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of sustainable development, have become entrenched in national and
international policy making over the last half century. However, little
attention has been paid to sustainability as it relates to indigenous communities.
This article discusses sustainability concepts as understood in indigenous
and non-indigenous societies, drawing a number of illustrations from the
experiences and practices of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
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many common concerns, although significant differences are evident. While
the paradigm of sustainability can be seen as a universal concept that can be
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societies will only be possible if it acknowledges the importance of culture
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indigenous knowledge systems.
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INTRODUCTION

The concepts of sustainability and of the more specific notion of sustainable
development have become entrenched in national and international policymak-
ing over the last half century. These ideas have evolved in the scientific and policy
circles of the Western world and have been applied in the formulation of devel-
opment strategies in both developed and developing countries. However, despite
the wide-ranging ambit of these concerns, they have paid little attention to sus-
tainability as it relates to indigenous communities. Yet sustainability principles are
fundamental to the cultures of many of the world’s indigenous peoples and cannot
be ignored in any consideration of desirable development paths for first peoples
living on land that their communities have occupied for countless generations.
So the question arises as to the similarities and differences between indigenous
and non-indigenous concepts of sustainability. Can they co-exist in an increasingly
globalized world?

In this article, we discuss sustainability concepts as they are understood in
indigenous and non-indigenous societies, drawing a number of illustrations from
the experiences and practices of indigenous societies in diverse parts of the world,
with particular reference to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of
Australia. Our focus is on sustainability as an overarching paradigm defining
the desirable long-term properties of systems in economic, social, or biological
spheres. Within this context, the more particular concept of sustainable develop-
ment comprises a specific interpretation of development processes in terms of sus-
tainability principles. In considering the interpretations of sustainability that are
held by indigenous peoples in different parts of the world, we argue that there are
certain characteristics of such interpretations that are common across indigenous
cultures, enabling us to put forward what might be described as a set of “stylized
facts” about indigenous sustainability. However, we also maintain that the charac-
teristics of specific cultures’ concepts of sustainability might depart in various ways
from these depictions and that actual circumstances may vary in detail from one
culture to another. In this regard, our references to Australian Aboriginal practices
should be seen as illustrations of the application of the general principles to one
particular cultural group, not as generalizations applicable to all.

The article is structured as follows. In the second section, we outline the
evolution of the sustainability paradigm in the Western discourse over the past
30-40 years, pointing out that it relates primarily to environmental or ecolog-
ical sustainability and shows little concern, at least so far, for issues relating to the
sustainability of culture. The third section turns to the elements in indigenous cul-
tures that underpin sustainability for indigenous communities, including the intrin-
sic importance of land, languages, and traditional knowledge. In the fourth section,
we discuss the relationships between indigenous and non-indigenous approaches
for achieving sustainability—both are concerned with a holistic interpretation of the
world, but they differ in a number of important respects. The fifth section explores
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whether or not the two systems can coexist, and it draws some conclusions about
the implications for public policy toward indigenous peoples, especially in the light
of efforts to reformulate the United Nation’s (UN) development agenda in the
post-2015 period.

THE WESTERN CONCEPT OF SUSTAINABILITY?

The origins of international interest in sustainability in the latter half of the twen-
tieth century can be found in concerns raised during the 1950s and 1960s about
burgeoning environmental problems in a world where national and international
developmental policy was relentlessly focused on economic growth. Books such as
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, which painted a picture of a dystopian future with-
out birds or trees, and the Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth, pointed to the growing
environmental problems arising from a pursuit of economic growth at all costs
and helped to expose the inadequacy of growth in the gross domestic product per
capita as an indicator of human development.?

However, it was not until the 1980s that the concepts of sustainability, and of
sustainable development as a pathway to achieve sustainability, were introduced
to the world through the work of the UN World Commission on Environment
and Development (WCED), which also became known as the Brundtland Com-
mission. The commission argued that the environmental degradation caused
by exploitative resource use in industrialized countries, especially in the energy
sector, was leading directly to problems of poverty and a lack of development in
the global South. In this context, sustainability was seen as an overarching par-
adigm enabling the integration of the biosphere and the economy in a holistic
or whole-system interpretation of the development process. The great ambition
for the framework has been to become a fundamental principle recognized and
applied globally in development practices at the local, national, and international
levels. We refer to this framework henceforward as “the WCED framework” or
“the WCED model.”

The Brundtland Commission’s well-known definition of sustainable develop-
ment as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” encompasses the core idea
of sustainability as implying long-run viability, a capacity of systems to reinforce
and maintain themselves over time.? Thus, policies for sustainable development
would be those directed not at temporary fixes but, rather, at long-term strategies
achieving lasting improvement. From its very beginning, however, the concept of
sustainable development has faced many contradictions. Most of these come from
the difficulties of balancing development and environmental objectives.*

The theoretical foundations of sustainability can be found in ecological eco-
nomics in the concept of natural capital.> The elements of natural capital comprise
renewable and non-renewable resources, the ecosystems that support and maintain
life in the biosphere, and the multiplicity of species in the natural world referred
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to as biodiversity. Achieving sustainability then implies the efficient and equitable
management of these resources in such a way that present and future human needs
are met. Overwhelmingly, discussions about sustainability in theoretical and prac-
tical contexts have focused on such an environmental or ecological interpretation.
Nevertheless, there have been some efforts to broaden the concept, for example to
incorporate social values into the assessment of sustainable development paths and
to draw culture into the picture.® Indeed, in the latter respect, it has been argued
that culture is “the fourth pillar” of sustainability, alongside the economic, social,
and environmental dimensions.”

Concern for the role of culture in sustainable development was strongly
expressed by the World Commission on Culture and Development (WCCD),
the UN’s successor to the Brundtland Commission, in its report Our Creative
Diversity.8 The UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
carried the argument further in its two World Culture Reports,” and the need
to incorporate culture into national development strategies was an explicit rec-
ommendation arising from the cultural “summit” held in Stockholm in 1998.1°
Subsequently, cultural policies in a number of European countries have devoted
increasing attention to cultural rights, intercultural dialogue, and other cultural
sustainability issues.!! Since the early 2000s, the articulation of sustainability
principles has also motivated discussion concerning the importance of cultural
diversity, culminating at the international level in the 2005 UN Convention on
the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, which
entered into force in 2007.!2 Article 13 in this standard-setting instrument
encourages signatories to integrate culture in their development policies at all
levels to create “conditions conducive to sustainable development.” It is but a
short step from here to enunciate the relatively new concepts of cultural sustain-
ability and culturally sustainable development.!3

The theoretical basis for cultural sustainability derives from the close parallels
between natural and cultural capital where the latter, in its economic interpreta-
tion, is defined as assets that embody or give rise to cultural value in addition to
whatever economic value they may possess.'* Just as natural capital includes nat-
ural resources, ecosystems, and biodiversity, so also does cultural capital contain
cultural property (both tangible and intangible), cultural networks and support
systems, and cultural diversity. These cultural resources are also renewable and
non-renewable. Thus, it is possible to spell out a set of principles for culturally
sustainable development that mirror those that can be specified for ecologically or
environmentally sustainable development. These principles can be summarized in
the following way. The most important is intergenerational equity—the manage-
ment of cultural capital assets in such a way that they are passed on intact to future
generations. Other principles include fairness in providing cultural access and
recognition to the present generation, the maintenance of cultural diversity, and
the observance of the precautionary principle. The latter provision is invoked in
the natural world when species loss is threatened. The same situation arises when,
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for example, items of cultural capital, such as historic buildings, are in danger of
demolition or indigenous languages are faced with extinction.!> We return to these
issues later in this article.

A consideration of cultural sustainability in terms of the conservation of
cultural capital raises issues that have been widely discussed in the literature of
the economics of heritage.!® As Alan Peacock pointed out in an early contri-
bution to this debate, resources committed to the conservation of heritage for
the benefit of future generations have opportunity costs in the present—not
all heritage items can be preserved, and choices must be made.!” Such choices
depend on assumptions about future generations’ preferences, the possible effects
of changing technologies, and the willingness of the present generation to forgo
current consumption to secure a future payoff.'® Thus, the desirability of sus-
tainability as a paradigm for decision making cannot be taken as being axiomatic
but, rather, must be judged in a context that acknowledges the intertempo-
ral allocation of resources. Nevertheless, the accepted definition of sustainable
development quoted earlier, in which the needs of both present and future
generations are accounted for, explicitly invites these trade-offs to be brought
into consideration.

SUSTAINABILITY IN INDIGENOUS CULTURES

We now turn our attention to sustainability in an indigenous context. As noted
in the introduction, this article is concerned with indigenous sustainability prin-
ciples in general and will illustrate the argument with some examples drawn par-
ticularly from the experience of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
cultures. These cultures have existed intact on the Australian continent for at least
40,000 years, yet the history of European settlement extends back only two cen-
turies, dating from the British invasion of the country in 1788. The process of land
alienation and dispossession that followed through the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries led to many Aboriginal people moving to mission stations and gov-
ernment institutions, and it is only in the last 20 years or so that attempts at the
national level have begun to be made toward recognition of native title to land,
the restitution of cultural rights, and reconciliation between indigenous and non-
indigenous Australians. Despite the dispossession from their land and a policy of
assimilation, the cultural traditions of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people have remained resilient, celebrated in the visual and performing arts and
now recognized as a definitive feature of Australian identity. Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander cultural practices continue to be maintained in many Aboriginal
communities throughout Australia and are living manifestations of a cultural her-
itage that incorporates clearly observable interpretations of the sustainability con-
cepts discussed in the following sections.!”

It was noted above that a key characteristic of the concepts of sustainability
and sustainable development in the contemporary Western world is a focus on

https://doi.org/10.1017/50940739116000084 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0940739116000084

124 DAVID THROSBY AND EKATERINA PETETSKAYA

intergenerational equity, taking account of the needs of the earth’s future inhab-
itants. A similar concern with the long run underpins indigenous cultures whose
very existence is grounded on the inheritance of traditional knowledge and the
transmission of cultural values to subsequent generations. In such cultures, the
nature of sustainability is understood and experienced in terms of relationships to
land, language, and knowledge systems. Linking these three dimensions together,
the majority of indigenous societies recognize the importance of holism as a basis
for interpreting the world. Each of these characteristics is considered in turn.

Land

It is apparent that the connection between the land and people lies at the heart
of indigenous cultures all over the world. The term land in this context refers
to land, sea, and associated resources. Land has a spiritual, social, cultural, eco-
nomic, and political significance to indigenous societies that derives from deeply
held spiritual beliefs. Relationships with land vary somewhat between indigenous
groups according to the form of societal organization, including pastoral soci-
eties, slash-and-burn agriculture groups, and hunter-gatherers, for example.?°
In all of these cases, however, land is seen not as a means of production or a
commodity to be acquired but, rather, as an integral part of existence connecting
all living beings, including humans and their spirituality. This way of under-
standing land is only possible “once humans and non-humans are connected
with land in their everyday relational practices,” when meanings can then be
“co-constituted as a totality” and the land comes to be interpreted as “relation-
ships, culture, and spirituality where humans and non-humans connect in their
everyday interactions.”?!

The nature of indigenous peoples’ relationship with land typically implies an
obligation to safeguard and protect rather than to acquire. As such, the occupation
and use of traditional lands by indigenous communities may conflict with prevail-
ing legal systems governing land ownership and may require special recognition
in the land title arrangements granted to such communities by governments.??
In Australian indigenous communities, land is referred to as “country,” and stew-
ardship of the land is known as “caring for country.” However, as in many other
indigenous societies, the Australian indigenous concept of country extends beyond
the physical presence of the earth. It embraces ecological, cultural, and economic
values that include spiritual beliefs, behavioural norms, concepts of stewardship
and ownership of country, and associated property rights.?> Deborah Bird Rose
sums up the concept as follows:

Country is multi-dimensional—it consists of people, animals, plants,
Dreamings, underground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface
water, and air. There is sea country and land country; in some areas
people talk about sky country. Country has origins and a future; it
exists both in and through time.?*
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The relationships described in this quotation are reflected in Aboriginal law that
governs the ways of living on country and determines the pattern of life itself. The
stories underlying the law have multiple layers of interpretation and are connected
with particular geographic localities, although there are levels of organization in
many Australian indigenous societies that extend over more than one location.
Ownership of resources and rights of access to them are articulated through cul-
tural symbols such as clan designs, emblems, and song cycles.?> Thus, the con-
nection between land and law for Aboriginal people is apparent. Each specific
geographical location has its law, and this law would not be applicable outside its
areas of origin—the law stories come from particular places and belong to these
places.?® Aboriginal knowledge and law are the intellectual property of the people
who own them and constitute evidence of relationships between these people and
their country.

Language

The importance of language as an integral component of all indigenous cultures is
paramount—it is far more than simply a means of daily communication. It acts as
a storehouse of indigenous knowledge that is encoded in local languages and as a
primary means for transmission of that knowledge to future generations.?” So fun-
damental is language to the culture of indigenous peoples that indigenous popula-
tions in some parts of the world believe that losing their language would mean that
they would no longer be able to practise their spirituality.

At a more practical level, the loss of language could also mean the loss of the tradi-
tional knowledge about how to manage sensitive ecosystems and protect biodiversity.
Indeed, linguistic diversity and biodiversity are closely interlinked, since indigenous
languages “are treasures of vast traditional knowledge concerning ecological systems
and processes and how to protect and use some of the most vulnerable and bio-
logically diverse ecosystems in the world.”?® The location-specific characteristics of
indigenous languages mean that much of the traditional ecological knowledge that
they embody is particular to that environment and may not be translatable to other
languages. For the Inuit, for example, this position was articulated by Eben Hopson,
founder of the Inuit Circumpolar Conference: “Our language contains an intricate
knowledge of the Arctic that we have seen no others demonstrate.”?

Australian indigenous languages are important as a vehicle for expressing the
law governing ways of behaviour and specifying social relationships. They also
have strong links to culture and the land, providing complex and intrinsic under-
standing to both of them, as emphasized in the findings from the 2005 Australian
National Indigenous Languages Survey.>* Languages hold the knowledge of spe-
cific local environments and cultures and act as the vehicle for interaction with
these environments. Amelia Turner, of the Lhere Artepe Aboriginal Corporation
in the Northern Territory of Australia, describes how her language connects her
people to the land and ancestors:
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Words are given to us by the land and those words are sacred ... The
land needs words, the land speaks for us and we use the language for this.
Words make things happen—make us alive. Words come not only from
our land but also from our ancestors ... Language is ownership; language
is used to talk about the land.?!

According to Ross Williams, of the Papulu Apparr-Kari Aboriginal Corporation
based in Tennant Creek in the Northern Territory, “[i]f you do not know your
language, you do not know your country and you do not know your Dreaming.”3?
Of course, this does not mean that once people no longer speak their language they
lose their spiritual connection to land. Indeed, in many areas of Australia, strong
spiritual ties to land and deep knowledge of the environment still exist where lan-
guages are no longer spoken. Nevertheless, maintaining language remains a signif-
icant issue for Aboriginal communities, and people feel a loss when their language
disappears.

Knowledge

The term “indigenous knowledge” is used in this article interchangeably with other
terms such as “traditional knowledge,” “local knowledge,” or “traditional ecolog-
ical knowledge.” While there is no universal criterion that separates indigenous
from Western or scientific knowledge, it is generally understood that indigenous
knowledge refers to the inherited intangible cultural capital that has been trans-
mitted from individual to individual and from generation to generation in indige-
nous societies. It can be defined as

the complex arrays of knowledge, know-how, practices and represen-
tations that guide human societies in their innumerable interactions
with the natural milieu: agriculture and animal husbandry; hunting,
fishing and gathering; struggles against disease and injury; naming and
explaining natural phenomena; and strategies for coping with changing
environments.>*

Traditional knowledge, in effect, represents an accumulated body of knowl-
edge, practice, and belief covering all aspects of indigenous societies, handed down
between generations by processes of cultural transmission. As a result of the inti-
mate connection between indigenous people and the land, a significant compo-
nent of such knowledge systems is traditional ecological knowledge, which informs
the ways in which indigenous societies manage ecosystem processes. A particular
concern of such knowledge relates to the maintenance and enhancement of eco-
system resilience. The management practices developed by indigenous societies to
respond to environmental disturbances can be seen to have certain similarities to
the modern day concept of “adaptive management” of ecosystem function.*

The traditional knowledge of any indigenous community is not static but,
instead, evolves through time and incorporates new information through processes
of observation, interpretation, and discussion. Indeed indigenous knowledge could
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be understood not simply as content but also as process. For example, while many
indigenous societies have developed extensive capacities in monitoring environ-
mental change, knowledge concerning such phenomena as climate change may not
necessarily be transmitted directly but, rather, might be given as knowledge about
what to look for and how to look for it.3

The knowledge systems of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people typify the ways in which the concept of indigenous knowledge captures the
people’s collective relationship with land, language, and law as described above.
Such knowledge, reflecting the cultural values specific to a particular place and
people, informs their art?” and determines the processes of land use and resource
management in the face of environmental variability.3® For example, in a study
carried out in the East Kimberley region of Western Australia, Sonia Leonard and
colleagues showed how indigenous groups accumulate detailed baseline informa-
tion about their environment and develop interpretations of the world and cultural
values associated with this knowledge.?® The study documented the essential role
of traditional knowledge in the social, economic, and cultural lives of the people,
influencing individuals’ beliefs, preferences, and day-to-day practices.

HOLISM AND INTERCONNECTEDNESS

As discussed earlier, the WCED’s concept of sustainability is an overarching para-
digm bringing environmental and economic relationships together in an integrated
system that connects the biosphere and the global economy in a holistic interpreta-
tion. An implication of such interconnectedness is that individual components of the
system cannot be considered in isolation—for example, the economic production of
goods and services may have impacts on the environment that cause changes, which
in turn affect production processes in the economy. In other words, feedback effects
and interdependencies proliferate throughout the system.

Indigenous sustainability frameworks are also holistic in nature, and the char-
acteristic of interconnectedness in these frameworks carries with it the same
implications that are described above. Nevertheless, the building blocks in the
two frameworks are somewhat different. Although the idea of culture as a way of
life is common to both systems of thought, indigenous cultures typically embrace
a wider coverage and, in particular, provide a closer engagement with the phys-
ical and spiritual properties of the natural world:

Indigenous peoples’ cultures include tangible and intangible mani-
festations of their ways of life, achievements and creativity, and are an
expression of their self-determination and of their spiritual and phys-
ical relationships with their lands, territories and resources. Indigenous
culture is a holistic concept based on common material and spiritual
values. 10

A holistic interpretation of culture and sustainability is evident in many indigenous
societies in Australia, deriving from a paradigmatic worldview where humanity is
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totally integrated with the natural world. The interconnectedness between land
(country), language, culture, traditional knowledge, and law that we have dis-
cussed above creates a system in which all elements are interrelated and a change
in any one element will inevitably affect the others.*! These interconnections are
succinctly summarized by the Indigenous Remote Communications Association
in Australia in their submission to the 2012 Inquiry into Language Learning in
Indigenous Communities.*> Lance Box from the Yipirinya School Council in Alice
Springs explains the interrelation of land, law, language, and culture:

In the Warlpiri, we have a word called ngurra-kurlu, which is a term
that speaks of the interrelatedness of five essential elements: land, law,
language, kinship and ceremony. You cannot isolate any of these ele-
ments. All of those elements hang together. If you take people away from
country, they cannot conduct ceremony, and if they do not conduct cer-
emony, they cannot teach strong language. Ceremony is the cradle to
grave, a delivery place for education for Indigenous people. If you do not
have ceremony and you do not have language, then your kinship breaks
down. Then law breaks down and the whole thing falls apart.*3

To sum up, in their whole system view of the world at least, indigenous cul-
tures parallel the general global paradigm of sustainability as it has been informed
by Western thought. Unlike the WCED framework, however, indigenous sustain-
ability systems stress a deeper understanding of the relationship between humans
and land. This relationship is guarded by indigenous cultural laws, and the under-
standing of this relationship is possible through language that carries the accumu-
lated knowledge of this historical relationship.

COMPARISONS AND CONTRASTS

It is clear from the outset that the WCED model and the indigenous holistic frame-
works are fundamentally motivated by long-term concerns for intergenerational
transmission, whether of straightforward items of natural or cultural capital or
of more complex phenomena such as human capacities for satisfying economic,
social, or cultural needs. The origins of such motivation can be found in these models
in the recognition of the continuity of human life, interpreted in both material and
spiritual terms. In the following paragraphs, we draw attention to some major points
of similarity and difference between indigenous and non-indigenous approaches to
sustainability.

An initial similarity between the two approaches is that both are essentially nor-
mative. Although the societies to which they relate are very different, they both
introduce values and behavioural norms reflecting in some sense an idealized view
of the world. As such, it will be expected that some divergence will exist between
the desirable state of affairs that they envisage and the actual reality to which they
relate. However, perhaps the most obvious similarity between the WCED model
and the indigenous frameworks can be seen in the way in which they both represent
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the world as holistic systems—models in which everything is interconnected with
everything else and nothing exists in isolation. But there the similarity stops. The
extent to which the holistic nature of the systems is articulated differs markedly
between the two approaches. In the WCED model, connections are essentially
specified between major aggregates—the macro economy, the stock of natural
capital, the climatic system, and society. In indigenous societies, on the other hand,
the model is more detailed and comprehensive, encompassing kinship, country,
languages, ceremony, laws, and so on, as we have discussed.

In particular, a marked point of contrast lies in the importance given to cul-
ture in the respective models. Culture is intrinsic to notions of sustainability in
indigenous societies, underlying and permeating all aspects of life. In the WCED’s
discourse, on the other hand, culture enters, if at all, in instrumental terms. So,
for example, the cultural and creative industries are recognized in both developed
and developing countries as important sources of income, employment, exports,
and economic growth, while the sustainability of local communities is strength-
ened through such avenues as cultural tourism.* It could also be argued that the
promulgation of the WCED’s concept of sustainability by various interest groups
since its introduction has constituted an attempt to induce a cultural shift in values
and consciousness in order to change a socio-ecological regime that was seen to be
unsustainable.*> However, there is little explicit recognition or understanding of
a more comprehensive role for culture in the WCED model, as discussed later in
this article.

A second aspect for comparison between indigenous and non-indigenous
approaches lies in their acknowledgement of the precautionary principle. In the
WCED model of sustainability, this principle is spelled out in terms of a non-
binding injunction against hasty or ill-thought decision making—for example,
when development may entail the destruction of cultural heritage. But by the
nature of Western law-making, it is difficult to make the precautionary prin-
ciple into a legal obligation.*® In indigenous societies, on the other hand, the
application of this principle is enshrined in beliefs, rituals, and social conven-
tions, such that compliance becomes an integral part of cultural law and normal
acceptable behaviour. This does not mean that there is no individual autonomy
in indigenous societies or that breaking the law does not happen. Some laws,
however, are more dangerous to break than others, and in some indigenous
cultures, failure to comply may lead to serious punishment.*’

A third point of contrast can be seen in the priority given to specific components
of the sustainability framework. In the WCED model, the economic, environmen-
tal, and social dimensions are accorded more or less equal importance, at least in prin-
ciple. However, despite these heroic intentions, policy application of the WCED’s
sustainability concept in practice have been all too ready to abandon, if necessary,
the holistic ideals in favour of economic or sectoral gain at the expense of environ-
mental or social principle. The difficulties of securing international cooperation
on measures to deal with climate change provide an apt illustration. By contrast, in
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indigenous societies, a stronger focus on the absolute necessity of a whole systems
approach indicates a more balanced interpretation of priorities. Such an approach
has had its successes—many holistic indigenous frameworks of the world’s first
peoples have existed since long before the development of the WCED model, and
some have already proven to be successful in achieving for their societies the sorts
of goals enshrined in the WCED’s concept of sustainability.

These considerations lead to a further point of significant difference. The
WCED’s concept of sustainable development implies growth—smart growth, to
be sure, but growth nevertheless. By contrast, indigenous holistic frameworks are
more likely to focus on a steady state with an emphasis on maintenance rather than
development. For example, the Yolngu people of Eastern Arnhem Land in Australia
see their role as one of maintaining capital stocks as they are—their country, their
culture, their traditional knowledge, and their creative practices. However, this
does not imply cultural or economic stagnation. Indeed, remote communities in
Eastern Arnhem Land are pursuing new methods for creative expression and are
looking for new economic opportunities that can be interpreted within an overall
framework of cultural maintenance. New avenues by which the Yolngu can earn
revenue, including new media and the utilization of copyright law, are seen as a
means to underpin the continuation of Yolngu culture.

An apparent difference between indigenous and non-indigenous approaches to
achieving sustainability relates to their spatial and social applicability. Indigenous
holistic frameworks are predominantly location- and society-specific, whereas the
existing WCED sustainability concept was developed to be applied worldwide. The
difference reflects the nature of the knowledge systems on which these frameworks
are based. Indigenous knowledge originates from particular locations and regions,
while Western scientific knowledge is thought to be universal and applicable irre-
spective of location or scale.*® Nevertheless, the difference is more apparent than
real since, on the one hand, the WCED model allows for multiple interpretations
and adaptations to specific national or regional circumstances and, on the other,
there is sufficient commonality across indigenous approaches to sustainability to
enable the identification of the shared components of a generalized indigenous
sustainability framework. Thus, the two can be validly compared at a meta- or
non-location/non-society-specific level. For example, when formulating their ver-
sion of an indigenous holistic framework as a strongly interlinked system of land,
language, and culture, Ernie Grant and colleagues claimed that the approach is
“common to many if not most, indigenous people in the world.”*® They argue that
the framework can be adapted to different geographical locations, different time
periods, and different societies.”®

Finally, notwithstanding the normative orientation of the sustainability concepts
held in indigenous and non-indigenous societies, there are profound differences in
the value systems and behavioural norms that provide these foundations. Principles
of indigenous holistic frameworks are embedded in the cultural and moral values
of indigenous societies and are integrated within these cultures. Knowledge of these
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values and norms determines responsibility as well as ownership. Indigenous cul-
tures are built on a system of shared responsibility, whereas the predominant value
underlying economic and social policy in the West is one of individualism that sup-
ports private ownership of resources and ideals of unrestricted economic growth.

Nevertheless, it should be borne in mind that the WCED’s sustainability concept
was developed to maintain and protect a common good, with the corollary that
implementing and enforcing sustainability principles is seen as a collective respon-
sibility. In the contemporary world, this responsibility can only be discharged by
government, which brings an obvious free-rider problem that is difficult to deal
with under current conditions governing international relations. Unless there is a
shift in peoples’ values that could eventually result in a behavioural change away
from the prevailing orthodoxies of individualism and unrestrained choice, it is
likely that progress toward sustainability will be significantly constrained.>!

THE WAY FORWARD

Considering their similarities and differences, could these two frameworks
coexist with one another or, more ambitiously, could they be integrated into a
single sustainability framework of universal relevance and applicability? Neither of
the frameworks should be seen as being static. The WCED model has been refined
and elaborated as it has evolved over the past nearly three decades. Likewise, the
indigenous knowledge systems that inform indigenous holistic frameworks are
not closed—they constantly evolve, focused on process as well as on content, and
allow for the incorporation of new elements. Theoretically, these considerations
should serve as a good starting point for the exploration of possibilities for the two
frameworks to come together.

Certainly, some policymakers and scientists have been attempting to integrate
the indigenous holistic frameworks into the WCED’s sustainability model.>? Indeed,
as long ago as 1987, the Brundtland report was arguing that

the larger society ... could learn a great deal from [the] traditional skills
[of indigenous peoples] in sustainably managing very complex ecolog-
ical systems. It is a terrible irony that as formal development reaches
more deeply into rain forests, deserts, and other isolated environments,
it tends to destroy the only cultures that have proved able to thrive in
these environments. The starting point for a just and humane policy for
such groups is the recognition and protection of their traditional rights
to land and the other resources that sustain their way of life.>?

The implication of such sentiments expressed in this context was that the sustain-
able development model emerging from the WCED’s process should be informed
by the cultural knowledge of indigenous communities and be responsive to their
needs, a proposition reiterated in the proceedings of the so-called Earth Summit
in 1992. Chapter 26 of Agenda 21, which emanated from that meeting, noted that
indigenous peoples “have developed over many generations a holistic traditional
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scientific knowledge of their lands, natural resources and environment,” and it
stressed the need to “recognise, accommodate, promote and strengthen the role
of indigenous peoples and their communities” in the quest for national and inter-
national sustainable development.>* Principle 22 of the 1992 Rio Declaration on
Environment and Development encourages states to recognize and support indige-
nous peoples’ role in environmental management because of their traditional
knowledge and practices.>> Subsequently, the Earth Charter endorsed the trans-
mission and dissemination of those values that “support the long-term flourishing
of Earth’s human and ecological communities”™ —in other words, it provided for
incorporating those indigenous values and practices that align with the exist-
ing internationally recognized concept of sustainability. Principle 12b of the Earth
Charter also affirmed “the right of indigenous peoples to their spirituality, knowl-
edge, lands and resources and to their related practice of sustainable livelihoods.”>¢

The 2005 Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cul-
tural Expressions expresses similar sentiments in its preamble, where the “posi-
tive contribution to sustainable development” made by the knowledge systems
of indigenous peoples is recognized.’” This convention has standing as an inter-
national treaty, but the other documents referred to earlier have only quasi-legal
status and do not have any legally binding force. Nevertheless, they demonstrate an
attempt at the international level to incorporate traditional knowledge and indige-
nous frameworks into decision-making processes concerning sustainable develop-
ment and, at the very least, recommend that such processes should acknowledge
the validity of indigenous understandings of sustainability.>

Alternatively, efforts to integrate the two systems may arise from the other side,
with attempts to describe indigenous holistic frameworks in terms of the WCED’s
sustainability concept. For example, an attempt to interpret the Australian indig-
enous governance model in terms of sustainability principles does so by reference
to traditional indigenous knowledge.”® This study focuses on the Nhunggabarra,
an Australian indigenous society from Nhunggal country, located on the border of
south Queensland and New South Wales, to analyze 10 law stories that governed
the Nhunggabarra people before the arrival of the English in 1788. The study found
40 behaviour rules and concepts that relate to sustainability principles, which can
be classified into three categories to refer to the sustainable development pillars—
ecology, society, and economy—as understood in the non-indigenous discourse.°

A further illustration comes from the findings of a project undertaken by the
Australian Research Institute in Education for Sustainability, which aimed at
identifying how better to integrate indigenous value systems, practical skills, and
knowledge of the Australian landscape in community education for sustainability.
The final project report concludes that the ecological perspective of Australian
indigenous communities, as described in the concept of country, also embodies the
non-indigenous sustainability principles.®!

However, it should be noted that thus far only those indigenous values that fit
the WCED’s sustainability concept have been given consideration in efforts to
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integrate the two systems, a characteristic also demonstrated in the international
documents cited earlier—all of these efforts have been restricted in the range of
values that they call upon. To some extent, this limitation may be due to a limited
understanding of indigenous worldviews in non-indigenous societies. Although
ethno-scientific research conducted in different parts of the world (including
research cited in this article) has helped to shed light on indigenous concepts
and values, more research is needed, especially involving indigenous researchers
themselves. In particular, it can be argued that one of the most effective strategies
that can help to articulate indigenous perspectives, as well as protect traditional
knowledge from misappropriation, is the engagement of indigenous peoples in the
design of research protocols. In addition, the dissemination of information and
increased media visibility are required for the indigenous holistic frameworks to
be understood by wider audiences. International bodies such as the United Nations
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues can also give voice to indigenous peoples
and challenge the dominance of Western knowledge and values.®?

It may be concluded that, given the dominance of the WCED model in interna-
tional policymaking and our limited understanding of indigenous perspectives, it
is unlikely that an integration on equal terms of these two different worldviews on
sustainability will emerge in the near future. However, it should be possible at least
to outline the potential next step toward a closer coexistence of the two concepts
and a greater recognition of how they could reinforce and strengthen one another,
eventually leading toward a more comprehensive view of sustainable development
in the years ahead. It can be argued that the key requirement lies in forging a stron-
ger role for, and the institutionalization of, culture as an equally important
dimension along with the economic, social, and environmental dimensions in the
WCED’s concept of sustainability.

Indeed, the incorporation into policymaking processes of the principles of cul-
turally sustainable development (as outlined earlier in this article), alongside those
for ecologically sustainable development, would be a significant step in this direc-
tion. Such a move would enable a stronger recognition in the sustainable develop-
ment paradigm of the sorts of cultural values that underpin indigenous approaches
to achieving sustainability. Some progress in this direction is being made through
the efforts of UNESCO and a range of non-government organizations at the national
and international levels to raise the profile of culture in the UN’s post-2015 sus-
tainable development agenda. However, much more remains to be done.®

CONCLUSIONS

The phenomenon of globalization that characterizes the contemporary world
is seen in some quarters to constitute a threat to traditional cultural values, cul-
tural diversity, and the protection of tangible and intangible cultural property.
In particular, the situation of the world’s indigenous peoples, frequently margin-
alized and vulnerable, is becoming increasingly precarious. In these circumstances,
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the concept of sustainability as a global paradigm for economic, social, and envi-
ronmental decision making has taken on a new significance. Interpretations of
sustainability and strategies for achieving it often differ markedly between those
held in non-indigenous societies and those that have evolved over many centuries
among indigenous peoples and still govern their daily lives.

In this article, we have reviewed indigenous and non-indigenous approaches to
sustainability in general, drawing illustrations particularly from the cultures of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of Australia. We have pointed out
that the two approaches to sustainability share many common concerns, although
significant differences are evident. The acceptance of the WCED model in many
parts of the world as a concept that can be applied irrespective of social, polit-
ical, or cultural context demonstrates the potential of this framework to set values
that could be shared globally. However, the cultural underpinnings of the WCED’s
sustainability model need to be acknowledged for this model to become truly
universal. For instance, the model reflects the separation of nature and culture,
environment and society, and rationality and spirituality—cultural constructs that
are integral to the worldview of natural science.®* The argument in this article
implies that a fully realized model of sustainability will only be possible if it incor-
porates, alongside the Western scientific knowledge on which the WCED’s concept
is built, the insights of indigenous knowledge systems that have been accumulated
over generations. In instances where local perspectives could be seen to be impor-
tant in defining the political, social, ecological, and cultural context within which
sustainability is to be sought, indigenous holistic frameworks could complement
the WCED’s sustainability model and, in principle, even serve as alternatives on a
smaller scale.
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