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[Abstract: This paper explores the deep-rooted environmental conservation practices and
philosophies embedded in ancient Indian texts, such as the Matsya Puran and Manusmriti,
highlighting the significance of preserving natural resources through traditional wisdom. The
ancient legal frameworks, as formulated by figures like Kautilya, established governance and
penalties to protect the environment, showing an early understanding of sustainable
development. Additionally, the paper examines the rights and knowledge systems of
Indigenous communities in India, recognized under the Constitution and through
international frameworks such as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples and ILO Convention No. 169. The importance of Indigenous knowledge
in shaping sustainable development practices is emphasized, particularly in light of global
movements and Indigenous contributions to environmental sustainability. The paper argues
that Indigenous perspectives on development, rooted in cultural, environmental, and social
well-being and offer a holistic alternative to conventional development models, which often
prioritize economic growth over environmental health. Indigenous practices, illustrated
through examples from various communities, highlight the need for integrated approaches
that address environmental sustainability and social equity. This analysis provides insights
into how Indigenous sustainable development can inform global sustainability goals and
foster a more equitable future.]

Introduction
“DashkoopsamavaethiDashvapisamshadah
Dahhedsamahputra dash putrosamo drama”

A verse from Matsya Puran, highlights the significance of environment conservation
in our ancient civilization. “Meaning thereby, one pond is equal to ten wells, one son is
equal to ten ponds and one tree is equal to ten sons.” This evaluation in the above verses
of Matsya Puran highlights the position of human beings in relation to natural
resources and the position of a son."Manusmriti prescribes punishment for cutting
down trees and destruction of fauna and flora. Vaha Puran prescribes a code to
improve one’s conduct in a lifetime by planting certain fruit and flower-bearing
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plants to secure a safe heaven after life.> One of the first steps to codify law about
the protection of the environment was through the efforts of Kautilya, the Prime
Minister of Chandragupta Maurya. Realizing the significance he formulated the
rules for the environmental governance of the forest resources and also prescribed
punishment to the offenders.?

These individual freedoms and liberties are restricted in the sense of sustainable
development principles, which aim at greater good and well-being of present as well
as future generations. Ancient philosophies from the religious texts*Through post-
independence deliberations, we come across the concept of restricted liberties that
aim to maintain the balance of intergenerational equity. Bob Douglas has argued in
his book that an anthropocentric mindset is a central problem that is to be addressed
urgently, and for that purpose, there must be a shift in global mindset to sustainable
development through an eco-centric approach.’

Man'’s association with nature being primevaldepicts that nature is manifested in the
form of earth, fire, water, sky, and wind, collectively known as panchmabhut.Forests
were revered and worshipped in ancient India as living entities and worshipped in
the Vedic age a practice which continued through the Gupta age and Mauryan age.
Even Kautilya's Arthashastra talked about the importance of forests and a forest
department headed by a kiipyadaksha. “The history of forestry in India is as old as
the history of civilization,” and it was not only Hindus who revered the forests but
also Buddhists who had to plant and nurture one tree every five years. The ‘Adivasis’
(Adi: Early, Vasis: inhabitants) or the forest people had a symbiotic relationship with
the forests and lived in harmony with the forests since ages. Even the first Inspector
General of Forests, D. Brandis, once mentioned that India had numerous sacred
groves in most of the provinces, which were undocumented and protected by the

2ld at 5. According to Vaha Puran, one who plants one peepal tree, one neem tree one ber, ten flowering
plants or creepers, two pomegranates two oranges and five mangoes will not go to hell.”

3 Supra note 2. The same manifesto is evident from the Indira Gandhi’s firm assertion that
improvement of environment and poverty could not be removed without the application of science
and technology. She even stressed upon the establishment of the unbroken link that human kind
shared with the nature. Highlighting the duty from Atharveda, she reminded the aspect of give and
take of humankind with the nature pointing that one can take from the earth and atmosphere only so
much as one puts back to them.

4Id at 1. Environmental jurisprudence projects at the preservation of environment that has its roots in
the spiritual teachings of Gautam Buddha, Mahavira, Prophet Muhammad as all echoed the same
thought of love and harmony between man the environment.

5 B DOUGLAS, TRANSFORMING HUMAN SOCIETY FROM ANTHROPOCENTRISM TO
ECOCENTRISM: Can We Make It Happen in Time? (2015). In C. D. BUTLER, J. DIXON, & A. G.
CAPON (Eds.), Health of People, Places and Planet: Reflections based on Tony McMichael’s four decades of
contribution  to  epidemiological — understanding (pp. 607-616). ANU Press. available at:
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1729vxt.57 (last visited 07/09/2024).
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societies. Some studies have even shown that 10% of all forests were once considered
to be ‘Sacred Groves’ which were protected by strong social and religious sanctions. °

However, it wouldn't be wrong to assert that the ancient religious practices from
different religions imparted the principles of sustainable practices in for the
governance of individual conduct in the society. It is to be noted that the current
generation has to use the available resources as a custodian of the future generations
and the underlying principle behind such consumption pattern is to be traced back
to Athara Veda wherein it is the duty to give back as much as is consumed by the
individual.’One of the core idea/principles lying beneath the concept of sustainable
development focuses on maintaining a balance of resources and cultural heritage
between the current and future generations in such a manner as to ensure equity
amongst the existing generation and the generations to come. The thematic outline
of this principle is positioned in principle 1 & 2 of the Stockholm Conference of
1972.8 This paper is an attempt to conceptualize the idea of sustainable development
through the lens of indigenous communities.

I1

Indigenous Communities

Based on the principles of equality and non-discrimination which govern the
‘human rights’ framework, Indigenous people have the same ‘human rights” as any
other individual. United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People
(UNDRIP), Article 1 states that,

" Indigenous peoples have the right to the full enjoyment, as a collective or as
individuals, of all human rights and fundamental freedoms as recognized in the
Charter of the United Nations, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 4 and
international human rights law.

There is no specific definition of Indigenous people which has been globally
accepted, instead, the nearest definition is enshrined in the Convention No. 169 of
the International Labour Organization [ ILO Convention No.: 169 (1989), Convention

®Puneet Rath, Conservation of Forests and Property Rights of Forest Dwellers: A Perspective on Joint Forest
Management and Forest Rights Act, 2006, 2 NSLJ (2013) 84.

7 Supra note 2 at 2.

SPrinciple 1. Man has the fundamental right to freedom, equality and adequate conditions of life, in an
environment of a quality that permits a life of dignity and well-being, and he bears a solemn
responsibility to protect and improve the environment for present and future generations. In this
respect, policies promoting or perpetuating apartheid, racial segregation, discrimination, colonial and
other forms of oppression and foreign domination stand condemned and must be eliminated.
Principle 2 The natural resources of the earth, including the air, water, land, flora and fauna and
especially representative samples of natural ecosystems, must be safeguarded for the benefit of
present and future generations through careful planning or management, as appropriate.



Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries, adopted
27" June 1989, Geneva, that applies to:

“(a) Tribal peoples in independent countries whose social, cultural and economic
conditions distinguish them from other sections of the national community, and
whose status is regulated wholly or partially by their own customs or traditions or by
special laws or regulations;

(b) Peoples in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on account of
their descent from the populations which inhabited the country, or a geographical
region to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonization or the
establishment of present State boundaries and who, irrespective of their legal status,
retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions.”®

Tribes/indigenous people and nature are inextricably connected and this fact has led
to the view that the protection of nature is a pre-requisite to the survival of
mankind.!” The experiences from the 20" century highlight the fact that nature has
not just been a reserve of natural resources but has been a dumping ground as well."
Having a visual of the first principle of the Stockholm Declaration on Human
Environment, 1972 one can rule out the generic nature of man as a creator and
moulder of his environment with restricted freedoms and liberties.

The nature of forest ecology demands inclusive participation of tribes in the policy
and decision-making in the West, who have acknowledged the fact that tribes and
forest ecosystems hold a close nexus between themselves.!? Traditional and
customary rights of the indigenous and tribal communities were ignored both in the
West!® as well as East!*. The rights of such communities over the land and resources
were ignored by the State. Therefore, the concept of environmental justice calls on
the state to take affirmative actions to undo historical injustice and ensure
environmental justice for the Indigenous and tribal communities by acknowledging
their customary rights over areas they have inhabited for generations.

The discussion on environmentalism is much more concentrated on the conservation
of the environment with special emphasis on achieving the universal goal of

9Alaknanda, Access and Benefit Sharing of Indigenous Peoples from the Convention on Biological Diversity to
the Nagoya Protocol, CNLU L] (4) [2014] 147 at page 149

10 The manifesto, ‘Protect environment to save mankind saw a worldwide evolution” as a result of the
Stockholm Conference of 1972.

11 PB Sahasranaman, OXFORD HANDBOOK OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAw, 21 (2012).

12 April Ehrlich, Forest agencies seek tribal inclusion in policymaking. Indigenous leaders are holding them
accountable, available at: https://www.opb.org/article/2024/04/03/us-forest-service-tribal-inclusion/ last
visited on 18/6/2024.

13Curtis Berkey et, al. REVITALIZING STEWARDSHIP AND USE OF TRIBAL TRADITIONAL
TERRITORIES, The Indigenous Peoples” Journal of Law, Culture, & Resistance, 2023, Vol. 8 (2023), pp. 5-62
at 33 auailable at https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/48758183 (last visited 04 Jul. 2024)

1Sujeet Kumar, The Forest Rights Act 2006: High Aspirations, Low Realization, 50 JILI (2008) 656
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sustainable development.It is generally understood that the local population in a
particular area can be one of the most important tools for achieving sustainable
development since they are more aware of the importance of protecting such
resources — having an intrinsic relationship with their local environment. Providing
autonomy to the local population [indigenous population] can help in generating
new resources in the community, promoting social capital that facilitates process
resulting in amelioration. The local environment and resources have a direct bearing
on the cultural practices that are followed by the local population. This fact has been
acknowledged in the form of Principle 22 of the Rio Declaration pointing at the
symbiotic affinity between indigenous communities and their ecosystem.!*Such
rituals and customs act as a linking point between the local population and their
community.”” Tribes and indigenous communities have shared an eco-centric affinity
in maintaining the ecological balance in their natural habitat. The symbiotic
relationship between the tribes and the forest is evident amongst most of the tribes
across the globe one of them being the Batuk tribe of Malaysia.'®

The Indigenous!' communitiespractice their culture in a manner that is conducive for
the ecological balance as their practices are interwoven with their habitat in such a
manner which is pro conservationist.*Therelationshipof tribes or such indigenous
communities with the forest in terms of their dependency and relationship has been
legislatively acknowledged through the enactment of the popularly known but
poorly implemented Forest Rights Act, of 2006.2! The trinity of objectives

15Balancing the Cultural Rights of Indigenous Community against the Goal of Sustainable
Development of Species Protection, (2016) 5 ELPR 81. Also see Report of the World Commission on
Environment and Development: Our Common Future (The Bruntland Committee Report); Karen
Morrow, Rio+20, the Green Economy and Re-Orienting Sustainable Development, 14 ENVTL.L. REV.
279 2012.

16 Principle 22 of Rio Declaration:“Indigenous people and their communities and other local
communities have a vital role in environmental management and development because of their
knowledge and traditional practices. States should recognize and duly support their identity, culture
and interests and enable their effective participation in the achievement of sustainable development.”

17 Ibid.

18 Tribes and Forest, available at: https://anthroholic.com/tribes-and-forest (last visited on 19 June,
2024).

YEtymologically, the word “indigenous” means ‘belonging to’, or ‘native’, or ‘naturally occurring’.
This term has received many interpretations from writers and policy makers. The term indigenous
knowledge, in the context at hand, refers to the set of knowledge, skills, know-how, practices etc.
developed, nurtured and conserved by the indigenous communities as opposed to the modern
‘scientific knowledge’. In other words, local and indigenous knowledge refers to the understandings,
skills and philosophies developed.

20U Mishra, Balancing the Cultural Rights of Indigenous Community against the Goal of Sustainable
Development of Species Protection, (2016) 5 ELPR 81.

2 Forest Rights Act, 2006 recognizes the rights of the forest-dwelling tribal communities and other
traditional forest dwellers to forest resources, on which these communities were dependent for
various needs, including livelihood, habitation and other socio-cultural needs. The forest
management policies, including the Acts, Rules and Forest Policies of Participatory Forest
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acknowledges the historical injustice committed against the tribal communities in
the colonial and post-colonial era against the tribes in India. This legislation aims to
strengthen the conservation regime of the forests by inclusive participation of tribes
managing and conserving natural resources by striking the ecological balance to
sustain intergenerational equity over environmental resources. Moreover, it aspires
to ensure land tenure livelihood and food security amongst the tribes and other
traditional forest-dwelling communities.”?The tenurial rights acknowledged under
the act provide a legislative recognition of their customary claims over the lands
from which they derived their livelihood and sustenance needs. The decentralized
and democratic management of forests through the forest rights committees, Gram
Sabhas and Sub-divisional Level and District Level committees ensures the
participation of tribal population and more specifically tribal women in decision-
making regarding the recognition of rights at different levels of committees. The
figure in table 1.1 points at the legislative acknowledgement of such individual and
community rights of such tribal/indigenous communities in India.

Tribes and Constitutional Philosophy

Article 366(25) refers to programmatic tribes as programmatic communities under
Article 342 of the Indian Constitution. According to the article, the listed tribes are
tribal communities and are part of groups of tribes or tribal communities declared by
the President of India through public notice. 461 groups in India are recognized as
Scheduled Tribes. In India, they are considered Indigenous people. They comprise
8.2 percent of the total population. Numerous other groups are not recognized but
may qualify for the status of Scheduled Tribe. It is said that the estimated number of
Tribal groups is 635. In the seven northeastern states, a maximum concentration of
indigenous people is found. Moreover, they also reside in Central Tribal Belt which
stretches from Rajasthan to West Bengal.?

Inhabiting varied landscapes, including inaccessible terrains, hills and dense forests,
the indigenous people depend on their habitat for survival. Thus, access to land and
productive resources (forest, fishing, water, etc.) are prerequisites to indigenous
people's right to food and livelihood. Indigenous people's cultural identity and
heritage is inseparable from their traditional lands. Indigenous People obtain food
directly from their lands by hunting, gathering or cultivating; they may also acquire
food indirectly by marketing their produce. Therefore, the protection of biodiversity
is apropos due to its important intrinsic value,? coupled with its essential value for

Management policies in both colonial and post-colonial India, did not, till the enactment of this Act,
recognize the symbiotic relationship of the STs with the forests, reflected in their dependence on the
forest as well as in their traditional wisdom regarding conservation of the//forests.

2 Forest Rights Act, auailable at: Ministry of Tribal Affairs - Government of India (last visited
on18/06/2024).

2 Rajeev, The Rights of the Indigenous People, 2.1 JCLJ (2021) 217.

#The Status of Indigenous Peoples under the Convention on Biological Diversity Regime: The Right
to Biological Resources and the Protection of Traditional Knowledge, (2014) 3 ELPR 1 at page 2. Also
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human beings, in terms of culture, education, science, aesthetics, recreation, and the
like. In this respect, the protection of the interests of indigenous peoples who “have
little else but their environment” Most indigenous people's lifestyle is more directly
dependent on the natural environment than the average urban dweller. Their culture
is largely influenced by biodiversity, and they have largely adapted themselves to
their natural environment and developed their values in line with natural
circumstances.

Indigenous peoples compose of around 5 per cent of the global population and
occupy, own or manage an estimated 20 per cent to 25 per cent of the Earth's land
surface. No universally accepted definition of Indigenous people captures their
diversity. The International Labor Organization (ILO), Indigenous and Tribal People
Convention, C.169 (Convention No. 169) uses the terms “indigenous and tribal
people. “Article 1.2 of the ILO Convention No. 169 also states that:

“self-identification as indigenous or tribal shall be regarded as a fundamental
criterion for determining the groups to which the provisions of this Convention

apply”

The tribal or Indigenous population®accounts for almost 8.6 per centIndian
population.?”The diversity amongst tribes within the Indian sub-continent highlights
the diversity within a generic group.?® Most of such listed tribes live in a close and
symbiotic relationship with the forest ecosystem. These biodiversity-rich areas are
mostly inhabited by various indigenous communities possessing indigenous
knowledge (IK) who closely associate with nature and the ecosystems. These
communities develop a body of knowledge consisting of certain practices and
customs as a part of their traditional culture and for better survival in harsh climatic
conditions. Their close association with nature makes them integral to sustainable
development schemes as indigenous knowledge plays a crucial role in
environmental conservation. With the advent of technology, especially
biotechnology, the world is witnessing rampant misuse of the indigenous knowledge
developed and conserved by these indigenous communities without due credits to
the concerned.”

see M Bowman And A. Boyle, Biodiversity Intrinsic Value, And The Definition And Valuation of
Environmental Harm, Environmental Damage In International And Comparative Law: Problems of
Definition And Valuation 41-61, (2002).]

M. N. Warirani,Conservation & Rights of Indigenous People - A Legal Perspective, 3.1 GLS L] (2021) 84.
%S. C. Roy, Indigenous People: A “Historical Mistake Rectified”- Myth or Reality?, 1 RMLNLU]J 17
(2008).

27 ST Profile at glance available at https://tribal.nic.in/downloads/Statistics/Statistics8518.pdf last visited
on 18/06/2024.

2 State wise list of Scheduled Tribes in India available at
https://tribal.nic.in/downloads/Statistics/Notified STslistsason040823.pdf last visited 18/06/2024.

YPLP Lakuse, Sustainable Development through the Prism of Indigenous Knowledge : A Revisit to Intellectual
Property Rights Issues During Covid Pandemic, 63 JILI (2021) 277 at page 278.
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Characteristically, indigenous knowledge applied in their chores is adaptive,
dynamic, inter-generational, cumulative, holistic and unique. It is adaptive as this
body of knowledge is based on experiments through ages and is receptive to need-
based changes. Since, it is accommodating of changes into its ambit, it is not static in
nature. Its dynamism lies in its changing nature with the change in geographical,
climatic and societal changes. The indigenous knowledge is collectively owned by
the entire community with concerns for future generations, thus, there exists
strong inter-generational considerations. The knowledge is transmitted, for beneficial
purposes, across generations. It is cumulative, holistic and unique as this set/body of
knowledge is so integral to the indigenous community that it often becomes the very
identity thereof.®

Conservation of biodiversity ensures ecological stability and also involves the
protection of the socio-economic interests of the people actively associated with
conservation. All over the world, legal strategies - global, regional, national and local
- have been developed to ensure protection of such interests alongside the
maintenance of ecological stability. These strategies perforce have to be people-
centred, as conservation of biodiversity in order to achieve its goal and objectives,
must involve people, and encourage them to retain their traditional knowledge and
methods of conservation.*Environmental protection and development can be
maintained only through strict adherence to the principles of sustainable
development or putting it otherwise the adherence to the sustainable development
principles is sine qua non for maintaining a symbiotic relationship between the right
to environment and development.3> The concept of sustainable development has
grown since its inception at the international forum and has acquired different
dimensions. Authors have advocated different constituent principles underlying
sustainable development.3

Forests were worshipped, revered and protected in a structured manner by
traditional Indian societies and tribals a like. Forests* play different roles in the life
of tribes® ranging from spiritual significance to economic dependency and

30[d.

3iConservation of Biodiversity and Techniques of People's Activism, 43 JILI (2001) 191

2ND Jayal v. Union of India, (2004) 9 SCC 362.

3 PS Jaswal, Nishtha Jaswal and Vibhuti Jaswal, ENVIRONMENTAL LAW, 136 (2015).

3 The term forest is derived from a latin term foris, which means outside, probably indicating outside
the house.

% The terms indigenous peoples, aboriginals, adivasis and tribal peoples are often used
interchangeably. The term “tribe” has arguably been used to identify non-western or indigenous
society. In some countries such as the United States of America and India, tribes are called indigenous
peoples and have been granted legal recognition and limited autonomy by the State. It must also be
noted that various international movements have further modified the concept, and in the process
tried to provide a meaning bereft of discrimination and racism. Even when there is no uniform
definition of the term “tribal people, a set of shared and distinct characteristics may lead to one. Tribal
peoples are living descendants of “pre-invasion” inhabitants of lands and forests now dominated by



subsistence roles. Agni Puran highlights that a person who does the sacred work of
plantation of trees provides salvation even to those ancestors who died 3000 years
ago. Plants have been regarded as possessing divine qualities concerning their
healing powers. Forests constitute a significant part of Indigenous people’s life that
shapes the environmental governance of a particular ecosystem traditional
knowledge in the management of forests has been acknowledged by the state in the
West as well.*

Sustainability of Tribal Cultureis unique in its own way that tribal people prefer to
have a simple life filled with music, songs, liquor and merry making. Every tribal
society has three things in common, food, liquor and music. However, the cultural
uniqueness of the tribal communities has largely diminished because of foreign
invasions upon tribal lands. There are many instances which suggest that the social,
environmental, cultural and legal system of the tribes in almost all colonial
jurisdictions where the British hegemony has been successful to flourish their
business, trade and administration had a detrimental effect to the tribal
communities. Various aspects of their life are controlled and guided by their customs
and cultural diversity. As thousands of tribal peoples were uprooted during the
colonial era and the trend continued in independent India where many instances of
land acquisition left the tribal communities landless and forced them to leave their
ancestral land.%

Indigenous Knowledge

Indigenous, traditional, or local knowledge refers to the distinctive understanding
and practices unique to specific societies or cultures. This knowledge encompasses
the cultural traditions, values, beliefs, and worldviews of local communities,
including their customs, rules, and taboos that form part of their customary law. It

others. The attachment to their territory is a significant feature of tribal existence. Commitment to
cultural distinctiveness and a resolve to preserve both territory and culture as a means of reproducing
a singular ethnic community are major factors contributing tribal traits. This attachment to a specific
territory and insistence on the preservation of community on that territory distinguishes indigenous
people from other ethnic minorities.

%C Berkey, et. al. Revitalizing Stewardship and Use of Tribal Traditional Territories, THE INDIGENOUS
PEOPLES' JOURNAL OF LAW, CULTURE, & RESISTANCE, 8, 5-62(2023).

% Shambhu Prasad Chakrabarty* and Debmallya Sinha, Traditional Knowledge and Traditional
Cultural Expressions of Indigenous and Tribal People: The Era that was Killed and We Let Die

% Giorgia Magini, Education for people and planet: Creating sustainable futures for all
ED/GEMR/MRT/2016/P1/20, background paper for Global Education Monitoring Report UNESCO
(2016).
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is essential for preserving the historical and cultural heritage of a group, as it forms
the foundation of their social, economic, scientific, and technological identity.*

The Principles and Guidelines for the Protection of the Heritage of Indigenous
Peoples recognize that indigenous knowledge constitutes a complete knowledge
system with its own epistemological concepts and scientific validity. Its
characteristics include practicality and dynamic adaptability to contextual and
cultural changes, which necessitates continuous negotiation with the environment
and ongoing evolution.*? Thus, indigenous knowledge represents generations of
problem-solving within each community, addressing ever-changing conditions and
challenges.®? Given its deep cultural and contextual connections, indigenous
knowledge is crucial for daily survival and is influenced by both internal and
external factors, including innovations. Disassociating this knowledge from its socio-
cultural context can lead to misinterpretations and loss of meaning.*

Globally, similar features of indigenous knowledge have been observed, especially
regarding resource management and climate change adaptation strategies.”8
Historically, studies of indigenous knowledge have been divided into academic and
development interests, with the former focusing on anthropology and ethnography
and the latter on land management and participatory development.*9 The 1980s
emphasized the importance of indigenous knowledge for development, advocating
for "development from below," which integrates local knowledge to improve
technology relevance, preserve local skills, and address human needs.** Recent
research has intensified in areas like ecology, biodiversity, environmental
conservation, and climate change adaptation, using indigenous knowledge to
counteract past development issues.* Emerging concepts such as "buenvivir" reflect
a response to the negative impacts of development and offer alternative frameworks
for development.* Traditional development indicators like productivity and
financial capital do not align with indigenous knowledge or worldviews, which

¥Catherine A. Odora Hoppers, Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Sustainable Livelihoods and the Intellectual
Property System: A Peace Action Perspective, 1(1) JOURNAL OF PEACEBUILDING & DEVELOPMENT 88-106
(2002).

A, Agrawal, Dismantling the divide between indigenous and scientific knowledge. Development and change,
26(3), 413-439 (1995)..

4D.J Nakashima, et. al., Weathering uncertainty: traditional knowledge for climate change assessment and
adaptation. Paris: UNESCO, and Darwin: UNU (2012)..

#D. M. Warren, “Comments on article by Arun Agrawal”, Indigenous Knowledge and Development
Monitor, 4(1) (1996).

P, Sillitoe, The development of indigenous knowledge: a new applied anthropology , 39(2) CURRENT
ANTHROPOLOGY 223-252 (1998).

4], Briggs, The use of indigenous knowledge in development: problems and challenges 5(2) Progress in
Development Studies 99-114(2005).available at: http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/1094/1/]Briggs_eprint1094.pdf
$A. Agrawal, Indigenous knowledge and the politics of classification, 54(173) INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL
SCIENCE JOURNAL 287-297 (2002).

#E. Gudynas, Buen Vivir: today’s tomorrow, 54(4) DEVELOPMENT 441-447 (2011).
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prioritize land rights, cultural identity, and self-determination.#” This misalignment
has fueled resistance against development policies that adversely affect indigenous
communities.*

Indigenous holistic approach

the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) conceptualizes
sustainability as a comprehensive paradigm that integrates environmental and
economic relationships within a unified system, linking the biosphere and global
economy holistically. This interconnectedness implies that individual elements of the
system cannot be viewed in isolation. For instance, economic activities producing
goods and services can impact the environment, leading to changes that
subsequently affect economic processes. Thus, feedback effects and
interdependencies are prevalent throughout the system.*

Similarly, indigenous sustainability frameworks embody a holistic approach,
emphasizing interconnectedness akin to that described by WCED. However, the
foundational elements of these frameworks differ. While both frameworks recognize
culture as central, indigenous cultures typically encompass a broader scope,
particularly in their deep engagement with both the physical and spiritual aspects of
the natural world. Indigenous cultures encompass tangible and intangible aspects of
life, achievements, and creativity, reflecting their self-determination and spiritual
and physical connections to their lands and resources. Indigenous culture, therefore,
is a holistic concept based on shared material and spiritual values.>

In many indigenous societies in Australia, a holistic view of culture and
sustainability is evident, rooted in a worldview where humanity is fully integrated
with nature. The interconnectedness of land, language, culture, traditional
knowledge, and law creates a system in which all elements are interrelated. A
change in one element inevitably impacts the others. This interconnectedness is
succinctly described by the Indigenous Remote Communications Association in their
submission to the 2012 Inquiry into Language Learning in Indigenous Communities.
Lance Box from the Yipirinya School Council in Alice Springs illustrates this
interrelation with the Warlpiri concept of ngurra-kurlu, which encompasses five
essential elements: land, law, language, kinship, and ceremony. According to Box,
these elements are inseparable; removing any component disrupts the entire system.

YUNPFII. (April, 2010). Ninth session E/C.19/2010/CRP.4 25. The Human Development Framework
and Indigenous Peoples’ Self-determined Development or Development with Culture and Identity.
19-30 April, 2010. New York: United States.

V. Tauli-Corpuz, Indigenous Peoples and the Millennium Development Goals 7(1) Indigenous
Perspectives, (2005).

4 World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), Our Common Future (1987).

% Lola Jones, Indigenous Remote Communications Association, Inquiry into Language Learning in
Indigenous Communities (2012);



For instance, displacement from country impedes ceremonies, which then affects
language teaching, kinship structures, and legal practices, leading to the collapse of
the entire system.

In summary, indigenous cultures parallel the global sustainability paradigm
informed by Western thought but emphasize a deeper understanding of the human-
land relationship. This relationship is protected by indigenous cultural laws and is
comprehended through language that embodies accumulated historical
knowledge.*

II

Sustainable Development

Sustainable development has emerged as a key concept in development discourse,
though it is associated with a range of definitions and interpretations. At its core,
sustainable development (SD) can be understood as "development that can be
sustained indefinitely or for a specified period".>® (Dernbach, 1998, 2003; Lele, 1991;
Stoddart, 2011). Structurally, the term SD combines the concepts of "sustainable" and
"development,” each of which has been defined from multiple perspectives.
Consequently, SD itself has been examined from various viewpoints, resulting in
numerous definitions.*

Among these definitions, the one most frequently cited is from the Brundtland
Commission Report, which characterizes SD as "development that meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs.”* The significance of this definition is underscored by scholars such as
Cerin (2006) and Abubakar (2017), who argue that SD is central to global
development policy and agendas. It offers a framework for interacting with the
environment in a way that avoids depleting resources for future use. Thus, SD
represents both a development paradigm and a concept aimed at improving living
standards while preserving the Earth's ecosystems and mitigating environmental
issues like deforestation, pollution, and climate change.*
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From an applied perspective, SD is seen as an approach that utilizes resources in a
manner that ensures their availability for future generations.” Evers (2017) further
connects SD to the principle of balancing human development goals with the need to
maintain natural systems that supply essential resources and ecosystem services.
This approach seeks to achieve social progress, environmental balance, and
economic growth.®The demands of SD highlight the necessity of moving away from
harmful socio-economic activities and towards those that positively impact the
environment, economy, and society.”

The importance of SD grows daily as the global population increases while natural
resources remain finite. It has been emphasized that global concerns have
consistently focused on the prudent use of resources to ensure that the current
generation's needs are met without compromising those of future generations.® This
underscores SD’s goal of balancing economic growth, environmental integrity, and
social well-being. Implicit in SD is the concept of intergenerational equity, which
considers both immediate and long-term sustainability concerns.®® Kolk (2016)
suggests that achieving this balance requires integrating economic, environmental,
and social factors into decision-making processes.

Despite the frequent interchangeability of "sustainability" and "sustainable
development,” the two concepts are distinct. Diesendorf (2000) argues that
sustainability is the ultimate goal of the process known as sustainable
development,® while Gray (2010) supports this view by stating that "sustainability"
refers to a desired state, whereas SD refers to the process for achieving that state.®
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Principles of Sustainable Development

Achieving Sustainable Development (SD) is underpinned by several core principles,
which are crucial for guiding effective and equitable development. The predominant
focus in the literature on sustainable development emphasizes three key domains:
the economy, environment, and society. These domains encompass principles such as
ecosystem and biodiversity conservation, sustainable production systems,
population management, human resource development, cultural preservation, and
participatory governance:

Ecosystem Conservation

A fundamental principle of SD is the conservation of ecosystems. Ecosystem and
biodiversity preservation are essential, as the survival of living organisms is
intrinsically linked to the health of their environments. The Earth's finite resources
are insufficient to meet the infinite demands of human needs. Therefore, sustainable
development must be pursued within the Earth’s carrying capacity, which
necessitates limiting resource exploitation to prevent environmental degradation®
For instance, transitioning from reliance on fossil fuels and hydroelectric power to
renewable energy sources like solar power is crucial for maintaining ecological
balance and ensuring long-term sustainability %

Population Management

Population control is another pivotal principle in the pursuit of SD° As global
population growth intensifies, the demand for essential resources such as food,
clothing, and housing increases correspondingly. Given that these resources are
limited and cannot be expanded indefinitely, effective population management is
essential to sustain the availability of resources and maintain ecological
equilibrium.%

Human Resource Management

Proper human resource management is integral to achieving SD.® Individuals are
responsible for implementing and adhering to sustainable practices. Their roles
include managing environmental resources, promoting societal peace, and ensuring
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compliance with SD principles. Developing human capital through education,
training, and healthcare is vital for fostering a positive attitude toward
environmental conservation and sustainable practices®. Education not only enhances
individuals' skills but also influences societal attitudes toward sustainability and
environmental stewardship.®

Participatory Processes

The principle of participatory governance is crucial for the success of SDY.
According to systems theory, sustainable development cannot be achieved through
the efforts of isolated entities; it requires collective action involving all stakeholders.
Effective participation ensures shared responsibility and accountability, which are
essential for achieving sustainable development and fostering social stability.®

Cultural and Political Engagement

Promotion of progressive social traditions and political cultures is also important for
SD™. Sustaining and advancing positive traditional and political cultures contributes
to societal cohesion and environmental conservation. These cultural and political
elements play a role in valuing and protecting the environment, thus supporting the
overall objectives of SD.”

Synergy between indigenous communities and sustainable development

Despite comprising only 5% of the global population, Indigenous communities
account for approximately 15% of the world’s impoverished individuals.” These
communities are characterized by unique cultural practices, values, and beliefs, and
typically maintain kinship-based social structures rather than adopting market-
oriented approaches.” Central to their way of life is a strong emphasis on communal
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orientation, resource sharing, and cooperative engagement.” Indigenous peoples
play a crucial role in the sustainable management of the Earth's ecosystems, lands,
and biodiversity. In the context of globalization, urbanization, and the ongoing
challenge of preserving cultural identities amidst dominant external pressures,
Indigenous communities are instrumental in cultural preservation and
revitalization.” Their engagement is essential for the effective realization of all 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, their exclusion and
marginalization represent significant threats to the core objective of the 2030 Agenda,
which aims to ensure inclusivity and equity. Consequently, it is imperative for
scholars to stay informed about advancements in this area.”

The commitment to the 2030 Agenda has prompted nations worldwide to pledge
adherence to sustainable development principles. Sustainable development is
defined as economic progress that promotes equity, social justice, and environmental
stewardship.”> Addressing the core issues of the 2030 Agenda requires a fair
representation of diverse knowledge systems, including both scientific and
traditional knowledge.” Community development is central to achieving sustainable
development goals.”® For instance, agricultural communities have historically
acquired knowledge through generational learning, empirical observation,
experimentation, and iterative processes, which have proven effective over time in
addressing development challenges.”
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Indigenous communities have long demonstrated practices of living sustainably in
harmony with their environments.®* Their deep-rooted connection with nature and
natural resources positions them as key contributors to the SDGs. Indigenous
knowledge and methodologies offer valuable insights into addressing issues such as
climate change and resource management, while also supporting food systems that
ensure nutritious sustenance for all.8! The significance of Indigenous contributions to
the SDGs cannot be overstated. The insights gained from Indigenous communities
can significantly benefit organizations by enhancing their understanding of ethical
and practical aspects of sustainable development. Collaboration with these
communities supports the holistic achievement of the SDGs and highlights the
benefits of an integrative strategy over a more narrowly focused one.®> While many
contemporary organizations often prioritize quantitative metrics, individual
achievements, and short-term outcomes, frequently undervaluing trust-building,
collective procedures, and long-term, multi-generational benefits, Indigenous
communities emphasize the importance of self-governance, self-sufficiency, and
equitable, trust-based interactions.®

IV

Practicing Indigenous Sustainable Development

Indigenous sustainable development fundamentally revolves around the
enhancement of social, cultural, and physical capital. This capital formation is often
pursued through educational initiatives and the establishment of community-based
working groups. However, it is crucial that such practices be implemented under
specific conditions. Primarily, a genuine cultural revivalist movement must already
exist within the community; it cannot be artificially instigated by external parties for
the purpose of cultural romanticization. 3 As illustrated by the Maya, these
movements should address contemporary issues rather than merely glorifying past
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traditions.®*® For Indigenous sustainable development to be viable, it must
incorporate core elements such as environmental sustainability and gender
equality.8

Many Indigenous movements, including those among the Maya, Kechwa, and
Garifuna, seek to rediscover and emphasize environmental stewardship and gender
equity embedded within their cultural heritage. These movements integrate
traditional cultural elements with contemporary ideas to form a new, dynamic
Indigenous cultural expression. Notably, such initiatives are not purely cultural but
also materially significant. For instance, access to land is often a critical component
of these movements and should be integral to any Indigenous sustainable
development framework.%

Supporters, including practitioners, academics, and engaged citizens, can aid these
movements by pursuing several strategies. Securing financial support for material
resources through development assistance is essential. Additionally, ensuring access
to land for subsistence purposes—whether for nutrition, economic activity, or
cultural practices—is crucial.®® Protection of communal lands from degradation by
external actors such as mining or tourism companies also aligns with Indigenous
sustainable development principles, as land degradation impacts both cultural
integrity and community health.® It is imperative that cultural revival initiatives
include elements of equality, environmental stewardship, and land access.*”

Once these foundational conditions are met, it is essential that practitioners and
policymakers adopt a supportive and non-intrusive role. Indigenous sustainable
development initiatives must be self-directed, guided by the cultural systems
inherent to the community. External imposition of idealized or modern rationalities
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is unlikely to succeed. The design and implementation of Indigenous sustainable
development programs must be rooted in the community’s cultural realities.”

This perspective aligns with contemporary development theories that emphasize
cultural political economy approaches, which focus on building community
capacities and fostering equitable environments.”> Such approaches aim to enhance
the "capacity to aspire" of communities, allowing them to assert their own goals and
ideas within a more equitable framework.” Scholars with a background in
economics might find connections with Indigenous sustainable development in
contemporary nonlinear theories, such as those from complexity science and cultural
theory. Foundational economic theories by Veblen, Dusenberry, and Smith also offer
relevant insights into these perspectives.*

The policy implications of Indigenous sustainable development are profound,
particularly for development economists. Traditional arguments favoring free
markets as the most efficient means of achieving material development may be
challenged, as they rely on assumptions about a stable, sovereign economic agent
that may not align with Indigenous viewpoints. Conventional measures of
development, such as gross national product (GNP) per capita, might be deemed
insufficient, as well-being would need to be assessed in qualitative and relative
terms, emphasizing equality over mere economic output.”13 Indigenous sustainable
development advocates for a model where resource allocation is determined by
principles of equity and holistic integration rather than solely focusing on economic
growth.”

While the discussion has primarily addressed Indigenous development within
contexts often referred to as developing or Global South, there is potential for
broader application. The principles underlying Indigenous sustainable development
may offer valuable insights into resolving global conflicts rooted in nationalism and
ethnic divisions. Additionally, Indigenous perspectives on consumption and
environmental stewardship could provide solutions to global economic crises driven
by competitive consumer cultures detached from natural constraints. Embracing
Indigenous cosmovision, which integrates nature and culture and promotes
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discursive and material equality, may contribute to a more sustainable and equitable
global future.”

A"

Conclusion and Suggestions

The interconnectedness between humanity and nature has been emphasized
throughout history, particularly in ancient civilizations, where environmental
stewardship was deeply ingrained in cultural, religious, and legal frameworks.
Figures like Kautilya, through codified laws, understood the crucial role that forests
and other natural resources played in sustaining human life and well-being. The
punishments prescribed for environmental harm underline the gravity with which
ancient Indian society viewed the exploitation of nature. In the contemporary
context, the lessons from ancient environmental ethics are still relevant, particularly
in the face of accelerating environmental degradation, deforestation, and
biodiversity loss. The legal and cultural norms established by ancient civilizations
provide a framework for modern efforts in environmental governance and policy-
making. This historical perspective highlights that sustainable development is not a
modern concept but one that has deep roots in human civilization, particularly in
Indigenous communities.

Despite the existence of international instruments, Indigenous communities often
face marginalization, and their knowledge systems are frequently overlooked in
mainstream development paradigms. The Indian Constitution, through Article
366(25) and Article 342, recognizes the tribal communities, commonly referred to as
Scheduled Tribes. These communities, particularly concentrated in the northeastern
states and the Central Tribal Belt, represent a significant portion of India’s
population. Yet, many Indigenous groups remain unrecognized, which undermines
their ability to safeguard their traditional knowledge and land rights. The
recognition of these communities is not merely a matter of social justice but also
crucial for the preservation of environmental knowledge systems that are essential
for sustainable development.

Indigenous knowledge, with its holistic approach to the environment, offers
invaluable insights into achieving sustainability. This knowledge is rooted in the
belief that nature and human beings are part of an interconnected system, where the
well-being of one affects the other. Unlike many modern development models that
often focus on economic growth at the expense of environmental and social welfare,
Indigenous perspectives prioritize ecological balance, cultural preservation, and
community well-being. The preservation of forests, water bodies, and biodiversity is
not seen as an isolated objective but as part of a broader cultural and spiritual
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responsibility. The global sustainability discourse, embodied by the United Nations’
SDGs, can benefit significantly from integrating Indigenous principles. The SDGs,
while comprehensive, sometimes fail to consider the unique perspectives of
Indigenous peoples, particularly in areas like economic growth and industrial
development. Indigenous models of sustainable development emphasize harmony
with nature, the importance of community-based approaches, and the need for
gender equality, all of which are critical components of truly sustainable
development. In summary, the principles of Indigenous development which are
embodied by groups such as the Garifuna, Maya, and Andean communities—
highlight a holistic approach to development that harmonizes human and
environmental well-being. This holistic perspective contrasts with the United
Nations' SDGs, which are often considered in isolation. Indigenous approaches
necessitate a collective consideration of all SDGs to align with their comprehensive
development vision. Furthermore, certain SDGs, such as Decent Work and Economic
Growth (SDG 8) and Industry and Infrastructure (SDG 9), may not fully align with
Indigenous perspectives, which often prioritize environmental and community well-
being over economic expansion. Integrating Indigenous principles into mainstream
development models and policies could guide global efforts toward a genuinely
sustainable and equitable future.”

Integrating Indigenous knowledge systems into mainstream development models is
essential for achieving a more sustainable and equitable future. By recognizing the
wisdom of ancient civilizations and the ongoing contributions of Indigenous
communities, we can craft development strategies that are not only environmentally
sustainable but also socially just. The path to sustainable development must
prioritize ecological balance, cultural preservation, and community welfare over
unchecked economic growth, drawing from the ancient and Indigenous wisdom that
has long championed the harmonious coexistence of humans and nature.
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