industry
and; Health have respectively made progresson a
number of indigenous knowledge related
programmes. An added challengeto this progress
would be to strengthen the imperatives of
sustainable devel opment across Departments and
within Local Government structuresand to further
implement thesein contextsof therich diversity of
IKS.

A case study undertaken by O’ Donoghuein
the Kwazulu-Natal province of South Africaafter
a cholera outbreak and subsequent attempts by
the Department of Health and that of Water Affairs
to educate the affected rural communities about
the diseases and ways of combating the outbreak,
provides a classic example of some of the
challenges still embedded in attempts to enable
sustainable development through participatory
processes that recognize the importance of
indigenous knowledge. O’ Donoghue (2005
manuscript) through this case study tries to
demonstrate that such ‘ participatory’ processes
remain rhetorical andironically tend to overlook
situated intergeneration capital of indigenous
ways of knowing.

A number of the challenges portrayed above
are also common to other countries within the
Southern African Development Community.
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Box 1: Extracts from O’Donoghue’s Case Study
(O’ Donoghue, Manuscript submitted for publication 2005)

The study notes and probes a surprising resonance between the ecology of the disease and an intergenerational
social capital of indigenous hand-washing practices. The evidence suggests that these patterns of hand washing
practice would have served to contain the disease in earlier times and points to this social capital as a focus for
co-engaged action on environment and health concerns. The findings suggest that moving beyond a legacy of
cultural exclusion and marginalisation remains a challenge as the first decade of post-apartheid democratic
governance is concluded... When there was a cholera outbreak near Melmoth on the north coast of KwaZulu-
Natal, the response by water, health and education departments included the review of existing water education
materials for an anti-cholera campaign. Besides the obvious instructions for sanitising contaminated water and
posters on oral re-hydration, environment and health education resources included materials on patterns of water
collection / storage by indigenous communities as well as simple hands-on test kits for school and community
groups to detect coliform contamination before engaging local health risk. The indigenous knowledge and
coliform testing materials were noted for their local relevance by health workers and because they resonated with
a departmental policy to work with people in participatory ways. The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry
and local water authorities thus supported the adaptation of school water audit materials to include materials on
indigenous hand washing practices and the use of a low-cost coliform test kit in curriculum and community-based
environment and health education activities. The Health Department, as lead agent in the programmes, coordinated
a joint operations task force in a responsive campaign to establish emergency re-hydration centres and to
implement programmes of water supply improvement and toilet building in the affected areas...The study gave
attention to developing patterns of inclusion and exclusion amidst the interplay of institutional structure and
human agency that played out in health education activities within the cholera campaign. It probes patterns of
meaning making interaction for a sense of how institutional processes in/of the times did not take up and sustain
an engagement with an Nguni cultural capital of hand-washing practices or use of simple coliform testing tools
for local communities to participate in the determining of health risk... In simple terms, within an appropriating
development of instrumental functions in government departments during a fairly seamless transition from
colonial to apartheid and democratic state, the rural peasant was variously portrayed as primitive, dirty and
defenceless, lacking in capacity and the will to develop, and thus in need of development through the agency of
others, the health education professional from their institutional setting in/of the modern state. A sustained
denial of agency to rural peoples within the modernist state structures, and an emerging institutional imperative
to cure disease and improve health through communication and development interventions, in effect, developed
and functioned as a closed system of appropriation exacted amidst colonial intrusion, extended within a ethos of
separation in the apartheid era, to currently reside in professional habits of mind within modern state
institutions...Ironically, a rhetoric of agency / participation at a policy level had produced policy level
transformation without much change in patterns of institutional practice. It is also noteworthy that there is now
a greater reliance on consultants as outside professionals who come in, often through donor aided initiatives, to
facilitate much of the steering work in/of state institutions. Here one finds the facilitative steering of others to
develop the personal and institutional capacity to steer themselves. In education activities one also finds the
emergence of action research as a rational process of co-mediated reflexive engagement under the facilitating
hand of an external technical assistant from donor agencies. This is apparent in the externally funded Project
W.A.S.H. that was launched at the conclusion of the cholera campaign. Social processes such as those sketched
above ensure that institutions and agents within these remain insulated from and blind to much of the knowledge
capital and agency in/of rural communities. Despite a vibrant period of socio-political change with an accompanying
rhetoric of democratic participation and transformation, institutions still seem to subvert a reappropriation of
more steering control in the realm of daily life...

makes it difficult for most governments to
prioritise indigenous knowledge projects. These
and other concerns raised by delegates need

Unlikein South Africa, therearestill huge policy
development gapson IKSinmost of the countries
within the region. These policy gaps have been

caused by a number of factors that were
deliberated upon during the June 2004 workshop
titled ‘ Towards IKS Policy Development and
Regional Cooperation’. Delegatesfrom Namibia
also indicated the need for policies that would
protect the indigenous knowledge and intellec-
tual property of loca communities. They also
propose incentives and royalties for holders of
indigenous knowledge. During the discussions,
| noted ageneral concern with the high levels of
poverty and a common lack of access to basic
resources like food, shelter and water, which

careful consideration to avoid IKS being simply
dealt with ascommercial transactions benefiting
afew community membersand leading to further
misuse. An added concern and risk to this
commodifying approach is that it may deviate
attention away from the need to reposition IKS
as an equal partner in knowledge generating
processes within contexts of sustainable
development. Other concernsraised by delegates
from the region include the lack of funding for
more research and development with regard to
indigenous knowledge initiatives. Presentations
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and discussions held during the workshop,

however, provided insight into an amazing wealth

and diversity of IKS within the SADC region.

Some of the recommendations that came out of

workshopinclude:

Individual countries cannot move forward
individually on the issues of IKS i.e. there
should be aregional approach

- There should be a coordination at a govern-
mental and organizationa (institutional) levels

- The ultimate goal for IKS policies should be
the commerciaization of IKS i.e. transform
goalsinto the global market

- Support seed activities which are sectorally
based. Government has to support sectoral
based activities. This is required in order to
diversify indigenous knowledge initiatives.

- Government should take alead in coordinating
related activities. This is due to the fact that
most indigenous knowledge activities and
projectsarenot linked and lack coordination at
national and regional level.

- Convene an annual meeting on IKS; it should
precede the Science and Technology meeting
of SADC. (notesfrom the workshop)

In his presentation, Adolfo Mascarenhas
summed up the challenge for a regional IKS
policy initiative asfollows:

“Inacontinent awash with policy reforms, in
some countries more than in others, it seems
almost callous to suggest yet another policy on
local and indigenous knowledge. There are
several compelling reasons for advocating the
need for apolicy framework. In several countries
in the region, tribal and ethnic diversity were
considered athreat to acentralized national state
and ethically or racially based intolerance made
the situation very vulnerable to volatile out-
breaks. Chiefsand any local form of government
was frowned upon or even abolished. Both
minority and majority “tribes’ areequally culpable
of grossintolerance of the others. The frenzy of
the Cold War a so contributed amajor part inthe
vulnerability of Indigenous Knowledge. First and
foremost it is necessary to have a policy
framework to redressin acultural and governance
context to give people the right to develop.”
(Mascarenhas, 2004 presentation)

CONCLUSION

Although there appearsto be clarity that IKS
and the moral imperative of sustainable
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development are natural allies, much still needs
to be done to enable genuine and sustainable
participatory processes of engagement involving
the multiplicity of knowledge systems. Critical
regional challenges of poverty eradication and
access to hasic resources will aways outweigh
calls for a focus on sustainable development
projects that are not well aligned with genuine
concerns of local communities. A mere focus on
and promotion of IKS may not be enough to
demystify prevailing conceptions on sustainable
development as discussed above. A genuine re-
examination and redefinition of power relations
coupled with efforts to start where local
communitiesareat, and awillingnessto articulate
the goals and priorities for sustainability as
informed by needs for redress and equality;
would go a long way in aligning the moral
imperative of sustainable development with the
holistic valuesimbedded in IKS.
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ABSTRACT The paper attempts to highlight the complexity of the challenge that faces a sustainable development
approach that takes on board indigenous knowledge systems (IKS). Although on the surface there appears to be
inextricable links and similarities in values and purpose between the moral imperative of sustainable development and
indigenous knowledge, deeply imbedded tensions caused by pluralistic interpretations and associated agendas for
sustainable development still need demystifying. This is further made complex by the holistic, contextual and often
tacit nature of IKS. Simplistic, utopian and instrumentalist approaches to and perspectives on indigenous knowledge
and sustainable development are also questioned. A brief overview and examples of practice within South African and
the Southern African contexts relating to IKS policy initiatives are provided to further illustrate the inherent issues
and challenges.
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