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perience the environment somatically, psychological-
ly, cognitively, socially, and spiritually. According to 
kellert, people respond to the environment from a 
blend of nine value stances.2 During the evolution of 
our species, these values developed in response to en-
vironmental conditions and reflect our ability to adapt 
to different stressors and stimuli. 

Depending on circumstances, kellert argues that 
people relate to the natural world from any blend of 
these value stances. However, people may tend to 
favor one or two value stances as their primary pref-
erence and base decisions and actions accordingly. 

i t is important to cultivate a respectful and en-
gaging approach to developing and maintaining 
relationships with indigenous cultures. i pro-
pose that two fields of inquiry, bioculturalism 

and stewardship, be considered together as biocultur-
al stewardship in order to strengthen both. My main 
premise is that the dominant culture of a country or 
region bears more responsibility for creating relation-
ships with indigenous cultures because of inherent 
power differentials, as well as histories of oppression 
and marginalization. However, it is arguably a matter 
of necessity at this point in human existence to move 
past the perceived barriers of culture toward more 
open and respectful relationships. it is critical to con-
sider the complex and daunting challenges associated 
with sustainability issues from a variety of perspec-
tives, including those of indigenous cultures.1 Biocul-
tural stewardship provides a perspective on land use 
practices and governance that is culturally relevant 
to indigenous cultures and illuminates pathways for 
Western cultures to recognize the interdependence of 
people and nature. it fosters conditions for creating 
relationships with indigenous cultures to promote bi-
ological and cultural conservation and relearn indige-
nous understandings of alternative ways for humans 
to relate with the natural world.

relAting to the environment

Human beings are a product of evolution and ex-
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These value responses, individually and collectively 
expressed, play out through such behaviors.

Taking a co-evolutionary approach, Evanoff shifts 
the ethical focus from the human treatment of individ-
ual, static objects in nature to the causal relationships 

between intercon-
nected events un-
folding over time.3 
Any event can have 
far-reaching impli-
cations throughout 
its associated com-
plex of interacting 
events. Applying 
this approach to 
humans and na-
ture, Evanoff “rec-

ognize[es] the extent to which cultural practices and 
natural processes interact with and co-adapt them-
selves to each other.”4 The co-evolutionary approach 
posits that nature and human interaction form a com-
plex and fluid dynamic. Evanoff points out that “the 
implication for this view for human-nature interac-
tions is that ethics must concern itself not simply with 
individual actions but rather with how these actions 
affect the relations individuals have with the larger bi-
ological systems with which they coevolve.”5 The per-
ception of humans as superior in worth and function is 
transformed in the co-evolutionary approach to one in 
which all members of the biotic community—human, 
organic, and inorganic—are valued because of their in-
tricate relationships. The co-evolutionary approach is 
analogous to Leopold’s land ethic as “it implies respect 
for his fellow-members, and also respect for the com-
munity as such.”6 value is based upon the interaction 
between diverse members within the biotic communi-
ty rather than economic or moral value.

Adoption of the co-evolutionary approach may 
be hampered by the perceived distance from nature 
that many modern humans maintain, which is exac-
erbated through technology. Humankind’s psycho-
logical distancing is thought to have originated with 
the development of agriculture and the domestication 
of animals, which began around ten thousand years 
ago in the Fertile crescent of the Middle East.7 This 
transition was the establishment within the human 
psyche of domesticated and wild. According to glend-
inning, “this was the purposeful separation of human 
existence from the rest of life: the domestication of 
the human species.”8 The shift to agriculture and an-

imal husbandry transformed the human relationship 
to land. While nomadic hunter-gatherer societies re-
lied on a direct and intimate interaction with nature, 
agrarian societies shifted their perspective of the land 
to an “other” to be worked for food yield in the domes-
ticated realms or feared in the wild realms. The effects 
of the human capacity for “othering” ripple through-
out human relationships with both the environment 
and people. Othering is used as justification for dom-
ination of the land, as well as people, often simulta-
neously. colonialism, slavery, ethnic genocide, and 
highly destructive extraction practices are but a few 
examples of such othering at a cultural level.

According to glendinning, Western culture is 
founded on the duality of tame verses wild. While 
this approach has enabled humanity to multiply, it 
assumes and relies on a position of dominance over 
both the environment and people. This shift is thought 
to have occurred gradually over the last ten thousand 
years and has been perpetuated by the hegemonies 
of Western culture, religion, and politics. As glend-
inning states, “the human relationship to the natural 
world was gradually changed from one of respect for 
and participation in its elliptical wholeness to one of 
detachment, management, control, and finally domi-
nation.”9 in contrast to the Western approach, there 
are many indigenous cultures that retain a closer rela-
tionship with the land physically, psychologically, and 
spiritually. For example, the Mapuche of what is now 
chile and Argentina and the Maori of what is now new 
Zealand both retain their cultural, physical, psycho-
logical, and spiritual connections with the land. 

D e s p i t e 
culturally and 
religiously in-
fluenced dis-
tancing from 
nature within 
many West-
ern cultures, 
many people maintained a fundamental relationship 
with nature through agrarian practices.10 People lived 
in close proximity to wildness and nature as daily ex-
istence was influenced by weather, direct access to wa-
ter, growing or collecting food, and reliance upon an-
imals for food, transportation, and labor. nash refers 
to this as living in the wilderness condition, in which 
struggles for existence outweigh any consideration of 
the effects of human influence.11 While this condition 
is still the case for people at an elemental level, those 

it is critical to consider 
the complex and daunting 
challenges associated with 
sustainability issues from 
a variety of perspectives 
including those of indige-
nous cultures.

The perception of humans 
as superior in worth and 
function is transformed in the 
co-evolutionary approach…
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living in developed countries may not perceive of such 
a direct connection with nature.

With the advent of the industrial Revolution, peo-
ple in developed countries began to move into larger 
cities and both literally and metaphorically farther 
away from their natural state. For example, in the unit-
ed States in 1900, 
60 percent of the 
population lived 
in rural areas. By 
1990, this number 
had shifted to 25 
percent, with the 
trend continuing 
downward to 21 
percent in 2000 and 16 percent in 2013.12 it became 
less necessary to look to nature as the direct source of 
sustenance or to deal directly with nature’s threats as 
more effective tools to control and manipulate the en-
vironment were developed. in post-modern societies, 
most people no longer hunt or grow food. For many, 
gardens are considered hobbies and hunting a sport. 
Protected from the elements, people in developed 
countries usually are only confronted by extremes that 
damage what has been built and controlled by people. 

Physical distancing associated with the shift to 
agriculture and animal husbandry, along with the 
spiritual and cultural distancing encouraged by many 
christian and secular leaders, contributed to a perver-
sion of the psychological relationship that modern hu-
mans have with nature. The deep interconnection with 
the natural world that facilitates human participation 
as active members of the biotic community has been 
largely forgotten by modern people. Ecopsychology 
informs that this sense of “forgotteness” is the root of 
the generalized anxiety prevalent in developed coun-
tries.13

The lack of perceived connection with the natural 
world in modern Western thought promotes the ex-
pression of maladaptive biophilic expressions of ex-
treme utilitarian, domineering, and negativistic val-
ues of nature. Many modern humans have forgotten 
the necessary interdependence with nature for life 
and as a result, have also forgotten how to be stew-
ards of communities, especially with other-than-hu-
man members. until post-modern people reconcile 
this disconnect between humans and nature, their 
relationship with the environment will continue to be 
marked by exploitive, extractive, and destructive prac-
tices. 

in order reconcile the human versus nature dichot-
omy, it is necessary for Western thought to embrace 
Leopold’s conceptualization of community. For Leo-
pold, human interconnection with nature is an essen-
tial aspect of the larger biotic community. given the 
current disconnection of modern people from nature, 
it is necessary to first recognize the human intercon-
nection with nature, and then go beyond recognition 
to embody it. Recognizing implies that interconnec-
tion is an abstract, intellectual experience requiring 
little or no responsibility to maintain. conceptualized 
as such, recognition dissipates over time because it is 
not grounded in direct, lived experience. Embodying 
implies a deep, experiential understanding of inter-
connection as a constant state of being. Experienced 
in this way, interconnectedness becomes the norm.

reConCiliAtion And BiCulturAliSm

Reconciliation comes through realignment of the 
values and ethics practiced by policy-makers, land 
owners, land management agencies, and individuals 
alike. Aldo Leopold’s “land ethic” is recognized as a 
key philosophical underpinning of Western environ-
mental ethics and therefore is foundational to this re-
alignment. The land ethic extends the concept of com-
munity to include the natural world by widening the 
scope of ethics to include the land itself. Prior to Leo-
pold, the study of ethics in Western philosophy mainly 
considered the limits of community—and, therefore, 
moral consideration—to extend only to humans. The 
land ethic fundamentally challenged the Western per-
spective of the role of humans within the landscape, 
shifting that role “from conqueror of the land-com-
munity to plain member and citizen of it. it implies 
respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for 
the community.”14 Leopold states:

This extension of ethics, so far studied only by 
philosophers, is actually a process in ecologi-
cal evolution. its sequence may be described in 
ecological as well as in philosophic terms. An 
ethic, ecologically, is a limitation on freedom 
action in the struggle for existence. An ethic, 
philosophically, is a differentiation of social 
from anti-social conduct. These are two defi-
nitions of one thing. The thing has its origin 
in the tendency of interdependent individuals 
or groups to evolve modes of co-operation. 
The ecologist calls this symbiosis. Politics and 
economics are advanced symbioses in which 

…all members of the 
biotic community-human, 
organic, and inorganic-are 
valued because of their 
intricate relationships.
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the original free-for-all competition has been 
replaced, in part, by co-operative mechanisms 
with an ethical content.15

By considering ecological principles alongside 
philosophical ethics, the land ethic demonstrates the 
role of humans as members of a larger biotic commu-
nity. in contrast, throughout Western history, some 
members and leaders within Western cultures and 
religions have maintained that humans are the mas-
ters of the earth, thus leading to the expectation for 
humankind to exploit nature simply as a resource and 
a dumpsite.16 Leopold’s extension of ethics to include 
the biotic community presents a paradigm shift in 
Western thought. The application of ethics expands 
beyond the limits of humankind to include the natural 
world, thus establishing nature as morally consider-
able.17 The land ethic establishes a philosophical base 
to argue for the conservation and appropriate inter-
action with land based on intrinsic and other values 
beyond simply the economic benefits to humanity.

Western people’s perceived distancing from nature 
contributes to the dichotomous view of humans and 
the environment. Although there has been movement 
in Western thought toward a more holistic view of hu-
manity’s relationship to nature as articulated by Leo-
pold, Evanoff, and others, there is the question of how 
to actualize these ideals in a practical way. Biocultural 
stewardship may provide the necessary framework.

in contrast to the dichotomies outlined above, 
many indigenous people still live in close association 
with nature. Engaging with indigenous people may 
provide insight into alternative ways of co-existing 
with the environment that may be applied to modern 
cultures to help facilitate reconnection and embodied 
interconnection with nature. Equally important, con-
servation of biodiversity on native lands may be aided 
by understanding the nuances of indigenous commu-
nities’ interactions with the land. 

Drawing on multiple generations of accumulat-
ed knowledge, indigenous people still claim a strong 
connection to land, possess a keen awareness of the 
local environment, and maintain the ability to adapt 
to changes within their environment.18 This intimate 
connection between people and land is foundational 
to indigenous communities. it is through culture that 
land and nature traditions are transmitted and giv-
en meaning to successive generations. Therefore, in-
digenous culture may be viewed as the repository for 
traditional ecological knowledge or the accumulated 

knowledge, practices, and beliefs of indigenous people 
that, combined, represent and determine a culture’s 
relationship to nature.  As Berkes argues:  

Purely ecological aspects of tradition cannot be 
divorced from the social and spiritual. stories 
and legends are part of culture and indigenous 
knowledge because they signify meaning. such 
meaning and values are rooted in the land and 
closely related to a ‘sense of place.’19

it is important to avoid romanticizing indigenous 
cultures as made up of “ecologically noble savages” 
who interact with the natural world in harmony and 
balance. Evidence indicates that the social and cul-

tural norms associated 
with living sustainably 
rely on low popula-
tion density, abundant 
land, and the absence 
of a market economy. 
When these conditions 
are threatened, these 
groups often adapt 
unsustainable practic-
es in order to survive. 

Further, the image of the ecologically noble savage 
has largely been applied by outsiders who hold these 
cultures up as examples of what civilized people have 
“lost” in exchange for the technology and comforts of 
the modern world. Both the ideal of wilderness with-
out human influence and the ecologically noble savage 
have been challenged in recent years as relying on a 
static, romanticized perception of either wilderness or 
indigenous people.20 grande claims the image of no-
ble savage is often called upon as a way of legitimizing 
the messages of some non-indigenous groups. Doing 
so further marginalizes indigenous people, especially 
when they do not live up to the romanticized ideal.

indigenous ecological knowledge must not be 
viewed as a panacea to the wide range of eco-social 
issues encapsulated in the field of sustainability. Mar-
agia contends that many pre-colonial indigenous cul-
tures were plagued with a variety of social issues—such 
as gender inequality—and ecological issues—such as 
highly destructive farming methods—that are not, in 
fact, sustainable, ecologically or culturally.21 such cul-
tural and environmental practices persisted because 
of a widely dispersed human population. 

Even in light of such criticism, traditional eco-

The effects of the 
human capacity for 
“othering” ripple 
throughout human 
relationships both with 
the environment and 
people.
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logical knowledge retains much value in addressing 
the complex issues associated with sustainability. 
in a study commissioned by the united nations, re-
searchers found that in four different countries in Af-
rica, “where indigenous knowledge was ignored there 
has been a deterioration of the environment, leading 
to poverty.”22 The indigenous systems of transferring 
ecological knowledge across generations effectively 
influenced communally managed land within these 
communities and the broader region. Recognizing the 
limitations of indigenous cultures, traditional ecologi-
cal knowledge contributes to a broader understanding 
of the relationship of humans with nature and to shift-
ing our collective eco-social ethic.

Many indigenous cultures are marginalized and 
discounted as potential contributors to addressing the 
issues that often times affect them most directly.23 But 
from the fringes emerge opportunities.

fringe potentiAl

Ecologists have long argued that biological di-
versity is critical for the health of an ecosystem. Bi-
ological diversity maintains that natural ecosystems 
are more resilient and healthy when comprised of a 
multitude of interdependent species. such diversity 
aids in maintaining an ecosystem, regardless of scale, 
by promoting interspecies niche development to per-
form the various eco-services needed within the biot-
ic community. These ecological poly-cultures tend to 
make more efficient use of scarce resources through 
partitioning created through interspecies spatial dif-
ferentiation.24 For example, the stratification of plant 
species within an area into canopy, understory, shrub, 
grasses, mosses, and lichens effectively captures ener-
gy from the sun by filling many of the possible niches. 
Meanwhile, nutrient cycles are structured to use and 
reuse limited resources, such as minerals and water, 
as different plants rely on different resources while re-
leasing bound-up nutrients that are then reused. 

since humankind is an expression of nature, this 
dynamic is repeated in human systems both physio-
logically and culturally. Physiologically, illnesses get 
passed around quickly within areas of dense popula-
tion such as colleges, cities, and office buildings, as 
does a smile or a positive attitude. culture, the expres-
sion of the cumulative values and norms of a people, 
is therefore the sociological library of the collective 
wisdom of society. It is through culture that the filters 
through which we interpret the world are established 
and maintained. it is also through exposure to other 

cultures that we broaden our worldview by removing 
or reframing these filters. Additionally, cultural diver-
sity ensures the full spectrum of human experience, 
and knowledge is maintained because “any reduction 
of language diversity diminishes the adaptational 
strength of our species because it lowers the pool of 
knowledge from which we can draw.”25

in contrast, human created monocultures may not 
promote ecological or cultural health or abundance. 
For example, in the united states, monoculture food 
choices represented by fast food establishments dom-
inate the urban landscapes. Consumers can find the 
same products distributed in cloned environments de-
signed to provide a consistent experience. This is also 
reflected in farming techniques comprised of large-
scale, monoculture-based agribusinesses and meat 
factories requiring high levels of petroleum-based 
inputs in order to maintain production levels and 
transportation to distant markets.26 Meanwhile, local 
restaurants serving unique and local fare are often off 
the beaten path, and organic farming techniques are 
considered fringe, although they are growing in pop-
ularity, supposedly because of the quality of the food.

it is within 
the fringes that 
diversity takes 
root. Fringes, in 
ecological terms, 
are the margin 
between one eco-
system and an-
other. in these 
edges biodiversi-

ty flourishes because of the blending effect between 
multiple ecosystems produces niche opportunities 
for species that cannot thrive in the bordering ecosys-
tems. This is also where the greatest density of fruit 
tends to occur in part due to the increased efficiency 
of resource use.27 consider the bank of a mountain 
stream. Two distinct ecosystems interact at the edge: 
the aquatic and the terrestrial. But there is also a third 
ecosystem that only exists at the interface of the two. 
Mosses and ferns along with a host of other plants and 
animals exist in this narrow zone. such margins attract 
animals seeking both water and food. As the animals 
move away from the stream, they take with them ener-
gy stores and genetic material for further distribution.

cultural edges may function in much the same 
way. it is here that knowledge, technology, and be-
liefs may be shared, resulting in an increased resil-

it is important to avoid 
romanticizing indigenous 
cultures as “ecologically 
noble savages” who interact 
with the natural world in 
harmony and balance.
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iency, flexibility, and adaptive capacity for those par-
ticipating. it is important to note that cultural edges 
are more complex than the defined boundaries of a 
mountain stream. instead, they are better viewed as 
“processes of interchange” that may involve commu-
nity gatherings or social media based on interests and 
perspectives, rather than geographic proximity. When 
successful, these zones promote interaction between 
various individuals and groups in which new ways of 
being and knowing may be considered by seemingly 
disparate individuals and groups.

in the post-modern world, indigenous cultures 
may occupy such an edge. Either the indigenous peo-
ple are so marginalized as to only exist on the edge, or 
the communities are insular except where they bump 
up against the dominant culture. Either way, an oppor-

tunity exists in the 
overlap between 
the indigenous 
and dominant 
communities. in-
d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n 
and urbanization, 
often imposed 
through political 

and corporate colonialism, are more likely to promote 
homogenization of perspectives toward a monocul-
ture of humanity, rather than the poly-cultures need-
ed to maintain cultural diversity. indigenous cultures 
and their rich linguistic tapestry have suffered along 
with the biological communities with which they co-
evolved. Maffi points out that “all three diversities 
[cultural, linguistic, and biological] are under threat 
by some of the same forces . . . that loss of diversity 
at all levels spells dramatic consequences for human-
ity and the earth.”28 indeed, these cultures are largely 
marginalized and exploited while possibly contribut-
ing unique perspectives on many global challenges 
that humanity faces.

SteWArdShip

stewardship fosters an intimate connection to 
both nature and community. “it is about the exercise 
of moral and civic responsibility to protect, restore, 
conserve, and prudently use the earth’s ecosystems 
and all that they sustain.”29 The essence of steward-
ship maintains that humankind must be responsible 
caretakers of the earth. Whether divinely mandated or 
issue-based, the stewardship approach requires a con-
servative approach to extraction and use of resourc-

es in order to maintain natural systems in a healthy, 
resilient state.30 stewardship recognizes human inter-
dependence upon natural systems and seeks to care 
for resources to promote abundance for societal needs 
as well as the natural systems upon which society de-
pends. Leopold clearly states this imperative when he 
states “a thing is right when it tends to preserve the 
integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic commu-
nity. it is wrong when it tends otherwise.”31 changing 
the word biotic to biocultural may reflect the current 
direction of thought regarding this dimension of en-
vironmental ethics because it better articulates the 
broader application of community Leopold conceptu-
alized in the land ethic.

Moving toward a stewardship frame of reference 
in regard to both the environment and culture could 
be considered a viable means of healing the wounds 
we have inflicted upon ourselves and nature because 
it embodies the environment and the cultures nested 
within. it is a way of interacting with the natural and 
cultural environments that respects members of both 
communities and values the co-evolutional aspect of 
their interaction. in relation to the environment, this 
may include restrictions on the use of natural resourc-
es. Relative to culture, this includes resisting the pro-
pensity to homogenize or destroy other cultures, in-
stead promoting engagement with these cultures in 
meaningfully beneficial ways. Finally, it includes valu-
ing and balancing traditional ecological knowledge 
with scientific knowledge and inquiry.

BioCulturAl SteWArdShip

connecting bioculturalism and stewardship 
strengthens both. Biocultural stewardship is based 
upon the intricate and intangible connection between 
culture and environment. it is an ethically based in-
teraction with the natural and cultural environment 
that respects all members of both communities and 
values the co-evolutional aspect of their interaction. 
stewardship is an ancient concept based either on 
religious or spiritual beliefs or on societal norms and 
expectations.32 Bioculturalism is a fairly recent bridge 
between biological and cultural diversity issues that 
focuses on exploring the intricate dance between cul-
ture and land.33

Blending these two concepts provokes some inter-
esting questions. Who stewards a particular biocul-
tural hotspot? is it purely internal to the indigenous 
culture that occupies and embodies the land, or is it 
necessary to impose stewardship from without? is it a 

culture, the expression of 
the cumulative values and 
norms of a people, is the 
…library of the collective 
wisdom of society.
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collaborative function between multiple levels of gov-
ernment, non-governmental organizations, and indig-
enous cultures? Are traditional practices that are not 
sustainable overlooked because of their place within 
a culture, or is it appropriate to prescribe changes to 
tradition? of critical importance in each of these ques-
tions is how knowledge is developed and utilized.

The Western approach is to use the scientific meth-
od, in which a problem is approached mechanistically, 
while indigenous cultures tend to rely on knowledge 
accumulated through direct, intimate interaction with 
the natural world held in a more holistic way. The ap-
plication of scientific knowledge and traditional eco-
logical knowledge need not be mutually exclusive ap-
proaches.34 The primary differences between these two 
approaches to attainment of knowledge are the time-
line and intimacy with that which is being contemplat-
ed. Whereas scientific study may last several years, 
traditional ecological knowledge is passed to succes-

sive generations as a 
method of ensuring 
the success of a given 
people in relation to 
their land—the ulti-

mate longitudinal study. Scientific study is intention-
ally designed to keep the researcher distant from the 
subject in order to take apart a problem and analyze 
the component pieces. Building traditional ecological 
knowledge is a much more intimate, multigeneration-
al relationship, relying on environmental conscious-
ness in the experience of everyday living and direct 
interaction. neither way of knowing is “better” than 
the other. Both have value in constructing knowledge 
and informing decisions regarding how best to inter-
act with the environment and community. As Leopold 
established in his land ethic, in order to manage the 
land toward health and resiliency, we must know the 
land intimately and scientifically. 

Combining scientific knowledge with traditional 
ecological knowledge through stewardship may be a 
bridge that acknowledges the value of both. Biocultur-
al stewardship provides a framework to guide actions 
when engaging with indigenous cultures and nature. 
it is founded on a commitment by all stakeholders to 
actively participate in the process by integrating new 
and ancient ways of learning and knowing to address 
issues that challenge both indigenous and post-mod-
ern cultures. Maintaining the ecological health of 
bioregions to promote abundance is accomplished by 
engaging with the knowledge of those most intimately 

connected with an environment. in relation to culture, 
it means recognizing and respecting the rights and in-
tegrity of indigenous cultures to develop through their 
respective stages and to allow the necessary access to 
nature needed to sustain them. it also includes engag-
ing in fair practices with indigenous cultures regard-
ing traditional ecological knowledge that may be used 
for commercial purposes. Biocultural stewardship 
includes the valuation of traditional ecological knowl-
edge balanced with scientific knowledge. It requires 
that the indigenous culture engage with outsiders and 
integrate scientifically based knowledge into its tra-
ditional practices. in such cases, indigenous peoples 
must be willing to integrate such findings into their 
environmental practices.

BioCulturAl SteWArdShip in prACtiCe

In 2005 Loh and Harmon created the Index of Bio-
cultural Diversity (iBcD) by combining calculations of 
biodiversity with calculations of cultural diversity into 
one model.35 The iBcD model calculates biocultural 
diversity by country and takes into account both land 
area and population. The results of this process iden-
tified three major areas of the world with the highest 
biocultural diversity: the Amazon Basin, central Afri-
ca, and Indomalayasia. It also identified the four most 
bioculturally diverse countries as Papua new guin-
ea, indonesia, cameroon, and columbia. This model 
could be applied within countries as well to identify 
specific regions that are threatened and in need of bio-
cultural stewardship. such areas could be considered 
biocultural hotspots containing high densities of both 
biodiversity and cultural diversity.

Who stewards biocultural hotspots? Does it rest 
solely on indigenous cultures, or is it necessary to 
institute policies at a variety of levels to ensure pro-
tection? Due to the marginalization of many of these 
indigenous cultures, it is not practical for them to ex-
ercise power to achieve recognition, much less policy 
change. in order to support biocultural stewardship, 
it is necessary to bolster support for these regions 
though a variety of political, educational, and non-gov-
ernmental methods. To understand more clearly how 
biocultural stewardship may contribute to the sustain-
ability of an eco-social community, compare the expe-
riences of the Mapuche in chile with that of the Maori 
in new Zealand. These two indigenous cultures are 
generalized in order to highlight the characteristics of 
biocultural stewardship. By generalizing, i recognize 
that voices within these communities would disagree 

it is within the fringes 
that diversity takes root.
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with my basic analysis. This is not an attempt to essen-
tialize these cultures; rather, it is necessary to draw at-
tention to specific aspects of biocultural stewardship.

The Mapuche people of chile are the largest in-
digenous tribe, representing 95 percent of the indig-
enous population and comprising 4.7 percent of the 
overall population. From 1530-1810, as their lands 
became more settled by progressive waves of spanish 
conquistadors, they were marginalized, assimilated, 
or destroyed. since the creation of what is now chile 
in 1820, the Mapuche have continued to be margin-
alized, disenfranchised, and driven from their home-
lands. This began to change in 1993 with the signing 
of the indigenous Peoples Act, which recognized the 
rights of indigenous peoples and signaled within the 
chilean government the intention to enter into a new 
relationship with the Mapuche. However, this new re-
lationship has been more difficult in practice than on 
paper and has had only marginal success. This recog-
nition has only recently gained momentum with the 
ratification of Convention 169 of the International La-
bor organization by the chilean government in 2008. 
At its core, this international convention supports the 
rights of indigenous people to consultation, property, 
and self-determination.36

The modern history of the Mapuche has been and 
continues to be a constant struggle for recognition 
of land rights granted by the chilean government in 
principle but not supported in practice. A land gov-
ernance policy that is particularly antithetical to this 
endeavor is the designation of Private Protected Areas 
(PPAs). Most PPAs are managed by international or 
national forestry interests or  mineral interests, while 
some PPAs are managed by ngos concerned with 
the conservation of biodiversity in a pristine wilder-
ness state. The result is the creation of huge tracts of 
land that are inaccessible to the Mapuche regardless 
of their traditional subsistence uses and cultural sig-
nificance. PPAs have created a patchwork of accessi-
ble and inaccessible lands. While it is feasible for the 
Mapuche to create their own indigenous parks under 
the PPA regulations, typically they do not have the fi-
nancial resources to create them, much less to support 
them long term. Additionally, the Mapuche are inten-
tionally and consistently isolated from the political 
and decision-making processes that ultimately result 
in further marginalization. The outcome is a tense and 
volatile relationship between companies, government 
officials, non-indigenous farmers, squatters, and the 
Mapuche.37 in this case, biocultural stewardship is not 

possible due to the lack of support, trust, or coopera-
tion at any level.

contrast this with the experiences of the Maori in 
new Zealand who, at multiple levels within new Zea-
land’s government, possess influence that defends and 
supports their way of life. This is based upon a strong, 
internally created vision of the future of this culture 
and a commitment to creating programs and opportu-
nities for the Maori people to maintain pride in their 
culture while recognizing the influence of the rising 
“Westernizing” tide. These include the creation of com-
munity- and regional-level strategic plans that seek to 

validate and 
c e l e b r a t e 
Maori cul-
ture, use of 
t r a d i t i o n -
al Maori 
k n o w l e d g e 
in research, 
and the cap-
ture of Maori 
k n o w l e d g e 
u t i l i z i n g 

forms traditional to Maori culture, as well as more 
contemporary scientific and technological approach-
es such as gis mapping and the use of environmental 
indicators based on Maori knowledge to assess envi-
ronmental change. This is a good example of the use of 
traditional ecological knowledge paired with scientific 
knowledge to address local and regional issues. The 
success of these programs relies on the recognition 
that indigenous groups must work within the confines 
of a system they did not create, balanced in a way that 
assures their cultural identity is not compromised as 
they fight to preserve it. In these ways, the Maori have 
teamed up with the globalized government of new 
Zealand, rather than fighting against it.38 in this case, 
biocultural stewardship is evident at a multitude of 
levels. 

ChArACteriStiCS of BioCulturAl SteWArdShip

comparing the Mapuche and the Maori brings into 
stark relief three critical aspects of biocultural stew-
ardship: cultural self-determination, blended knowl-
edge, and political engagement. While discussed inde-
pendently, these three characteristics are recognized 
as being highly entangled. First, an indigenous group 
must have the capacity for self-determination or artic-
ulating the identity of the group in relationship to their 

Moving toward a stewardship 
frame of reference in regard 
to both the environment and 
culture could be considered 
a viable means of healing the 
wounds we have inflicted upon 
ourselves and nature…
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land and other cultures. Both the Mapuche and the 
Maori articulate their cultural identities; however, the 
Maori have integrated their story with the dominant 
culture, while the Mapuche identity is articulated in 
spite of the dominant culture. The result is little public 
or political support for the Mapuche, while the Mao-
ri are more integrated into the system and attempt to 
work within that framework while providing value to 
the larger culture.

A second aspect is blended knowledge or the inte-
gration of old and new ways of creating and utilizing 
knowledge. While the Mapuche are severely excluded 
from this process, the Maori are contributing to the 
broader society by offering their particular experience 
and expertise to the issues. This is especially preva-
lent in the integration of Maori concepts into the study 
of environmental indicators to track larger climate 
change issues. Being able to tap into the longer time-
line of the Maori in examining these changes provides 
a much broader understanding of the issue and, equal-
ly important, an alternative view on how to address 
these challenges. 

Third, the ability to navigate and engage with the 
political environment in order to be heard is critical. 
simply put, the Mapuche are voiceless and have no 
representation at any level of government. The Mao-
ri, on the other hand, are empowered by their ability 
to engage with and contribute to the system they live 

within. This took effort on the part of the Maori people 
as well as the local and national governments.

As braided rope is stronger than each of the indi-
vidual strands, biocultural stewardship is strength-
ened by the intermingling of cultural self-determina-

tion, blended knowledge, and political engagement. 
Each of these concepts is important in its own way 
but limited when operating independently. However, 
when considered in concert, their strength is unified 
and amplified because each informs and bolsters the 
others.

The comparison of the Mapuche and Maori expe-
riences reveals that an indigenous culture’s struggle to 
engage with the dominant culture oftentimes is mired 
in violence. The Mapuche are a good example of this 
situation. As they struggle to assert their identity and 
claim their associated rights, they are consistently met 
with resistance culturally and politically, prompting 
violence from both sides.39 until the question of legit-
imacy claimed by the Mapuche is addressed, violence 
will likely continue to occur and possibly escalate. Bio-
cultural stewardship seeks to engage in dialogue and 
community action before reaching the threshold of 
violence.

A similar model exists on the international stage. 
The value of biocultural diversity is articulated in a va-
riety of international agreements ranging from the Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development 1992, 
Agenda 21, the Earth charter, and the united nations 
Environment Programme. However, these statements 
of support for bioculturalism do not necessarily trans-
late to local, regional, or national support or policies. 
To address this gap, the united nations Environment 
Programme established the Biocultural community 
Protocols in 2009. The protocol process is intended to 
create culturally specific rules for engaging with indig-
enous people, moving toward the objective of main-
taining biocultural diversity. it also provides a process 
for supporting development in conjunction with exter-
nal stakeholders where appropriate. The intent of the 
biocultural community protocols is to further amplify 
the call from indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities to be affirmed with international and national 
legal frameworks as custodians of their landscapes 
and to enjoy secure rights to manage their territories, 
natural resources, and traditional knowledge, innova-
tions, and practices according to their values and cus-
tomary laws.40

As indicated in Figure 2, biocultural stewardship 
reduces these components to three interrelated as-
pects: self-determination, blended knowledge, and 
political engagement. 

The biocultural community protocols appear to be 
a highly prescriptive process imposed by the united 
nations Environment Programme (unEP) on the in-
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digenous cultures with whom they work. This may be 
necessary in order to translate cultural norms into the 
legal terminology needed to engage in the internation-
al political arena. While it is recognized that the dom-
inant culture must be involved and may actually need 
to initiate such a process, the ultimate product must 
be held and valued by the indigenous culture. 

ConCluSionS

in order for modern people to live more sustain-
ably, it is necessary for their relationship to the natu-
ral world to shift from a perspective of being separate 
from and superior to nature to one of being in an em-
bodied interconnection with nature. Equally import-
ant, it is necessary to conserve the remaining biocul-
tural hotspots of the world in order to maintain both 
biological diversity and cultural diversity. Biocultural 
stewardship may facilitate both.

A fundamental assumption in the worldview of 
contemporary Western ethics holds that nature is sub-
servient to humans. Thus, moral consideration does 
not extend beyond humans, allowing the perception 
that humans are separate from and superior to nature. 
The perception of distance from the environment per-
mits and in some ways encourages maladaptive re-
sponses to nature that may be used to justify destruc-
tive practices. such practices will continue until the 
paradigm of separateness is recognized as flawed and 
a deeply embodied interrelationship with the biotic 
community is fostered and embraced.

Leopold’s land ethic is rooted in his understanding 
of an expanded concept of community that includes 
all life and all things that support life. The land eth-
ic is fundamental to biocultural stewardship because 
Leopold argues for the extension of moral consider-
ation to include the natural environment and seeks to 
reorient human interaction to that of a member of the 
biotic community rather than master of the environ-
ment. Biocultural stewardship may facilitate the need-
ed healing for the transmutation in Western thought 
to more fully occur by providing insight into alterna-
tive ways of interacting with nature that are grounded 
in embodied interconnection with nature.

Biocultural stewardship aids indigenous people 
by exploring and establishing culturally relevant land 
governance practices that recognize and support pre-
serving biocultural diversity. it  serves as a template 
for engaging with indigenous cultures in respectful 
and meaningful ways. cultural self-determination, 
blended knowledge, and political engagement play 

equally important roles in creating biocultural stew-
ardship. Biological stewardship considers the inter-
play between the economic, ecological, and cultural 
dimensions and provides a method to involve both 
traditional ecological knowledge and scientific knowl-
edge in the pursuit of viable, practical, and sustainable 
solutions to the complex problems that indigenous 
and post-modern cultures now face.

Daniel Caston is Instructor of Recreational Leadership and Coordi-

nator of the Ferrum Outdoors Program at Ferrum College in Ferrum, 

Virginia.
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