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TRADITIONAL RESOURCE UST. AND MANAGEMENT

USE OF THIS UNIT

This unit gives some of the background to traditional or customary
systems of resource use and management, including both good and bad
examples. It shows the context within which these practices arose, and thus
should help the participants to understand end appreciate them better. Some
participants may still have a good knowledge of their own traditional sysiems,
and they should be encouraged to discuss them and to use then te ilustrate
the points made. Others may know very little about their cultural herilage,
and this section may help them to discover that the past is worth knowing
about, and hopefully motivate them to try to learn more.

Since most participanis in the Pacific Islands will already have some
experience of thesa subjects, at least in their own area, the ideas in the lext
should be used to stirmulate discussion on the value of this knowledge. The am
in many cases will be less to teach new knowledge than lo change the
attitudes of the participants towards knowledge they already have but may
not have appreciated,

The discussion can be enriched by bringing in local people who know
traditional resource management systems well.

EXERCISES

Field trips can be made to areas where traditional techniques for
resource use and management are still practiced, hopefully with opportunitics
to discuss the techniques with people whe still use them in their daily hife.

{Unit written by A. L. Dahl, based in part on Dahl, 1985) X
[Revision 26/07/85]
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TEXT

TRADITIONAL RESOURCE USE AND MANAGEMENT

islands are by their very nature bmited in many of thoir resources, such
as t.?m land and soil, fresh water, and the stocks o!’ wildhife and fich, andg
modern coeiety s not the f{irst to have (o learn to ltve within those lunits,
There have been many waves of migration across the Pacific in the past,
bringing different peoples and cullures to settle in the islands. They either
learnad to live within their island limits, or they failed to survive.

The tragic example of Easter Island shows whal can happen if geople do
not respect the-r' isiand's environimental limits, The evidence suggests that the
Polynesian population of Easter island grew too large some centuries ago. The
pecple cleared more and more of the island forest to grow food and to meel
their need for wood., Finally ail of the trees were cut down, There wa, nio
mure forest to restore the fertility of the soli, and no more woond to build
hauses or even to hbuild canoes fo soil away from the island. The unprotected
soil got poorer and soorer and rould not produce as much food.  Apparently
these resource difficuities led to warfare and social decline as people fought
over the few resources that were left. TYoday the island is covered with grass
without a single netive tree or shrub, and ecan suppart only a small population.
The giant stone statues erected long ago stand as silent witnesses to the
environmental flisastor of the past.

As penple setiied in the Pacilfic Islands, they made many changes in the
environment, cutting and burning forests, hunting wildlife, and clearing land
for agriculture. Sometimes they destroyed & resource before they understcod
its limits, as in the case of the New Zealand Maoris wha apparentiy hunted
the moa (2 large bird) to extinction.

Fortunately, ::'obn’)lv after a peried of trial and errse, most island
peoples learned to be careful, and to contrel their use of thos: resources that
were in limited supply.  Since each isiand is different, the technigues they
developed varied from one. place to anather. Their methods showed great
ingenuity and a deep understanding of the resources.

It is imporiant to understana  and  judge  these methods in thel
traditions! context. There were very few materials available on the islands;
wood, some leaves and fibres, shelis and stone weare the only things that could
be used for tools or construction, Walking, naddling and saiiing eances were
the only means of trensport. Therefore sume resource management problems
did not arise because human impact was limited Dy the avasilable technology.
It was hard to clear large areas of forest with stone axes; fire was perbaps
the most powerful land clearing tool available where it was dry onough.
Remate reefs upwind from the village were seldom fished because they were
ton hard to ge!l to. Fishing was seiective because nets and traps were crude
and let raany fish escape. Munting was equally difficult, In these cases direct
confrols on rasource use were less necessary because the technology was
already limiting. Scmetimes the return to a simpler technnlogy may be the
Lust protection for a resource.
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Traditional use and management methods often illustrate intelligent
solutions to various resource management problems, and can thus serve as 3
guide to the limits te respect or the methods Lo apply today. The following
are a few examples, but each country or island should explore its own store
of traditional knowliedge for the most appropriate local practices,

Aariculiure

The biggest challenge in traditional island agriculture was to maintain a
supply of staple foods all year round when the varieties avatlable and
environmenta! conditions made fooud storage difficult., Some crops  like
breadfruit were very seasonal, but yams could be stored for a few months and
taro could often be held in the ground until necded. Still there could be times
when people were reduced to eating bark and roots in the forest.

The types of agriculiure were adapted to each island. Where there was
encugh land, shifting cultivation was wisely practiced because of the probiem
of maintaining scil fertility, Where water was in short supply or variable,
systems of irrigation and water management were developed. The following
example from New Caledonia will iliustrate traditional approaches lto island
agriculture.

The two principal crops in New Caledonia in pre-Zuropean times ere
yams and Laro, both the subject of intensive and highly specialized cultivetion
techniques (Barrau, 1956). Yams are a dry land crop with great cuitural
significance. They were grown in mounds specially prepared to provide ideal
conditions for tuber developmeni. On slopes, these mounds were crescent
shaped with the points down hili. Stone or clod retaining walls were often
used to retain their form, and the channels near the points were generally
lined with stones to prevent ernsion. On valley bottoms and along streams, the
mounds were circular or more often lineir, 3-4 metres wide, more than 1
metre high, and sumetimes extending four several hundred metres.  Lands
subject to heavy flooding were avoided. The channels dug out to make the
mounds provided drainage and helped te protect against flood damage during
the wet season. The slopes of the mounds were often planted with sugar cane
and other crops to retain the soil; windbreaks and mulching were also used.
The vines were trained up straight poles, which could be removed in the event
of a cyclone, or up basket-like trellises (in the lLoyalty Islands). Special
techniques such as planting the yams over hollow cavities allowed the
production of tubers up to 2 melres long.

Taro requires saturated or continually humid conditions <for growth,
which with the seasonal and irreqular rainfall patterns of New Caledonia
makes irrigation essential. Legend records chat the technique of irrigated taro
cultivation was brought long ago by foreigners who made many mistakes at
first, but the numerous traces of terraces still visible today all over the
island show the extent to which the art was developed wuod perfected locally.
Water was captured high up on permanent streams and conveyed through
canals, often over several kilometres, tc slopes wher2 terraces could be
constructed. Agquaducts were used to crogs depressions, hollowed trees were
used to bridge gullies, and special overflows protected agiinst damage in
heavy rains. Terraces generally 2 to 6 mcires wide were carv2d out of slopes
up to 80%, with an outer wall somciime: reinforced with stones or logs.
Stone-lined spillways and sluirn-gates directed the water fron one terrace to
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another, and permitted orecise control of water flow, bhut the systems
required constant surveillance and maintenance. The hydraulic works were
protected by a cede of prohibitions and tabeos, but earthworms were a
significant cause of leaks. Piantings along the banks had bcoth magicar and
practical significance in stabitization and erosion control. Some heads of
valleys became great amphitheatres of toro lerraces, and terraces weare aiso
developed alung streams, and in iow swampy areas where the targ was pianted
in raised beds. Similar types of irrigated taro cuitivation occurred where
conditiens were appropriate throughnut Melanesia and Pelynesia, and are still
practicec in some parts of Voanuatu.

Both yams and taros are maintained as vegetatively reproduced clones.
Many varieties were imported st different times, and others were probably
generated spontanecusty in gerdens long left in fallow. The result was @ large
number of varieties adapted (o different culture conditions harvest times,
which were grown in different cardens and even different parts of 3 terrace
or mound. A small viilage could maintain 20 or mere varieties of an important
crop plant. There was an obvisus awarencss of the unportance of (hese
varieties, and new farms were sougnht out and tried. While wvarious usts or
descriptions of these varieties have been made, the precise conditions for
which they were adapted have seldom been noted, nor has therce bLeen a
comparable effort io preserve the varieties thamselves, and with the decline
in subsistence agriculiure and the collapee of irrigeted taro cultivation, a
large part of this valushle genstic resource base has probably been lost.

Many secendary ofops, such as sugar cane, bananas, and other fruits,
greens and nuts, were grown in and around the principal stapies, or gathered
in abandoned gardens or in the wild., Some foods or varieties were restricted
for use in times of drounht or famine; these may have been more important in
early pre-cultivation times., Others were important sources of fibres and oiner
materials. These useful planis have been reasonably well documented for most
of the region. There were presumably also traditional controls of plant pests
and diseases, but these have not oftzn been recaorded.

Therz were two principal constraints on traditional agricuiture in many
islands. The first was the difficulty of maintaining an adequate food supply all
yeur round. Periods of scarcity requiring the use of less palatable foods from
the forest were common, The vam is & sceconai crop, and while can be
stored for about 6 to 10 mosths under cool dry conditions, there is often a
gap before the next harvest, especialiy i¥ much of the supply is consumed at
an importani event. Taro keeps only & Tew days after harvesting, but with
reqular rainfall or irrigation it can be planted all year round and held in the
ground fer a long period after maturity.  This was a principal justification for
the effort of maintaining irrigated tarc where rainfall was erratic. The
patential for growing both of lhese staples aiso varied from cne island (o
another, and in some places it was necessary to rely on other crops inciuding
breadfruit and pandanus. The long-term accumulation of agricultural surpiuses
was therefore impossible, and a system of exchanges 'ior immediale
consumption remained the basis of the economic system. The food supply was
also vulnerable to disasters such as cyclones, and plantings were often
fragmented for better securitv. The succass or failure ef & crop depended on
factors beyond human control, and much traditional magic was an alteinpt Lo
influence these factors.
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The second constraint was the lack of methods for maintaining or
unproving soil fertility in much of the region. In spite of the great investment
in clearing forest and sometimes in constructing terraces or mounds, only a
few harvests at most were generaily possible before yields declined. A fallow
period of 3 to 20 or more years was usually necessary before the land could
be used again. This meant that very large areas had to be developed, with
much of the land in fallow at any one time.

The agricultural calendar is cne of the most critical aspects of any
sgricultursl system, yet little information on this has been preserved in many
countries. Sometimes planting and harvesting were linked to celestial events,
or to natural happenings such as the flowering of a tree. However, each local
area adapted these to their weather patterns, crop varieties, and other
factors, and there are great variations from place to place. Such timing was
one of the most important aspects of island life, to the point that plants such
as yams that permitted man to situate. himself in time were sometimes given
magic or ritual qualities. Counting or measuring time does not seem to have
bheen parl of many island cultures, and in such cases there was mere reliance
on celestial events and on a calendar by association with events in nature
such as the flowering or fruiting of. Lrees.

While big islands sllowed large scale agricultural devzlopment, there
could be equally sophisticated techniques for atolls where there was
practically no soil and no surface fresh water. In Kiribati, for instance,
pulaka (a kind of taro} is grown in pits dug down through the coral rock to
the ievel of the fresh water in the underground lens. Soil has'to be made for
each plant. Baskets set at the water's surface are filled vrith leaves and
vegetable matter which rot te produce the soil in which a sincle pulaka plant
15 Growin,

Fishing

While in agriculture the amount harvested depends on the amount
planted, fishing is different in that it is basically harvesting a wild resource,
like hunting or gathering in the forest. A traditional fisherman could not
increase the amount of fish over what was there naturally. The challenge for
tracitional fisheries was to make the greatest sustainable harvest ail year
round regardless of ocean conditions. This requires the control and
management of the kinds and amount of fishing allowed, and there were many
traditiona! methods to do this,

The first level of control was through the ownership of and -thus limited
access te fishing resources. Usually a section of reef, lagoon or river belonged
to a viillage or family. They were responsible for the resource and depended
on it for their survival, co management was both possible and necessary.
Under these cenditions it was possibie to leave fish for lsler without f{uar
that they would be taken by someone else.

The second level of contro! was the fishing technology itself and the
fact that most fish caught could not be stored and had to be eaten
immediately. Fishing with a spear, for example, or using a trap permitted
selecting just the fish that were needed. Some parts of an island or reef weres
usually too difficult to get to or fish in with canoes, and thus served as
reserves to maintain fish populations.
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The hasic fishing technigues seem simtiar in most Pacific Isiand areds.
Waomen and children gieaned crabs, sea urchins, octopus and vacicus shellfich
from reef and mangrove areas accessible at low fide. Fishing with rety, Loos
and spears was a men's nccupation. Nets were made with fibres from forest
vines or coconuls and could reach 50 matres in length, The fish encircled wiih
such a net were grabbed, ciubbed or speared, so that only useful fish were
taken. Special large nets were made for catching turtles and oither large
ariimals. Smaller nets served 'o eatch small fish such as sardines or muliei.
Coconut leaves were aiso used to encircle fish, Fish traps were constructed
of basketwork or with stone wails. Dugong, turties and even whales wers
hunted when possible. Sometimes these scarcer resources were reserved for
chiefs or for spectal oceasions. Feisons from various plants were also usaed tor
fishing in both rivers and the sea, with plants collected in the wiid or ever
cultivated, Traditionally such technigues were usually used iudicicusly and 1
maderaticn.

A third level of traditional management was through controls on ihe
times and places for fishing. Fishing calendars were as elaborate as
agricultural calendars. There was sometimes an extensive lure linking the
flowering ot fruiting of various trees with the best times for caiching
different species of fish, Fishermen knew the behavier, migrations and
reproductive cycles of many species of fish (Johannes, 1978), and used this
knowledge both ta meke catching fish easier and to protect species when they
were particulariy vulnerable.

Most island peoples observed a complex set of rules governing fisheries
which ensured both good catches and sound management of the resource. Some
areas were protected by permanent tzboos and served as regerve areas. (ther
taboos might be seasonal, =ither protecting a resource whon it was
particularly vulnerable, or reserving an easily caught resource fur the had
season when other kinds of fishing were noat possibie. Thare were also
occasional taboos, such as that on the daath of a fisherman over the @ed
where he customarily fished, Such closures of an arsa te fishing allowed the
fish populations to recover,

“or example, there is a traditional fisherv in the Solomeon isiand. fur
certain shells used to make customary shell money. The fishery used ta be
manaqed by the pagan priest, who waould put a tabes on an area of the layoon
for 3 to 5 years (which was just the !ime for the shells e grow to
reasonable size). Me would then iift the tabos in that area and appiy it
somewhere else.  Unfortunately, when the villagers converled o oiher
religions, the priest kept the taboo on for 30 years because he was not given
enough 0igs to sacrifice, and the traditional managament system broke down.

Hunting

The lack of adeguate sources of animal protein on the land was @ major
problem. on many islands, especially {or tribes without access to or an
prientation towards the sea. Only Papua New Guinea has sigmificant large
qame animals. Elsewhere, the forest oniy provided flying foxes (fruit baig) and
birds such as pigeons as game worth hunting. On some isiands iend snails and
certain grubs were also eaten. As with fishing, hunting was limited by the
technology available for killing or catching animals and birds, as well as by
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traditional rules and practices. There were also taboo fore:t areas which,
armong other things, protected breeding stocks of hunted anima.s.

As in other sociecties where animal protein was limited, the desire for
flesh sometimes led to cannibalism. Wars were sometimes otivated by a
desire for meat, and in some areas it was even a role of certain families to
supply one of their members for the chief's meat. The European introduction
of large mammals made other sources of protein widely available, and these
practices quickly died out.

Medicine

Traditional healing techniques depended on environmental resources,
particularly on the medicinal use of many local plants. These practices often
continue parallel to western nedicine even today. Traditional medicine is
knowr to include both rational and psycho-therapeutic technigues, together
witn a falk classification and names for ills and diseases, and involves both
simple  {amily remedies and specialist healers for different types of
treatments. Traditional surqeons, for instance, were highly skilled, and were
even able to replace parts of the skull with coconut shell.

Ig_chnoiogz

Traditiona! technology concerned the knowledge and skills necessary to
use the malerials available in the environment to meet various human needs.
There were techniques for the fabrication of bark cloth and various types of
string and rope. Pottery was made in some areas, and jade and other stones
and shells were worked to make different implements. While most of the
techniques and the resulting articies have been recorded, the skills that can
only come from practical experience have largely been lost.

Wwhile island structures sometimes achieved spectacular proportions (huts
in New Caledonia could reach 9 metres in diameter and 12 metres in height),
they were sometimes condemned by westerners as unsanitary and pressures
were often great to replace them by European-style houses, Traditional
construction techniques were often highly sophisticated and very beautiful
Fach island developed types of structures adapted to local conditions. The
open Samocan fale reinains comfortable and airy in spite of the tropical heat.
The closed hut of New Caledonia was much better adapted to the hot days,
rold nights and mosquitoes of most rurzl areas, than the corrugated iron
shacks that were buill to replace them, and today many families keep both.
Kanak huis also had a flexible construction that made them very wesistant to
cyclones,

The qualities of =sach materiai availabie in the environment were known
and appreciated. lIslanders were able to cut large trees in the forest, move
them to a building site and erect them as centre posts, or hollow them out for
canones or aqueducts. There was obviously a very complete knowledge of the
qualities and resistances of each wood and their appropriateness for different

tasks.
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General environmental knowledge

The scope of traditional knc ‘ledge of noture end the environmeni was
very large. There were names for end a classification of every signilicant
species of plant and znimal. Periodic events like the moveimnenis of celastial
bodies, the fiowering and fruiting of trees, and the migrations of buwds and
fish were observed and incorporated into he system of knowledge, Celestisl
navigation was practiced, permitting long otean voyages and precise landfalls.
The weather could be pregicted with orly rare exceptions.

The traditional islander dig not fee! cut of( fram his environment bul @
part of it. He knew his local environment as well as he kncw his own body. fo
the heritage of knowledge received from his parents, family and ancestors, he
added his own personal experience from a lifetime of intunaie contact wilh
his surroundings. Oniy rarely would hs De surprised by an unkiown o
unexpecied phensmenon bevond his experience, Life was not always eony, bul
he leerned to make the best of il through full and wise use of all the
respurces of his environment. '

REFERENCES

Barrau, Jacques. 1956, Native subsistence wsoriculture i New Caledonia. Scuth
Pacific Comenission Technical Paper No. 87:45-153.

Dahl, Arthur bLyon. 1985 Traditional envireamental management in ivew
Caledonia: a review of existing knowledge. Soutn Pecitic Pegional
Environment Programme, Topic Review No. 8. 17 p.

Juhannes, Robert E. 1978. Traditional marine conservation methods in Cceania
and their demise. Annual Review of Ecology and Systemating 5:349-364,



£1 Traditional Rescurce Management
e
GUESTIONS
Where did the people on your island come {romn?

What changes did they make in the isiand environment before the turopeans
came?

Wwhat plants or animals did they bring with them that were not already on the
istand?

what kinds of traditional agriculture were there on your island, and how were
they managed?

was there any time of year when food was scarce? What did people eat?
row was traditional fishing managed on your island?

Was there ownership of or contrels on access to coastal waters?

what fishing techniques were used and how did they work?

Were there taboo or closed areas or seasons in the sea? on land?

How was hunting managed?

oo you know the important medicinal plants in your srea?

what are some of the ways in which traditional houses were adapted to the
environmant on yaur island?

Do you know some of the signs for predicting the weather?

what do you think should happen to traditional knowiedgs today?
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SORCERY AND SCIENCE

UsE O THIS UNIT

The purpose of this unit is to show that there was 2 scientific content
and scientific approach in traditional Pacific Island cultures, and that science
is therefore not just something new imported from outside but the
continuation and expansion of processes centrai to traditional life in lhe
islands. Unfortunately this traditional knowledge was often hidden under lhe
name "sorcery” applied by the early missionaries and administraters, who tried
by every means to stamp it out, and largely succeeded.

The discussion of this material should aim to help the participants go
beyond the old labels of "sorcery" and "superstition", so thal they can look
again at traditional knowledge with a modern understanding to see what may
still be usefu! today. By appreciating the scientific content o their heritage,
the participants may also find it easier to study principles of modern science
which may be useful to the management of their environment.

(Unit written by A. L. Dahi, based in part cn Dahl, 1985)
[Revision 30/07/85]
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The development of modern science has provided the founcaiion fo
explosive develepment of western civilization. Toeooay it s through sciopcs
that we look for the answers to the probloms of the malero! world, whether
in human health and medicine, in the development of resoureas and industry,
or in the protection of the environment,

Yet soience 15 not something fundsmentally new and ditferent. iU o an
accumulation of knowindge based on looking carefully at the things thal o0 on
around us in nature, and then thinking about and organizing all ooy
observations into systems af structures, theories or lows that best explain
what we have seen., The proof that such an explanation is the vight one i
that it can successfully predict what will happen &f the same things are done
or similar conditicns occur again., The law of gravity predicts that if we <rap
a heavy object it wiil fall towards the earth. We would be very surprised if
trie eobject suddeniy fell wpwards, and would have to change tho law of
gravily,

At different times or in different cultures, the events or vacts observe!
may be the same, bul our ways of explaining them may change as new ideas
or theories provide better or ore complete explanations that oldes ones. o
instance, after hundreds of years of believing that the sun lumhed around tiv
earth, scientists discovered thal it was mare logical to se2 that thoe cortn
turned around the sun. In ancther example, it is only some 20 voars ags that
earth scientists realized that the continents, long thought of by most peopie
as fixed, really drift over the surface of the earth, separating frog or
cotliding with each other,

The general public has never fuliy understood what scientists do aicd

vihy they do it. In Eurepe in the past, the distinction between astrencimors ar

alchemists and magicians or sorcerers was noi very clear, and scientists abile

to predict future events such as an eclipse were looked upon &s having special
and perhaps dangerous powers.

The same problem occurred in the Pacific. The early Surcpean visiturg,
and particularly the missionaries, did not understand the beliefs underlying
island cultures, and they worked hard to destroy the Ysarcery ond supersiition
of the natives" and to replace it with enlightened Zuropean ways of thinkino,
LLooked at without the biases of European society which has always (hought o
itself as superior, island cullures inciuded logical and internaily-consistent
explanations of ihe natural worid and man's position in it. {here 13 wome
belief in magic and superstition in all cultures, often mixed with sound
abs ervanonq and quite a high proportion of traditional knowledge wuould tuaay
he called s un:.f:c. unfortunm:z!v the attempis of weli-meaning nissionaricy
and educators to destroy these traditionsl beliefs in order o replace them
with semething else have led to the loss of much valuable information (n the
environment along with ideas and practices that had ountlived their usefulnous,
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The ways in which people cbserved the workings of nature in isiund
socicties were similar to those of modern science. The master fishermnan, for
instance, would spend many hours watching the sea and the behavior of lish.
He would thus add io the knowledge received from his forefathers, and be
would in turn pass on his accumulated knowledge to his successor, just as
scientific knowledge is accumulated and passed on. However, the inteliectua!
context within which the observations were interpreted was very different.
An unfaveurable change might have been interpreted as the influence of an
enemy's indagic powers, to be counteracted by the use of other magre. bven
the way in which man saw himself in relation to the natural world was
ditferent from that of the Furepean. The kanak of New Caledonia, for
instance, did not identify himself as separate from the world around himg oo
the contrary, he was part of the world and perceived himseli by anaiogy with
obiects in nature such as the yam, whose cycle symbolized the cycie of kie.
The ancestors were born from trees, and the body was identificd with the
vagetable kingdom.

Many things in the natural "world had a mystical or spiritual
significance, often related to the ancestors and the crigins and histery of the
people. The different plants even had symbolic meanings that were used a5 @
kind of language. The land was the spiritual as well as material source of life.
it is no wonder that the habitat was worshipped and that there was no
distinction between magic or miyth and the natural world.

Knowledge in island cultures was not held equally by everyone; there
was a tendency towards specialization in the community. Each family often
had its own knowledge and magic passed from generation to generation, and
‘15 assigned hereditary role in the community. In New Caledonia, the family of
chiefs symbolized the clan and provided political leadership, anncuncing
decisiens taken in consultation with appropriate specialists.  Other families
provided priests, war chiefs, aorators and other figures in the community. Many
of these specialisis had a role in managing environmental resources, 1he
family of the first occupanis provided the master of the land who distributed
the land and preserved in his menory the record of all land boundaries and
ownership, There was often a master of yams or dry (maie) crops, and one or
more masters of wet or female crops (taro, bananas, sugar cane) who were the
agricuitural technicians and decided the timing of gardening operations. The
doctors and healers had their special knowledge of sicknesses, medicines and
pther treatments. Fishing knowledge and magic was held by the families
responsible for supplying fish to the chief, A clan might be foresters or
carpenters, with a knowledge of the forest trees, the qualities of each wood,
the techniques for cutting and hauling a tree to the buillding site, and the
construction of huts or the making of canoes. families might own magic to
control the sun, the rain, cyclones, or the land breeze to chase away bad
weather. These different specializations were not mutually exciusive, and the
number varied with the area and the size of the community. The rells could
aiso be combined; a sculptor might also be a surgeon, since both required
sirnifar culting skills.

There was usuaily some separation of specializations belween men and
women, Taro was a female crop, and women knew more than men gbout the
dif ferent varieties of taro. Pottery, tatooing, midwifery and some types of
healing were also women's roles in New Caledonia. Each island culture had its
cwn ways of dividing up and transmitting such traditional knowledge.
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It is clear that many examplies of "magic" were regsily based on
scientific knowledge allow.:g the holdar of that knowledge to predict Lhe
probable outcome of natural cvents, The head of a family on Lifou i the
lLayalty !slands had magic alliowing him to climb up on a promontory and to
ask the relations of his god in another locality te send him fishy slthoagh the
rite is ne longer followed, when the wind blows from the cther localily s 1l
washes fish up on the sand, just as it did the day alier the mnauician
perforred the rite. The magic was thus related to a natuial happening, ang
the skitll of the magician may have lain in knowing how to read the natural
signs that the event was zbout to nappen, and then o use s magic.

The master of a crop in New Csaledonia freguently had a simall soured
garden in which he first praciiced the different acts in the cultivation of the
crop. Trese ritual go dens probably served as small experimental gardens ard
weather stations permilting the master to observe the development of (he
plants and to adapt his decisions and advice to the variable clinate.

A knowledge or skill was intimately related to the myth or magic with
which it was inherited. Again in New Caledonia, ona missionary described the
case of a skilled sculptor and surgeon whose confidence rested in the gift
from his deified ancestors; when he became a Christian, this cenfidence was
destreyed and his skill was los®. This shows how closely practical skills and
knowiledge were linked to the values and beliefs that underlsy traditionad
cultures. There was not the same separation into intellectual compartments as
there is between science ond religion in modern Eurcpean caltures,

fraditional environmental management was often the respo sibility of
the priests or other hoiders of spiritual or magical powers. Their controts sind
prchibitions generally had the force of religious taboos, with all that that
implied ior the effectiveness of enforcement. A taboo might be placec on o
garden to protect the crop before the harvest, or an area of tall grass mighi
be protected because it was neaded to repair the thateh an the huts s the
village. In the Sciomon lslands exampgle cited in the provious unit, it waos the
pagan priest who was responsible for controlling the harvesting of the shells
for making shell money. He would apply or remove taboos on the lagoon al
intervals necessary for the growth of the shelis to a reasonable size. [ Lrat
situation, the conversion of the villagers to other religions meant the
breakdown of the system of resource rmanagement.

This close relationship between what would today be called science and
religion (or belief) has made it much harder to appreciate the vaiues o
traditional cuitures. The replacement of pagan bellefs oy Christianity moeant
a rejection of all that was ussociated with those beliefs, including much thot
was socially or scientifically valuable. Today we must overcome the prejudices
of the past and search cub those parts of island cultures that continue Lo be
valid today, and that can heip to find appropriate solutions to modermn
proilems.  We must in a sense bridge the qgap hetween soreery and sclence.

REFERENCE
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LUCSTIONS
what do you think about science?
Wwas there science in your traditional culture?
How was man's place in nature seen traditionaily?
Did your family have any particular magic or scientific knowledge?

What different kinds of traditional specialists were there who might be said
to nave had scientific knowledge?

Can you think of scientific explanations for things that were traditionally
thought of as magic?

Wwhy were Laboos respected traditionally?

Do yeu think it would be useful to try to preserve traditional knowledqge of
Lhe environment?

How can traditional environimental management practices that were part of
the pagan religion be brought up to date and cpplied todey?
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South Pacific Regional Environment Programme
Training Unit E3

SALVAGING AND EVALUATING TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE

USE. OF THIS UNIT

One of the most important steps in preparation for local enwvironmental
management is to reconsiruct what knowiedge still remains aboul traditional
management systems and Lo evaluate its pertinence to modern needs.  The
previous units should have given the participants an appreciation for their
heritage of traditional knowledge, yet the chances are that their
understanding of it will be partial and imperfect. This unit gives some ideas
for the collection of traditiona! knowledge, with emphasis on the kinds of
documentation necessary to ensure that the records will also be useful to
others in the future. Information withoul enough data on its origin is nearly
worthiess, like an old photegraph without information as to who L 1s and
where it was taken. The participants must realize the importance of recording
what they know or learn, and the presentsation of this unit should emphasize
this.

If there are already local cultural preservation activities (often
assoclated with a museum or culturai centrel, a person responsible for these
activities could participate in the discussion on this topic.

EXERCISES

The intent of this unit is to get the participants fo start recording the
traditional knowledge of the environment in their own viliage or family. This
could be started as field exercises during the course, with each participant
reporting back to the group.

If there are existing cultural preservation activities, the participants
might be able to assist with the field work for those activities.

Some  countries already have an archive of written or recorded
documents on traditional knowledge. Participants could be sssigned to search
througy some of the archival material for information useful to resource
management,

(Unit written by A. L. Dahl, based in part on Dahl, 1585
[Revision 06/08/85]
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TEXT

SALVACGING AND EVALUATING TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE

Orne of the greatest tragedies in the recent history of the Pacilic is
that so much of the traditional oculture and environments!l knowledge
accumulated over generations has heen lost. Such information was only stored
i the memaortes of men and woemen, and pasced verbally and by apprenticeship
from generation to generation., The disturbances and population decine
following European contact meant that many pecople died before giving their
knowledge to their children, and the children were often taken outl of Uw
village and put in schools where other kinds of knowledge were taught. Suie
missionaries and anthrepologists have written down what they observed, but
there was much that they couid not understand, or that was withheld from
them.

As a result, oniy a tiny fraction of most traditional cuitures has Leen
written down or ctherwice reccrded. duch has already been fost, and the old
men and women who still possess such knowledge reasonably ntacl arte not
paseing it on to the pext qenaration; it will die with them. There &5 clearly
sume, hesitancy to pass on this precious heritage either outside the family
Lne, or to those who do not appreciate it. Fersons of middle age often recall
the existence of such knowledge from lheir childhood, but for thesm: 1t has
fallen into disuse, and their personal experience in its application is general
limited. The youngy in genefal see no pertinence i such traditions to U
modern way of life they hope Lo live, and are thus not interested. '

I
L

here are many reasons why this traditional beritage s being last, ror
nenegations, the "superstitions of primitive peoples® have been discredited by
missicnaries, administraters, educatars and European colonists. One missionary,
for instance, declined to record all the "superstitious ceremonies related to
fishing", pitying the poor natives whom only tha Christian message could save
from such darkness. Children sre no longer educated in the family cor Lhe
tribe, bul in schools where western-style education gives litlle time (o
traditionai cultures. Traditicnal patterns of social organization for coilective
action bhave been disrupted, making it impossible to conktinue group
cecupations such as collective fishing or the irrigated cultivation of taco. New
cocupatians in towns, industries or comrercial agriculture have atirocted the
most able, and reduced the extent of traditional subsistence activities.
Traditional knowledge no longer passes automatically from father to son or
mether to daughter. Even where subsistence actlivities have continued, fow
technologies have replaced cld, and the old knowledge has seemed superfiuous
even where it would sti!l be wuseful, The technolegical fix is an easy
temptation for all societies,

Clearly there is no peint in going back to a treditienal technology such
as hand-woven sennit nets when new nylon nels are readily avatiable and nore
efficient, However, much of the knowledge of the fisheries resources is sven
more .necessary today if catches are to be maintained and averfishing, made
casier by new techniolegies, is to be avoided. The same is true in many other
areas of resource use. Many imported developiment approaches have proven
destructive of the resource base, and local traditional techniques which have



3 Salvaging Traditional Knowledge
S, S

been adapted te local conditions and refined over centuries inay provide a
botter guide to sustainable development.

Come kinds of traditienal knowledge have been reasunably well recorded
by anthropologists or missionartes in a fr,w areas of the Facific, while others
have entirely escaped the review of western scholars. The number of studies
in depth based on extensive field werk is very limited; many papers simply
repeat  the aobservations of earlier workers with  slight  additions  or
rmrxtc-rprvlatiu«a:;. Often the existence of some type of knowledge or practice
has 'been noted, but the actual content or necessary detail has not; a
reference to the flowering of a tree is of little use without knowing what
tree is referred to. tven more unfortunately, the published literature consists
alimost entirely of reperts by ocutside observers, Few islanders have yet come
farward to record their own cultures frec of the biases inherent in any
oulside perspective.

Today many traditional practices for rescurce use and environmental
menagement have diminished or disappeared eotirely.  Traditional agriculture
has declined steadily since the arrival of the Suropeans, and today In some
countries only the simpler types of subsistence coilivation remain.  In New
Caledonia, the European introduction of cattle and deer that trampled nillside
irrigation structures and raided gardens was disastrous for the waler systems
on which tare depended.  With the dispiacement of many clans fm.n Aheir
ancestral Jands, and the colonization of the Dbest agriculturai land Dby
furopeans who did notl understand or appreciate traditional agriculture, the
continuity of agricultural development was broken. The population decline, the
hreakdown of traditional social structures the competition for'land and labour
from cash erops such as coffee and other employment, the'introduction of
crops eassier to cultivate such as manioc, and the availability of img;-u'-t-_=<l
focds have all contributed to the collapse of traditional agricultural systems.
“ven  where traditional cuitivation continues, the less de.ndnng Crop
varieties are now preferred, Little remains today of the elaborate and
sophisticated agricultural systems of the past.

Subsistence fishing has suffered the same decline as agriculture, 2nd
those technigues requiring collective effort are rarely if ever practiced, The
changes brought by turcpean fishing technology and improved boats have
probably been even greater than in agriculture. Even where great areas of
reef and lagoon are uvmmble, averfishing has become an increasing problem.
A return to mere traditional fisheries management techniques might be o
solution,

A review of traditional envirognmental management shows what a rieh
heritage there must have been and how littie has been preserved or recorded.
On soeime subjects there is a good written description, but without the skills

that can only come from practical experience. For other topics, there are

onty gulc-"antl"s without the detstl necessary to be wseful.  In soine areas
there is only a lint of the former existence of practices ar knowledge that
might have been very useful as a gquide t'o solutions to modern resource
management problizms,
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What we do nol know s how much of this infr;rmatmn way stil exis,
nerhaps unconsviously, in the daily practices of rural workers or ihe memories
of old people. While no one hiving today can remember back to pre-colonis
times, there may still be some who were voung when such skibls wore st
valued in the family.

The salvage of the valuable heritage of icland cullvres and of the
environmental knowledge tnhat is part of this heritage cannobt be lell o
outsiders. There are too few of them, and problerns of confidence anu
lunguage make it much more difficult for them to cotect and .‘;-:::()rd thiis
informaticn correctly, The islanders who have such knowisdge must ensure
that it is passed on, or at least recorded in soma way for future Qui\.{!(‘atl:)lm.
However, only a major effort by the youna people of each family or isjand to
rensw thiir interest in this heritage and tc make the effort to learin il will
vuly sav: what is left,

o

A culture is never semething that is rigid or dead, it ¢ always churging
and adapling to new conditions. The effort to learn vour traditiona! hevitage
will inevitably be accompanied by an evaluation of that krowledge ood o
selection of those parts of it that are =til! valid today. VThie will Lo keep
island cuitures alive snd heip them (o evolve and adapt Lo the new economic
and social climate of an inter-related world,

Techniques for salvaging traditional knowiedge

There are many categories of traditional
saving for the future., These include:

knowledge thal are warln

]

Legends, history, genealogies
~{(‘i' glon, magic, taboos
Sccial structure, relations, family roles
Lend and reef ownership
Rights to and management of rasources
Agriculture
Fishing
Huniting
f cod storage and preparalion
Forest use, gathering
Medicine, healing
Canstruction or fabricaticn of:
houses
canages
implements
materials
Warfare
Other subjects you may think of.

in arder for the information you coliect to be useful, vou should nete as
much about that information as possible, enswering the basic guestions: Who?
when? Where? what? Why? A possible format showing the Kinds of things it 1s
useful to write down with traditional knowiedge is shawn in the annex to Uiis
unit, This formal couid also be used as a questionnaire for projects coliecting
traditional knowizdge.
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The follawing are some ways in which traditional knowledge con be
saved or recorded for the future.

“n Record the stories and descripticns of the elders on cassetios,
or even (if facilities are available) with video or film, especially

if manual techniques are demonstrated. Think of whit you would
wanl to hear or see if vou were going to learn the Knowledge
from the cassetle or film. Always write down the particulars ol
what you record {who, when, where).

-—- Write down the stories and descriptions as you hear them. Young
pecple could write pioers on some aspect  of lraditional
knowledge in therr family or village as part of their school
assignments.

—-- Prepare written reports or articles on traditional knowledge
which could be published in the newspaper or by a local soviety
or museum. There is no reascn why outsiders should be the only
ones Lo write about vour culture.

- Photograph  examples showing traditional knowledge, or oake
drawings of them, or collect examples if objects are involved. Be
sure 1o label these weil with information on what it is, where 1t
is from, what it is used for, and who made it.

--- Make surveys or interviews of peonle in a village or aren, filling
out a questicnnaire for eéach person talked to.

-—- Try out traditional lechniques to see how they work, and note
the results,

These materials or copies of the materials collected should be given for
safekeeping to your local museum, archives, cultural centre, libracy, or uthet
safe depository where they will be taken care of and made avatlable to those
who are interested in them. Even if no one seems to care now, the chances
are good that in 30 or 20 years, people will gppreciate the care you have
taken to preserve your heritage.

Semetimes people will not want to share or reveal knowledge thal has
always been kept seccrel within the family, The ideal would be i find a
member of the family interested in learning and carrying on the traditions. If
not, it may be possible o gel permission to record the infornation by fixing
cortain conditions for access to the records, such as zocess only with the
permission of the faimly, or after some fixed period of time {(such as > or 2U
vears), of upon the death of the person .providing the information. If such
conditions are agreed to, they must be noted with the records and diways
respected,
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Lvaluating traditional knowie“ge

1t is difficull to say what is the real value of fiaditional knowlody
because no one can predict what will be needed in the future, just as i
gensrations did not understend the needs brought on by ths environmenisl
problems of ftoday, Thus it is better to record everylhing, and not just what
we think s imporlant.

&

Somectimes we may not know enough (o see the importance  of
something. It can offten be helpful to discuss the inferination with a scientist,
schoo! teacher of other knowledgeable person. What we can judge s
usefulness to our immediste situation, In evaluating traditional knowledge or
practices, try asking the fuilowing questions:

Does it relate to modern problems? How?

LDoes it have information of possibie scientific interest?

How might it be put to use again?

Can traditional and modern techniques be put together in some way”

REFERENCE

Dahl, Arthur Lyon. 1985, Traditional environmental manageiment i MNow
Caledonia: a review of existing knowledge. South Puacific Regicna!
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Format for collecting traditional knowiedae

Name of person collecting information:
Place:
Dates:

Name of person providing information:
Address:

i*lace and date of birth:

Title or traditions! role:

I amily relationships:

Subject:

(text of legend, description of practices, how used or prepared
{with sketches, photographs, maps showing places, other illustrations)

Supporting materials: (objects, plants [dried pressed branches with flow
etc.] or parts used)

Origins of knowledge
Traditional or legendary origins:

From whoin received (genealoqy of transimission):

Restrictions on use of transmission of knowledge (kept secret, passed f
person to person, or within family, eteus

conditions for access to this information (f any):

i
ers,

rom



