«VISIONS OF THE ENVIRONMENT THROUGH THREE COLOMBIAN ETHNIC GROUPS»

A contribution from research to environmental education

1. Introduction 

Since 1991 the Institute of Environmental Studies IDEA within the Progamme of Environmental Education at Universidad Nacional de Colombia has been carrying out a reflexion on the Colombian environment. This reflexion has elicited the need to investigate the cultural elements characteristic of Colombian indigenous communities which maintain a particular man society nature relationship and distinctive management of their natural resources.

This interest in looking for the elements of the culture which are existent, but unknown or forgotten, and by means of which it is possible to understand the harmonic relationship between man and nature, frequently present in the Colombian indigenous communities, has motivated us to propose the research «Visions of the environment through three Colombian ethnic groups».
 

The saving of these elements may provide orientation in the construction of altitudes and values of respect towards all forms of life, as well as enhance and project the Environmental Education proposal that the Institute of Environmental Studies IDEA of the University has been developing for a long time.

The three milestones of this research (environment, ethnic diversity and education), constitute the fundamental elements in the construction of nationality and cultural identity.

This research intends to enrich the work that IDEA has been carrying out on Environmental Education, with the support of the Indigenous Students Programme which is part of Vicerrectoría de Bienestar Universitario - Universidad Nacional (University Welfare Vice-Rectory).

This programme seeks to educate the professionals who will be leading and generating the processes of development in the indigenous communities, as well as to recognize the diversity of these communities through their presence at the university.

It is considered that this research has contributed particularly to the following: 

1.1 Interdisciplinary aspect 

It is impossible to find either all the information or the necessary conceptualization and methodology to understand the environment within only one discipline or knowledge area. Each one of these points out valid arguments for the comprehension of the problem. Its global explanation is not given by just the summatory of arguments but by the interdisciplinary construction in a common space of analysis.

That is why we have chosen the interdisciplinary view to approach the subject of the environment. In order to accomplish this research goals, the different members of the team, trying to offer the best of their knowledge, look at the relation man society nature from their own perspective, that is to say from sociology, anthropology, psychology, administration and design.

1.2 Intercultural aspect 

The Indigenous Students Programme, assigned to the university Welfare Vice-Rectory offers the indigenous students the possibility to enroll the university. In this way, since 1986 the university has recognized the cultural diversity of Colombia..

Despite the fact that the university has to be the generator of knowledge, this cultural diversity has not been sufficiently appreciated.

In an attempt to diminish the gap, this research has been proposed to open a space for making this intercultural dimension come true by means of a joint effort between researchers and indigenous students from the Inga, Uitoto and Wayuu ethnic groups as co-researchers.

These students, through their values and ways of living, provide interesting elements for innovative proposals related to cultural diversity not only for the university but also for the country.

1.3 Environmental Education aspect 

Environmental education plays a decisive role as a strategy to facilitate the construction of an alternative culture, based on respect for the other, for cultural diversity for biodiversity and for the preservation of natural resources.

The construction of new educational proposals would be possible as long as the elements found during the research process allow the building up of new altitudes and values whose foundations lay on respect for all forms of life, multicultural diversity and democracy for future generations.

2. Theoretical Framework 

The point of departure of this research was a review of the literature in relation with environmental, educational and anthropological topics. Among the writers who have given us positive insights into the topic are Bateson, Harris, Arhem, Arocha, Guatarri, Lechner, and Maturana.

The concept of ecosophy, developed by the anthropologist Kaj Arhem when studying the Makunas, makes reference to the attitude morally biased towards nature, which informs and guides their practices of resource management2
. The concept implies an integrated system carefully regulated. This system of ideas-values and practices endows the ecological knowledge with moral values and emotional power that leads their way of living and social action.

In this vision of the cosmos men and animals are intimately related as members of the same universe and their interrelation is integrated by the same principles. The close relationship and interdependency of man society nature which is evident in the harmonic management of resources can be observed in hunting and fishing practices conceived as a reciprocal interchange between men and animals. These practices are mediated by the intervention of the shaman, who has direct control over the use of natural resources, avoiding, in this way, the destruction of the ecosystem.

Another important contribution has been the concept of ecosophy proposed by the philosopher Felix Guatarri as the ethical-political articulation among of three ecological elements: environment, social relations and human subjectivity. He points out how the answer to the ecological crisis can only be given on a planetary scale and under the condition of an authentic political, social and cultural revolution 
.

3. Methodology 

The methodology of this research has been guided by the parameters of ethnography, taking into account the interdisciplinary and cultural diversity of the team as well as the gathering and analysis of socio-cultural information. The use of intensive diaries, self-questioning and non-structured interviews to find out, in the case of the researchers, the intersubjective process and, in the case of the co-researchers, the ethnic memory, has made possible to ethnographically reconstruct the perspective towards the indigenous communities.

Through this field work, it has also been possible to have direct observation of the social actors and of the environmental elements to register the behaviour of these human groups.

The visits paid to these communities have been the source to identify not only their geographical situation and the space within which these communities interact, but also the most important people and outstanding aspects in the management of the community tradition and life.

4. Some research results 

This research has contributed to enrich our own knowledge about the subject of the environment as well as to grow up by means of the interchange of sensitiveness and «knowledge» as expressed by the co-researchers.

It will always be difficult to summarise this valuable interchange. Nevertheless, some aspects can be highlighted: 

the importance of interaction, 
the reality of our multi-cultural diversity, 
the recognition of «the other»,
the construction of environmental ethics, 
the valué of education in the process of creating altitudes of responsibility
   towards the environment.

In this sense, this research shows new ways of interaction and the implications of collective work. Environmental education becomes particularly important when it poses both the need to reflect on the richness of the cultural diversity of our regions and their potential and the need to recover the myths and legends as well as the music and regional folklore. It also becomes significant when it makes emphasis on the necessity to cary out research into our tropical environment, the history of our peoples and their daily life.

5. Conclusion 

We focused our attention on the visions of the indigenous communities not with the purpose of remaining in the past but with the hope that, building a bridge between the past and the present, we can make new feasible proposals for the future by means of the education of the children, the young and the rest of the inhabitants of our country.

The crucial contribution will be the construction of a culture for life and the Ethics where man can be recognized not as a domeneering master but as an integral part of nature and responsible for it. This Ethics has to become the foundation for social cohesion, where cultural diversity will be an enriching element of a democratic society.
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