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ABSTRACT

This paper offers an experiential as well as academic exploration of the processes of 

modern development in the context of Nepal. Seeking to contextualise Western 

epistemology as one particular worldview among many, it examines the pervasive 

effects of the intensified commodification of Nature under such programmes as REDD+ 

and the “Green Economy.” Exploring emerging alternatives such as Rights of Nature, 

permaculture, and a renewed validation of a resilient culture of sufficiency, this paper 

offers an alternative understanding of development as the unfolding of human potential 

in relationship with the ecological world. Through these multi-scale, self-organising 

alternatives, the possibility of re-inhabiting the innate abundance of living well in place 

emerges.  
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PREFACE
From my seat beneath this bamboo-thatched roof in the northern hills of Thailand, I can 

see a hummingbird drinking gracefully from flowers amidst the forest canopy, bathed in 

the sounds of morning jungle after rainfall. Lush banana leaves and mango trees shade 

this adobe home and the earthly sweet aroma of damp soil wafts up through the thick 

vegetation. A mindfully cultivated landscape merges with the wild fecundity of the jungle; 

if you watch closely, you can actually see plants grow before your eyes. As the 

afternoon rain returns, a thousand grasses nod their head to an unheard rhythm and a 

pair of butterflies dance chaotically through the rain-soaked air. It is a land of such 

awesome abundance that one can eat fruit all day as it drops ripe from the trees, or 

literally overnight have one’s house re-claimed by thousands upon thousands of ants. 

The visceral power of Nature, and our intrinsic embedded-ness within Nature’s mighty 

bosom, is all the more apparent here in the jungle for its conspicuous absence of most 

facets of our modern existence. The limits of our capacity to manage and control such a 

force without completely annihilating it (and thus ourselves) become painfully and 

beautifully clear. It is here, resonating with the sounds of the living jungle, that 

boundaries dissolve between myself and the ceaseless comings-and-goings around 

me; here that the past and the future find expression in the flowing present. 

One month earlier, it is the 12th of July and I am in the mid-western hill village of Gumi, 

Nepal, a fertile and verdant land carved out of tropical jungle east of the great Karnali 

River. I crouch in the slow-fading light of dusk, the setting sun reflecting pink and orange 

hues in the newly planted rice paddies just below. It is a landscape alive with the 

sounds of ten thousand frogs and livestock and children. I cut grasses by hand 

alongside Bhauju1, my Nepali host and accomplished permaculture teacher; these 

grasses have served as a nitrogen-fixing cover crop over dry rice paddies thirstily 

awaiting the monsoon rain, and now they will feed the goats and cattle hungrily awaiting 

dinner. My hands and feet in the rich soil, I am struck by a dawning insight. I have spent 

the past three months intensively researching climate change and development in 

Nepal, and now crouched in the earth a 15-hour bus ride (and one hour hike) from the 

centre of power in Kathmandu, I realise why I am here. Regardless of what international 
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climate change and ‘sustainable development’ negotiations purport, no monetary value 

can capture the meaning of this relationship with the soil, and no abstract carbon 

measurement will tell the story of this land.   

~~~

INTRODUCTION

I arrived in Nepal on 31 May, 2012, just four days after the unexpected dissolution of 

Nepal’s Constituent Assembly, the culmination of a contentious six-year peace process. 

With shocking ease, the hopes and aspirations, the contestations and compromises of 

26 million Nepalis slipped back into chaos and extreme uncertainty. As I discovered 

throughout my encounter with a new culture and way of life, it was an uncertainty which 

mirrored my own personal uncertainty stepping outside the community of like-minded 

learners at Schumacher College. Nepal is one of the most culturally diverse countries in 

the world, home to over 60 indigenous nationalities, more than 120 spoken languages, 

and birthplace and refuge of several of the world's great spiritual traditions. Yet the 

country also ranks as one of the lowest on the UN Human Development Index, torn by 

recent civil war and political dysfunction, a landlocked region particularly vulnerable to 

the mounting effects of climate change and deforestation. Nepal is one of the most bio-

culturally important regions on Earth, though an increasingly fragile one. Given the 

unremittingly global nature of both ecological and economic forces, the capacity of 

Nepal's people to adapt to and respond resiliently to these challenges will have 

significant local and global consequences. 

Despite the global nature of these issues however, solutions offered or imposed by the 

'global community' can often be of questionable efficacy and legitimacy if not tailored to 

specific local contexts and value systems; these issues are first and foremost local, and 

thus invite local, grassroots efforts to address them as part of a larger multi-scale and 

integrated response. As a pluralistic society simultaneously embracing modernist 

development and reviving its historic cultural pluralism, Nepal sits precariously at the 

edge of worlds. In the wake of a series of peoples’ movements to restore a fledgling 

democracy (1950s, 1990, 2006), Nepal now finds itself in a constitutional vacuum 

following the failure of the Constituent Assembly to institutionalise progress made during 

the past four years of constitution-building. Finally given the political space to express 
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themselves (and as another manifestation of the global movement for indigenous 

peoples’ autonomy), diverse and historically marginalised segments of Nepal’s 

population have issued “a complex set of demands and needs,” chief among them 

political decentralisation and cultural autonomy (Rai and Paudel 2011: 5). As Nepal’s 

many distinct ethnic nationalities struggle to assert their distinctiveness against decades 

and centuries of accumulated cultural homogenisation, I will suggest that their 

movement reflects in a certain way our individual struggles to assimilate the ‘otherness’ 

of our fragmented selves in a post-modern world, and the need to re-find the common 

ground of hospitality between the many cultures of the world. 

It is in the context of Nepal’s social fragmentation, ecological vulnerability, and political 

instability that the following reflections of an outsider unfold. As an outsider hospitably 

embraced by Nepalis of many castes and creeds for both my ‘otherness’ and my 

common humanity, I am a humbly grateful participant-observer to the many life stories 

contained below. In response to this felt and perceived fragmentation, I have found 

myself engaged in an inquiry into the intertwined roots of this disjunction - social, 

psychological, economic, ecological. More significantly, it has been an inquiry into 

collectively re-inhabiting a living wholeness and the process by which we as individuals, 

communities and societies move towards mutual understanding and shared meaning in 

a changing and uncertain world. In concrete terms, this is a search for alternatives to 

the neo-colonial ‘development’ status quo; an envisioning of diverse paths to 

development which respect the value of local knowledge and culture, enable 

communities to actively co-create their own past, present and future, and recognise 

development as the integral unfolding of human potential within the flourishing of the 

larger community of life.  

My journey into these questions has taken me from the green hills and traditional 

farming culture of Southwest England, across the pluricultural landscape of Western 

Europe, headfirst into the modernising centres of three distinct Asia societies, and finally 

into the remote mountain jungles of western Nepal and northern Thailand. In a very real 

sense, I have walked through the landscapes and mindscapes of pre-modern, modern, 

and post-modern realities, though not necessarily in that order; I now find myself 

arriving someplace within and beyond all these distinctions, having learned to value and 

deeply appreciate the wisdom and foolishness inherent in all of them, in all of us. 

Rights of Nature, Permaculture and the Re-inhabiting of Abundance
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Through these personal experiences and the accumulated knowledge of numerous 

scholars, social activists, farmers, teachers, NGO workers, elders, tribal leaders, and 

everyday people, I hope to give voice to the many strands of a new story being woven 

in multi-coloured hues. This involves both witnessing and envisioning the many 

emerging alternatives to the narrow logic of economic growth, as well as identifying and 

contextualising the intertwined sources of ecological destruction, economic injustice, 

social contestation, and spiritual malaise. Stories generally unfold in a linear way, but 

the life stories now being told and re-told are slowly being pieced together as a mosaic 

of increasing clarity and power. This paper reflects the mosaic quality of these many 

diverse stories in that it aims not for a simple linear conclusion drawn from all the ‘facts’, 

but a broad vision which invites us to look at the world in a different way. The mosaic 

below unfolds in three parts: Part I attempts to contextualise both the discourse and 

practice of modern ‘development,’ grounded in the specific example in Nepal of REDD+ 

and the intensifying commodification of Nature. Part II explores an indigenous 

cosmovision beyond modern epistemology and its manifestation in the emerging 

discourse on Rights of Nature. Part III examines the grassroots practice of permaculture 

as a generative meeting of different epistemologies (Indigenous and Modern), giving 

expression to a resilient culture of subsistence.

The convergence of these movements gives rise to a new understanding of 

development as the unfolding of human potential within the living ecological world. In 

the simultaneous ‘decentering’ of social life from dominant ideologies and the cultivation 

of new grounds for shared meaning and hospitality, we find the potential for re-

inhabiting the natural abundance of the living world.    

~~~

ON METHODOLOGIES 
“The means may be likened to a seed, the end to a tree; and there is just the same 

inviolable connection between the means and the end as there is between the seed and 

the tree.” 

- Mahatma Gandhi, Hind Swaraj

It is my suggestion in this paper that the selection, construction, and implementation of 

research methodologies - indeed the very process of ‘living within’ an inquiry - is of as 
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much significance as the final output of that research. Thus the following section on 

methodologies is not simply done in a utilitarian sense of defining the means towards a 

more important end, but offered as an exploration of both means and end, as an integral 

part-whole, or holon2, of the entire dissertation. In this discussion, we begin to uncover 

some of the patterns, movements, and interrelations within the sphere of Self that will 

be further explored throughout the paper within the overlapping spheres of Nature and 

Society. 

Implicit in Mahatma Gandhi’s image of the tree and the seed is the interrelationship 

between means and ends, the impossibility of morally separating our thoughts and 

actions in the world from their outcome. Likewise, in learning to ‘think systemically’ as 

opposed to just ‘thinking about systems’, the Enlightenment separation between self 

and other, subject and object, means and ends begins to dissolve (Pearce 1998). As 

holons intrinsically embedded in the systems we are observing, describing and co-

creating, primacy begins to shift back towards the living process of participating in that 

system: “the outcome of our inquiry is not to be measured in terms of the end point of 

that line of action – what it results in producing – but in terms of what we learn along the 

way in taking it, in the course of it as an unfolding process” (Shotter unpub: 6). In a 

fundamentally participatory universe where the objective ground of mind and the 

subjective ground of matter seem to converge (Peat 1987; Tittle 2012), we must 

acknowledge the mutually causative relationship between thought and action. Research 

disembedded and disembodied from the world of lived experience tells a very partial 

tale. 

It must be admitted that this approach has also emerged in response to a sense of 

disenchantment, to the exclusion and de-validifying of other ways of knowing and being 

in the world. The dominance of scientific materialism and economic rationalism has 

monopolised nearly all our mental space, leaving little room or hospitality for the 

‘interior’ and intuitive realms of reality. I have thus sought a dynamic balance between 
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subjective and objective modes of inquiry, integrating a critical social analysis with an 

appreciative mindfulness of the sacred dimensions of existence. Though I make no 

claims to have adequately attained such a holism in this paper, I offer my genuine 

attempt at a more holistic approach to research through acting and being in the world. 

Living Inquiry

“How does research as a formalised practice separate us from genuine experience of 

being alive in this world?” So began a conversation on research methodology with 

Patricia Shaw at Schumacher College. Over the course of this inquiry, I have drawn 

upon a variety of methodological approaches, all the while attempting to bear this 

fundamental question in mind. Thus, this inquiry has been expressed and experienced 

in a form of ‘methodological anarchy’ - anarchy not in the negative sense of disorder, 

but in the manner suggested by Graham [paraphrasing Feyerabend (1993) cited in 

Thomas (1997)]: “ to use systems of thought as catalysts to move beyond the strait‐

jacketing confines of methodological rules (implicit or explicit) that serve to inhibit or 

constrain thought” (2005: 5). 

Such an approach is not devoid of rigour or quality, though it does eschew a prescriptive 

approach to scholarship and active inquiry. I have drawn upon Shaw’s approach to 

‘living inquiry,’ which attempts to move beyond a subjective/objective distinction and 

cultivate an increasing discernment of ourselves and our world as “a trail of movement” 

rather than as fixed and bounded entities (Shaw 2012). Similar to this approach is 

Marshall’s “living life as inquiry,” in which I “pay attention to the ‘stories’ I tell about 

myself and the world and recognis[e] that these are all constructions, influenced by my 

purposes and perspectives and by social discourses which shape meanings and 

values” (1999: 4). Through mindful noticing of the movements within and around me, I 

come to perceive the world-within-myself as well as myself-within-the-world. From this 

perspective, “what just happens to us is more important to us than what we achieve in 

our wanting and doing” (Shotter unpub: 2). In cultivating an attentiveness, we move 

towards more spontaneous and authentic actions in the world; in this sense, 

Krishnamurti points us in a similar direction: “...can the mind come upon love without 
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discipline, without thought, without enforcement, without any book, any teacher or 

leader - come upon it as one comes upon a lovely sunset?” (1969: 125)3 

From its inception, this inquiry has sought an experiential balance between rigour and 

creativity, where the process and experience of inquiry is taken as seriously as the 

ultimate output of that research. Thus I have allowed the research questions themselves 

to evolve in relationship with my inner and outer landscapes, instead of fixing them from 

the beginning and therefore filtering all subsequent thought and action through the 

narrow lens of that conceptual framework. This free-flowing ‘methodological anarchy’ 

allowed me the freedom to meet each situation as it came, to enter Nepali society with a 

profound curiosity and some deep-seated, not-fully-articulated questions about the 

effects of globalisation and ‘development’ discourse4. The alternatives to development 

which I aim to articulate below entered my field of vision through the dynamic and 

confusing process of life itself, not through a formalised practice of research as such. It 

is in learning to appreciate and value both the dynamism and the confusion of life that 

the deepest learning has taken place; and in paying attention to when such confusion 

and uncertainty has arisen within, I have often found parallel states of confusion and 

uncertainty in the larger systems around me.   

~~~

Appreciative Inquiry

Part of our collective disenchantment stems from a monopoly of Reason as the only 

valid way of knowing and the resulting scientific materialism that has come to dominate 

mainstream thought. This form of reason values the objective over the subjective, the 
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universal over the particular, the repeatable over the spontaneous. However, even our 

greatest scientific minds recognised the fundamental importance of vision, imagination, 

and the intuitive mind: “Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is 

limited, whereas imagination embraces the entire world, stimulating progress, giving 

birth to evolution.” Through the use of Appreciative Inquiry, another thread of this inquiry 

is in exploring a re-enchanted reality by valuing the lived experience of those creating a 

new world, and celebrating the emerging network of practice within Nepal and in 

solidarity across the globe. It is thus that we simultaneously hospice the death of the old 

system and help give birth to new ones.  

Appreciate Inquiry is based on the insight that in developing a “problem-oriented view of 

the world,” we undermine our collective capacity to inspire and create transformative 

change (Ludema, Cooperrider, and Barrett 2001). In response to a thoroughly 

disenchanted, deconstructed and disillusioned worldview, prevalent both in popular, 

policy, and academic discourses, fostering more positive and inclusive discourse will 

contribute towards more genuinely democratic and generative power structures. The 

capacity of both critical scholarship and a problematised worldview to generate creative 

and new responses to complex unfolding processes such as climate change, social 

fragmentation and financial instability is inherently limited for a number of reasons: 1) 

such issues demand collective action and both critical scholarship and problematising 

reality ultimately serve to erode community and create separation between an 

“objective” problem and “subjective” actors to “solve” the problem (ibid, 191); 2) The 

“vocabularies of deficit” inherent in constructing ‘problems’ focuses entirely on lack, 

deficiency, and scarcity, leaving little discursive space for creating generative 

alternatives; 3) a problematised viewpoint narrows an issue into a problem-solution 

binary in which conversation is confined to potential outcomes, neglecting and negating 

the process through which the issue has become ‘problematised’ in the first place. 

In my own inquiry, I have used principles of appreciate inquiry to shift the focus from the 

ways in which current global economic processes are ecologically, psychologically, and 

culturally destructive to a more balanced and creative exploration of emerging 

alternatives and enabling mechanisms for more integral development. In such uncertain 

and unstable times, re-creating a space of possibilities invites more imaginative and 

collaborative responses to our felt and observed fragmentation. Theories of change 
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such as the Berkana Institute’s two loops model illuminate both the need to ‘hospice the 

dying system’ while simultaneously nurturing and cultivating the birth of alternatives 

(Berkana Institute 2012). This inquiry is thus as much about identifying the challenges 

inherent in an old paradigm as it is about celebrating and supporting the unity-within-

diversity of these emerging alternatives. 

Qualitative Analysis: Semi-structured interviews  

A third and complimentary methodological strand is the use of informal semi-structured 

interviews with a broad range of people in various parts of Nepal. Concurrent with 

cycles of ‘living inquiry’ arising primarily at the micro level and appreciative inquiry at the 

macro level5, interviews in a variety of settings with people involved at all levels of 

Nepali society grounds the research in the experience of others and provides a 

complimentary ‘intersubjective’ perspective. 

I recorded interviews with national and regional policy-makers, NGO staff and directors, 

and rural community members from a variety of social and ethnic backgrounds. 

Interviews were conducted in both group and one-on-one settings depending on the 

context, occasionally with multiple interviewers present in addition to myself. With some, 

conversations were held in English; however all local-level interviews were done in 

Nepali with the aid of several translators. In all situations, I attempted to be mindful of 

the complex and dynamic power relations at play and the ethical dilemmas of 

conducting research in a foreign language and culture. These issues will be discussed 

in greater detail in the following section.     

15 different interviews were conducted in total, 6 in English and the remaining 9 in 

Nepali with the help of translators (see Appendix 1 for further details). On one field visit 

(discussed below) I received translation help from both a paid local translator as well as 
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a fellow student researcher from Nepal. In the remaining interviews done in Nepali, my 

partner Richa Pokhrel served as translator. 

The most substantive interviews took place during two ‘field visits,’ or immersive 

experiences in local villages outside of the Kathmandu valley. The first visit was to a 

REDD+ pilot project site in Chitwan district, arranged by two NGOs - the Federation of 

Community Forestry Users, Nepal (FECOFUN) and the International Centre for 

Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) - intimately involved in the REDD pilot 

process. Over the course of three days, four other graduate researchers (three 

American and one Nepali) and I co-interviewed villagers, local project administration 

staff, and regional government officers. These were conducted as both personal and 

group interviews, in both pre-arranged semi-structured formats as well as more informal 

conversation. 

The second immersive experience was one week spent at a permaculture farm in 

Surkhet district, mid-Western Nepal. In stark contrast to the first field visit which was far 

more structured and mediated by other organisations with some stake in the processes 

being explored, the second experience was a more intimate and personal dialogue with 

one family who have established both their own permaculture farm and a regional 

permaculture organisation, the Himalayan Permaculture Centre (HPC), offering training, 

awareness-raising and community-building in 11 villages in two districts. Over the 

course of this week, I conducted several semi-structured interviews with members of 

our host family and employees of HPC, as well as many informal conversations about 

their life and work. Beyond these interviews, I was able to both observe and participate 

in the daily rhythms of their life, helping to plant rice, plough fields, cut grass, and do 

many other daily chores around the farm. The intimate nature of the living arrangements 

allowed a much more genuine and spontaneous relationship with the family and their 

nearby community, and thus invited far more of a mutual learning relationship than the 

potentially more ‘extractive’ relationships established the first field visit. 

Challenges and Limitations 

In attempting to develop an organic methodology out of my inquiry, as opposed to fitting 

the inquiry into an already fixed and established methodology, I have certainly left 
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myself open to challenges and potential limitations. In pulling from a range of 

complimentary methodologies and applying them at different scales and stages, I have 

run the risk of simply implementing a watered down version of multiple approaches 

rather than a more thorough application of one. Similarly, the quite dynamic and co-

evolutionary approach I have tried to maintain has at times left my unprepared to take 

up certain opportunities or deepen particular aspects of the inquiry. The confusion that 

at times manifested due to the emergent quality of my research questions was at once 

a limit to the study as well as a rich source of learning and growth; for example, the 

constant questioning of the main thread of my inquiry, the experienced isolation of 

researching REDD+, and the sense of fragmentation living in Kathmandu can all be 

understood in some sense as mirrors of larger patterns experienced in the world around 

me, my personal inquiry one current in a deeper flow of meaning.  

On the other hand, a very intentional part of my inquiry has been attention to the ways 

in which power dynamics operate in the meeting of different cultures and ways of 

knowing. Thus, I have attempted to respond to the critique of some in the Third Wold as 

well as Western academia that professional researchers often benefit far more than the 

‘objects’ of their research, even when such research is conducted in the name of 

helping (Serchan 2010). Particularly during the field visit organised by ICIMOD as part 

of the REDD+ pilot project, I grappled with how my presence as a ‘researcher’ was 

further entrenching and legitimising a process which I was not comfortable with. In 

several instances, both in Chitwan and Surkhet, I was either unable or decided against 

interviewing local farmers as my presence would have interrupted an important 

opportunity for rice planting during the life-sustaining monsoon rains. 

There are, of course, always ethical dilemmas that arise when entering an unfamiliar 

culture with different values, customs, and ways of being in the world. In fact, this very 

tension is at the heart of my inquiry and is reflected in both the process and output of 

this dissertation. Though a great deal of attention was given to my actions and 

responsibilities as a ‘component’ of the social systems I moved through (Pearce 1998), I 

cannot be fully sure of what impact I am leaving behind. There is an interesting paradox 

in critiquing the practical and epistemological effects of developmentalist interventions 

and presuming that in the short span of this inquiry that I can adequately understand 

and speak to the experiences of a multicultural Nepal. As an outsider from the 

‘overdeveloped’ world, with access to all the benefits of modernity, I also open myself to 
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criticisms of hypocrisy, of both denying my own privileged position and the right of other 

people to seek a similar lifestyle. I remain mindful and sensitive to the dynamics of 

privilege and hope that transparency will reveal the rich grey area in between all such 

fixed positions.   

Finally, I must of course acknowledge that my own thinking and acting in the world has 

been indelibly influenced by the very system of thought which I now critique. What I 

ultimately mean to say is not that Western epistemology is inherently ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’ or 

‘unjust’, but that it is simply one of many ways to understand and participate in the 

world, no more inherently valuable or correct than any other. It cannot be denied the 

incredible power that Western science and rationalism has given us to manipulate, and 

often improve, our physical surrounding. However, what I and many others quoted in 

this paper do suggest is that as any one system of knowledge categorically overvalues 

itself and thus denies the existence or legitimacy of any other, destructive imbalances 

will manifest in a plethora of ways. 

Part 1. The Disappearing of Place:
Destroying Worlds to ‘Save the World’ 

“The mental space in which people dream and act is largely occupied today by 

Western imagery.” 

- Wolfgang Sachs, The Development Dictionary

Contextualising ‘Development’

This story begins a long time ago. Some trace it back to the origins of a particular form 

of intensive agriculture ten thousand years ago in Mesopotamia, and its subsequent 

spread and monopolisation of material and conceptual power. More recent twists in the 

story emerge roughly three hundred years ago in the cafes and salons of Enlightenment 

Europe. The story intensifies during the second half of the 20th century, the era of 

globalisation and cheap fossil fuels. This is the story of a particular way of being in and 

knowing the world; it is the tale of the simultaneous expansion and collapse of a 

particular ‘horizon of intelligibility’ - a horizontal expansion among the many diverse 
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peoples of the world and a vertical collapse or narrowing of the mental space beyond 

this horizon.

In its most modern form, this system of knowledge has manifested in the ‘Global 

Project’, the modernising and industrialising of all cultures of the world, including all 

other knowledge systems. In its own words: 

“Eradicating poverty is the greatest global challenge facing the world today and 

an indispensable requirement for sustainable development. In this regard we [the 

heads of State and Government and high level representatives] are committed to 

free humanity from poverty and hunger as a matter of urgency.” (UNCSD 2012: 

1)

  

These apparently well-intentioned words belie an incredible proposition: that “humanity” 

itself is a homogenous mass that wants and needs saving from the evils of poverty and 

hunger; and furthermore, that one overarching framework constructed by the “heads of 

State and Government and high level representatives” have the authority, capacity, and 

mandate for such an ambitious programme. The new era of ‘sustainable development’, 

though responding to a new and larger set of perceived and constructed global 

problems, can be firmly placed within that horizon of intelligibility with which we began. 

Riding the waves of modernisation, industrialisation and the economisation of the entire 

social sphere, “development’s hidden agenda [is] nothing else than the Westernization 

of the world” (Sachs 1992a: 4).  

As many before me have shown, Western knowledge’s peculiar claim to universalism 

has the pervasive effect of simultaneously denying the existence of any alternative 

frame of knowing and hiding its very claim to universalism: “dominant knowledge also 

destroys the very conditions for alternatives to exist, very much like the introduction of 

monocultures destroy the very conditions for diverse species to exist” (Shiva 1993: 12). 

Disembedded from any particular historical context, it does not “appear” to be anything 

at all - it is invisible to the basic patterns of thought (Sachs 1992; Apffel-Marglin and 

Marglin 1996; Norgaard 1988; Escobar 1995/2012; Bohm 1996). As Escobar suggests, 

in contextualising or “anthropologizing” development as a global programme arising out 

of a specific system of knowledge which developed in a particular historical setting, we 
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can free ourselves from the reactionary mantra of “There is no alternative.” Specifically, 

the very Western system of thought which has given rise to the “development paradigm 

of modernity”6 has co-evolved with the most unique and powerful system of energy 

production and consumption humanity has seen in its millions of years on Earth. The 

industrial growth culture of modernity, as well as the subsequent wave of post-modern 

relativity, have sharp corollaries with the precipitous rise and climax of energy use that 

the over-developed world is now experiencing (Holmgren 2002: xxix). We must come to 

understand that our modern worldview has been irrevocably shaped by the energy 

matrix of the past 300 years; and that it is becoming increasingly clear that our 

collective access to and sources of energy production and consumption will dramatically 

change in the coming decades.

In a world of limitlessly abundant energy and explosive technological innovation, it is 

perhaps not surprising that the modern West developed a sense of the inevitable 

progress of civilisation. Certainly we cannot deny the trajectory of modern industrial 

growth and material wellbeing that is has supplied: from electricity to education to 

entertainment, modernity has provided the ‘developed’ world with all the fruits of a safe 

and secure life. Except of course, that it hasn’t. A growing body of research shows what 

many in even the developed world have felt for several decades now: that beyond a 

certain threshold of basic needs and material well-being, increased consumption of 

material goods and rising levels of income inequality within societies has led to a 

shocking increase in emotional distress (depression, etc.), drug use, fear, and the 

breakdown of trust in society (James 2007; Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). On top of that, 

the level of material wellbeing that has been achieved has only benefited the roughly 

one-sixth of humanity now living in industrialised countries, with a number equal or 

greater than that surviving in abject poverty the likes of which did not exist prior to the 

era of ‘development.’ As one scholar has claimed, “the modern world, including the 

modernized Third World, is built on the suffering and brutalization of millions” (Nandy 

1989, quoted in Escobar 19952012: 213). 
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The very notion of ‘development,’ assumed by its proponents as a necessary and 

inevitable process, in fact arises out of a very particular and culturally-specific view of 

the world, which in its less nuanced forms manifested in slavery, genocide and the 

colonisation of much of the world. The more recent evolution of this same worldview - 

with roots in the Enlightenment project of a completely rationalised world and even 

deeper roots in the invention and subsequent spread of a particular from of intensive 

“totalitarian” agriculture 10,000 years ago (Quinn 1996: 248) - has sought to spread 

modern industrial consciousness to the few remaining cultures of the world who have 

avoided or resisted its spread in previous forms. ‘Development’ has systematically 

problematised the social reality of the “heterogeneous and diverse majority” of the 

Earth’s people, creating conditions under which development itself provides the only 

solution. Tracing the specific elaboration of the development paradigm to a 1949 

speech by US President Harry Truman, Esteva tells us: 

“Underdevelopment began, then, on January 20, 1949. On that day, two billion 

people became underdeveloped. In a real sense, from that time on, they ceased 

being what they were, in all their diversity, and were transmogrified into an 

inverted mirror of others' reality: a mirror that belittles them and sends them off to 

the end of the queue, a mirror that defines their identity...simply in the terms of a 

homogenizing and narrow minority” (Esteva 1992: 7).  

As the Western system of knowledge - and its particular manifestation as ‘development’ 

- has evolved and moved through the world, so too has the physical landscape in which 

it is (dis)embedded changed. While humans have always both adapted to and altered 

their physical surroundings, this relationship has reached a far greater scale of 

exploitation during the fossil fuel era. Particular human societies have literally 

succeeded in altering the chemical balance of the atmosphere, with the present Earth 

warmer than it has been for at least 100,000 years, and possibly even a million years 

(Hansen et al, 2006). In deconstructing how one worldview and its resulting social 

structures, value systems, laws and technologies could so profoundly impact the living 

world, we are not dealing with mere philosophical abstractions. Our tacit worldview 

gives rise to our actions and sense of being in the world, and therefore the way in which 

we socially construct reality - our particular “regimes of representation” in the 
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vocabulary of Arturo Escobar and others - has significant implications in the physical 

world. 

The ‘Least Developed Country’ of Nepal (a designation imposed on countries by the UN 

and perfectly illustrating Esteva’s claim above) offers a particular example through 

which to explore this process. Nepal’s ongoing and historical encounter with modernity 

has been extensively elaborated in Serchan’s 2010 work, Nepal: Modernity, 

Multiculturalism and Marginalisation. Serchan and others trace the roots of this process 

back through the 18th century “unification” of Nepal under one particular Hindu hill 

kingdom, beginning a process of cultural homogenisation and political consolidation 

which mirrors in microcosm the very movement of epistemological colonisation initiated 

by the West around the same time. Though never officially colonised by Western 

powers as India was, Nepal nevertheless began to absorb Western political ideals 

through the close relationship between its military and political elite with those of the 

British, a relationship formalised under the 1816 Treaty of Sugauli. The absorption of 

modernity intensified during the early 20th century when “a campaign of domination of 

one caste (Bahun-Chhteri), one religion (Hindu), one culture (Hindu), one language 

(Khasa-Nepali) and one dress (Daura-Suruwal and Sari)” was institutionalised in the 

partyless Panchayat political system (Bhattachan 2005), officially marginalising and in 

effect denying the existence of a pluricultural Nepal inhabited by over 60 distinct ethnic 

groups practising a range of different religions, economies, languages, culinary 

traditions, agricultural styles, etc. 

Today, the modern development paradigm has fully penetrated the consciousness, and 

national budget, of Nepal. By one estimate, the country attains up to 90% of its budget 

from the international donor community; as the UK Department for International 

Development observes, “the power of donors and their multifarious and changing 

agendas have exerted a considerable influence on policy” (Springate-Baginski, O. et al. 

2001: 6). Despite dramatically distinct ecological belts which traverse the country from 

East to West, Nepal is divided into five “Development Regions,” which each encompass 

all three physiographic regions of Nepal - Mountain, Hill and Terai - and have little 

cultural or ecological significance. Much of the Nepali political elite are educated 

abroad, often in elite schools in the US and India, including the Indian-educated Maoist 

Prime Minister, Baburam Bhattarai. The political and education system under Nepal’s 
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“democratic” 1990 constitution not only valorises Western culture and language, it 

systematically marginalises local and indigenous cultures by mandating the use of 

Khas-Nepali over local and indigenous languages (Bhattachan 2005: 4), as well as 

undervaluing Nepal’s traditional agrarian culture by training youth for scarce jobs in the 

unstable urban industrialised economy. While this appears to provide more opportunity 

by preparing youth for the global economy, it has resulted in the progressive lose of 

traditional farming knowledge and a rising youth unemployment rate (Thapa 2012; 

Khanal 2011). The 2007 interim constitution somewhat amends the exclusive use of 

Khas-Nepali, however it still explicitly refers to segments of the population as 

“economically, socially, or educationally backward”, specifically “indigenous tribes, 

Madhesis, [and] dalits” (quoted in Sherpa et al 2010: 153).   

As a completely disembedded worldview, Western modernity has no place for place - 

both in the homogenising processes of industrialisation and in the exaltation of the 

universal and modern over the particular and traditional, knowledge becomes 

disembedded from a particular culture, the thinking mind disembodied from a biological 

and ecological being, spaces and thought patterns homogenised for efficiency, the 

unique contours of each landscape bulldozed and paved. What is lost in the never-

ending quest for more is the realisation that, as Huxley’s Old Raja tells us in his Notes 

on What’s What, “Nobody needs to go anywhere else. We are all, if we only knew it, 

already there” (1962: 41). My own experience of two months in the urban centre of 

Kathmandu was largely characterised by a sense of dislocation, of being pulled 

between my expectations (and the commodified images) of a colourful landscape of 

multi-cultural subsistence communities and the lived experience of concrete sprawl, 

noise pollution and diesel fumes. This was felt most acutely whenever returning to 

Kathmandu from the ‘peripheries’, the rural Nepal where 85% of Nepalis live and at 

least once, inhabited a place as much as a physical space. With a population which has 

more than doubled in the past 40 years, there is hardly enough space for everyone, let 

alone a genuine sense of place. Indeed, the quest for modern economic development 

now displaces nearly 300,000 Nepalis a year through economic migration (Shrestha 

2011) - following the sporadic whims of global capital, there are now nearly 2 million 

Nepalis living and working overseas in India, Southeast Asia and the Middle East as 

low-wage labourers (Central Bureau of Statistics Nepal 2011). Returning to their rural 

communities having ‘seen the world,’ many such youth are no longer satisfied either 
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with traditional life outside the modern economy or with the degrading conditions of life 

as replaceable cogs within it. 

As Serchan also makes clear, all of this is not to suggest that Western epistemology is 

inherently bad or that the fruits of modernity should be completely dismissed; 

understood in its particular context, it is a system of knowledge which was evidently 

very successful in the culture which simultaneously gave rise to it and which it created. 

However, it must be understood as one valid way of knowing the world amongst many, 

and not the singular right way to live and know reality. And in the context of a society 

attempting to articulate a new pluricultural identity, the internalisation and imposition of 

modernity’s false universalism hinders meaningful movement towards “rethinking the 

present” (2010: 112).

  

~~~

Discourses of Climate Change and the Social Construction of Nature

The main concern of this paper is not the increasing scientific evidence supporting 

anthropogenic climate change, nor the specific ecological consequences of 

destabilising climatic conditions in the Himalayas. These have been detailed in 

numerous other papers (Pachauri and Reisinger 2007; Ministry of Environment 2010; 

Macchi et al 2011; McKibben 2012; Hansen et al 2012) , even as research continues at 

the global and regional levels. Of more relevance to this inquiry is 1) changing 

perceptions of climate change, particularly among those affected ‘first and worst’ such 

as indigenous communities; 2) the adaptive capacity (i.e. cultural, ecological and 

economic resilience) of communities, regions, and nations such as Nepal who have 

contributed essentially nothing to primary drivers of climate change and deforestation; 

3) and emerging national and international discourses around climate change 

‘solutions’ and their implications.  

However, beneath these questions lies a deeper and more fundamental question about 

the meaning of the other-than-human world and our culturally-specific relationship to 

Nature. The intensive agricultural societies of the past ten thousand years - from 

Mesopotamia to Greece, India and China to the Incas and Mayans to the modern West 

- all evolved a relationship with the natural world based for the first time on sustained 

control over land and natural cycles. As the scale of agriculture and technological 

Development as Unfolding

24



innovation increased, so too did the agriculturalists intervention into the natural world. 

For most pre-modern agricultural societies, Nature was still a dynamic living force, not 

fully knowable or fully controllable. However, with the Enlightenment and the new era of 

scientific materialism, this began to fundamentally change. It was not only within our 

human capacity to control and subdue the forces of Nature, it was the unique destiny of 

Western man to do so. 

Within the intellectual landscape of a reductionist science explaining a fully knowable 

and objective world, the dynamic forces of life were reduced to the workings of a 

machine, a ‘clockwork universe.’ Though the limits of Cartesian logic and Newtonian 

physics to fully explain the mysteries of life have been well known for the past century, 

this outdated worldview still dominates Western thought in a multitude of subtle and 

overt ways. This is particularly evident in the public discourse which has emerged over 

the past 50 years in response to the rise of environmentalism. Post-development 

scholars such as Wolfgang Sachs and Arturo Escobar have documented the complex 

ways in which the environmental agenda has been co-opted and neutralised by the 

logic and tools of the industrial growth ideology. In completely abstracting the natural 

world from its living roots, such logic has deprived Nature of any agency: “‘environment’ 

and ‘nature’ are two very different concepts: one completely passive, lifeless, waiting to 

be acted upon; the other, full of life, a gift, productive and destructive” (Sachs 1992b: 

34). What is left is not the infinite uniqueness of each place and its distinctive ecology, 

but a homogenous global ‘environment’ to be managed and manipulated.

The current discourse on ‘sustainable development’ and the global response to climate 

change can be seen as the culmination of this abstraction. In embracing an ecosystems 

model of the environment, international development institutions are still able to steer 

the discourse towards issues of management, protection and large-scale intervention in 

an abstract ‘ecosystem.’ Similarly, the abstract and amorphous concept of 

‘sustainability’ is now used to prescribe further economic growth to protect a degraded 

‘environment’ from poverty: as numerous UN and World Bank reports suggest, poverty 

leads to environmental degradation and deforestation, and the only way to “free” 

humanity from poverty is through economic growth. In this context, ‘sustainable 

development’ easily leads to ‘sustained growth’, a fundamental perversion of the 
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concept of sustainability as it was originally articulated. From the first page of the final 

report of the recent Rio+20 UN Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD):

“We recognize that poverty eradication, changing unsustainable and promoting 

sustainable patterns of consumption and production, and protecting and 

managing the natural resource base of economic and social development are the 

overarching objectives of and essential requirements for sustainable 

development. We also reaffirm the need to achieve sustainable development 

by: promoting sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth, creating 

greater opportunities for all, reducing inequalities, raising basic standards of 

living; fostering equitable social development and inclusion; and promoting 

integrated and sustainable management of natural resources and 

ecosystems...” (emphasis added. 2012: 1).

Beneath our search for global solutions is the basic problematisation of climate change, 

in which dominant and marginal ideologies fight to define the scope and conceptual 

space of the problem, and hence the terms in which the problem can be solved. And 

beneath all dominant proposed solutions at the global level is still the implicit belief that 

the ‘environment’ is a fixed, ‘possessable’, essentially non-living object which humans 

have the unquestioned right to exploit, appropriate, define, and otherwise manage. One 

cannot manage something which one does not own and thus the ubiquitous language of 

management used in speaking about nearly all natural cycles (i.e. natural resource 

management, water management, etc.) is still inherently based upon a relationship of 

owner (subject) and owned (object).   

Elinor Ostrom (2010) has identified climate change as a collective action dilemma that 

should be addressed simultaneously at multiple scales by multiple actors, starting from 

the local level where climate change effects are primarily experienced. This view, based 

on extensive research into the capacity of self-organizing groups of local actors across 

the globe to effectively and cooperatively steward natural resources, challenges the 

conventional dogma that global ‘problems’ can only be ‘solved’ at the global level and 

primarily by large-scale institutions and interventions. 
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In the face of repeated failures by global institutions such as the UN system to 

adequately respond to this global issue, the call for local responses to climate change 

has echoed from the jungles and forests of indigenous groups (Cochabamba 

Declaration, Kari Oca II Declaration) to the suburban middle-class neighbourhoods of 

over-developed countries (Transition Town Network) to the city streets of an 

increasingly vocal and creative global protest movement (Occupy Movement and 

Climate Camp). Such a complex multi-scale process as climate change invites a more 

integral response, particularly given the practical, political, and ethical limitations of an 

exclusively local or exclusively global-level approach (Ostrom 2010; Adrangi and 

Pickard 2012). While the environmental movement and the larger “green meme” that 

has developed over the past four decades tends to eschew any form of hierarchy and 

often “festishises” the local (Wilber 2000; SocProf 2012), a multi-scale approach that 

engages nested levels of horizontal organisation from the local to the international is 

arguably the most sensible and equitable option available. Recognising the complex 

interactions and interconnections of social, ecological, and economic systems at these 

various scales entails more than a simple techno-scientific response. We must 

understand and appreciate the spiritual, cultural, and political implications of climate 

change and any proposed solution to its destabilising effects. 

~~~

REDD+ and the Commodification of Nature

The only significant institutional response to climate change at the global level has been 

an evolving series of programmes broadly called Payment for Ecosystems Services 

(PES) - essentially assigning a monetary value to the natural processes which humans 

derive some benefit from and incorporating these ‘services’ into global markets. 

However, there are multiple underlying assumptions to this approach that are worth 

questioning, as they even raise concerns within the terms of their own economic logic. 

PES schemes are based on the assumptions that performance-based payment systems 

are effective in motivating conservation, and that there will be adequate and continuous 

sources of money to finance this system at a global scale (Apgar 2011: 68). Perhaps 

more fundamentally are the assumptions that such market-based solutions are ethically 

neutral (i.e. fit universally within all cultures regardless of the level of monetisation of the 

culture); that the private market is the most effective way of addressing a public issue 

(GFC 2007:1), and that the complex, interconnected systems and processes of Nature 
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can be reduced to a simple market value without simultaneously degrading the myriad 

other spiritual, cultural, and use values of these processes. 

As one report by a private-sector “purveyor” of PES succinctly put it: “Ecosystems 

provide trillions of dollars in clean water, flood protection, fertile lands, clean air, 

pollination, disease control. … So how do we secure this enormously valuable 

infrastructure and its services? The same way we would electricity, potable water, or 

natural gas. We pay for it” (quoted in Conant 2012). However, what seems mere 

economic rationalism to some is the wholesale commodification of the sacred gift of life 

to others. As Marlon Santi, leader of the Sarayaku Quichua community of Ecuador, 

recently stated: “For my people, the forest is sacred, it is life in all its essence. We can 

protect Pachamama only if this is respected. REDD and other market mechanisms have 

turned our relationship with forests into a business” (quoted in Conant and Petermann 

2012).

REDD, the market mechanism she refers to, is a UN and World Bank initiative called 

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (now known as REDD

+). Despite a controversial and contested history at the highest levels of international 

climate negotiations, this programme is currently being piloted across Latin America, 

Africa and Asia, including Nepal. So far, studies of these pilot programmes have 

uncovered far more questions than they have answered about the viability, ethics, and 

efficacy of REDD+. At its heart, REDD+ is designed to address the fundamental drivers 

of deforestation as an effective means of curbing global greenhouse gas emissions: by 

making forests more valuable standing than they are as timber or sites of intensive 

agriculture, it is assumed that behaviour and land use in these countries will shift 

towards conservation and ‘sustainable management’ of forests. Fundamental to this 

programme as a response to global climate change is the economic construction of 

forests as stores of carbon. Even this most essential point is not without contention, as 

many have pointed out the crucial difference between biotic carbon - that is carbon 

stored in trees, soil, and other forms of life and which can never be a permanent store - 

and fossilized carbon - i.e. carbon which has been stored over millions of years and 

which is now being mined and emitted at a catastrophic rate by the industrialised 

countries of the world (Durban Group for Climate Justice 2010). Even if these forms of 

carbon storage were climatically equivalent, the effect is that REDD+ allows those in the 

Development as Unfolding

28



overdeveloped world to continue burning fossil fuels as long as they “replace” this 

carbon somewhere else in the world. As a result, no net reduction in carbon emissions 

is actually attained, it is simply shifted from one part of the world to another. For this 

reason, such “avoided deforestation” projects were rejected in the Kyoto Protocol, and 

subsequent climate negotiations under the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change have also failed to achieve any significant international agreement (GFC 2010).  

In addition to deconstructing the underlying assumptions of REDD+ and other PES 

schemes, a wide range of other concerns have been documented and continue to play 

out around the world. One of the central issues of concern is land tenure and the 

potential of REDD+ to further institutionalise historic injustices in the form of land grabs, 

enclosure of commons, and denying indigenous peoples’ claims due to lack of official 

ownership. In Argentina, as well as other Latin American and Asian countries, lack of 

recognition of indigenous peoples’ land rights has been a major barrier to meaningful 

and equitable participation (GFC 2010: 12; Apgar 2011: 45; Larson and Petkova 

2011:11). Furthermore, there is great ambiguity on the issue of carbon rights - whether 

benefits should be distributed to owners of the soil (land) or owners of the trees, in 

cases where different regimes of ownership exist (Larson and Petkova 2011; Bushley 

and Khatri 2011: 22). Along with benefit claims issues, there is growing evidence that 

REDD+ projects have led to further displacement of indigenous peoples by large 

agribusiness corporations, particularly the soya industry in Argentina; as well as further 

limiting subsistence activities for communities across Asia, Latin America and Africa 

who have traditionally relied on forests to meet many basic needs, exposing these 

communities to the whims of an unstable global carbon market (GFC 2010; Horton and 

Fry 2011).  

In Bolivia, one of the first large scale REDD projects to be implemented has faced 

significant criticism for its lack of transparent benefit distribution mechanisms, 

particularly involving the exclusion of El Chaco indigenous peoples (GFC 2010: 8). In 

Nepal as well, initial benefit distribution policies are being revised in the final years of 

the national pilot project in response to local communities’ concerns. With potentially 

large sums of money in play, national governments have a strong incentive to centralise 

(or re-centralise) forest management, as well as payments. Despite the development of 

a range of social and environmental safeguards (Kant, Chaliha and Wu 2011), 
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ambiguity over what actually constitutes a forest has already led to the planting of 

monocrop tree plantations in place of conserving mature and biologically diverse forests  

(GFC 2010; GFC 2011; Durban Climate Justice 2010). This pattern has the potential to 

severely undermine the fundamental purpose of reducing emissions and regenerating 

degraded land. If not addressed in a more comprehensive way, such perverse 

incentives call into question the very essence of REDD+ and PES schemes by 

effectively rewarding the international agro-industry for continued exploitation, as has 

been the case in Argentina where the soy industry benefits doubly through international 

REDD payments and national agrofuel subsidies (GFC 2010: 11). Similarly, a World 

Bank-funded project in Brazil has benefited large-scale eucalyptus plantations, one of 

the most ecologically-destructive tree monocrops in the world due to extremely 

intensive water and herbicide use, and the displacement of local communities from their 

land (Horton and Fry 2011). 

Finally, the very foundation upon which such market-based solution stand - an 

international market for carbon credits to finance the scheme at a global scale - suffers 

from great uncertainty at best, with no long-term private sector financing in place 

(Streck and Parker 2012). At worst, and as has been the case in nearly all national pilot 

projects, REDD+ represents a further “aidification” of climate change mitigation, where 

financing depends on grants and loans from international donors (many of whom are 

increasingly less willing to finance such schemes in the midst of global austerity cuts) 

and the burden thus falls on ‘developing’ countries themselves to fund programs which 

were initially designed to offset emissions in the overdeveloped world (Seymour and 

Angelsen 2012). Given the preponderance of evidence questioning the efficacy of 

REDD+ to reduce global carbon emissions, it becomes clear that such market-based 

mechanisms are purely based on the economic imperative to reduce the cost of 

conservation and further displace the burden onto to the Global South. As Friends of the 

Earth International has publicly stated, “Governments need to acknowledge that market-

based mechanisms and the commodification of biodiversity have failed both biodiversity 

conservation and poverty alleviation (quoted in Barlow 2010: 9).

~~~
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“If there is more money...we’ll change our mind”7: REDD+ in Nepal 

The unfolding experience of REDD+ in Nepal, like that of the other countries discussed 

above, is characterised by uncertainty more than anything else. Uncertainty as to its 

relevance in reducing emissions in a country which contributes less than 0.1% of global 

CO2 (World Bank Group 2012); uncertainty as to the appropriateness of market-based 

mechanisms in a subsistence-based agrarian society; uncertainty as to its ultimate 

effects on the much-celebrated institution of community forestry; uncertainty as to the 

equitable distribution of benefits within communities and throughout the complex and 

often ambiguous institutional landscape of Nepal; and finally uncertainty as to how it will 

continue to be financed and implemented once the initial pilot project ends next year. 

All of these questions were raised to me in one form or another by those involved at 

various levels of the REDD+ implementation process, from local indigenous leaders and 

community members to regional forestry officers to national project managers. 

Interestingly, however, one issue that never appeared without my prompting was that of 

participation, or the process of free, prior and informed consent (FPIC). FPIC, “the right 

[of a community] to give or withhold its consent to proposed projects that may affect the 

lands they customarily own, occupy or otherwise use” (Forest Peoples Programme), 

has been enshrined in many international laws governing development and indigenous 

peoples; and variants have been increasingly included in the various social and 

environmental safeguards formulated by both private and public REDD+ programmes, 

including the general operating procedures of the World Bank. The official REDD 

safeguards included in the 2010 UNFCCC Cancun Agreements call for the “full and 

effective participation” of all relevant stakeholders including indigenous peoples and 

local communities, and respect for all relevant international obligations such as the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and, in the case of Nepal, the 

International Labour Organisation Convention 169 concerning the rights of indigenous 
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and tribal peoples (Kant, Chaliha and Wu 2011). Mechanisms for “full and effective 

participation,” however, have remained elusive8.     

Nepal’s REDD+ pilot programme is operated through the Forest Carbon Trust Fund 

(FCTF), a trust financed by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 

(NORAD) and administered by three international NGOs working in Nepal: ICIMOD, 

FECOFUN, and Asia Network for Sustainable Agriculture and Bio-resources (ANSAB). 

In operation since 2009, the programme has included 104 community forests in three 

watersheds within the districts of Chitwan, Gorkha, and Dolakha. The preamble of the 

FCTF’s “Operating Guidelines of Forest Carbon Trust Fund 2011” specifically names the 

aforementioned international obligations (UNDRIP, ILO Convention 169), as well as the 

FPIC process (2011: 5). Yet in no conversations with national programme administrators  

at FECOFUN, regional District Forest Officers, nor local Community Forest Users Group 

(CFUG) members was I told that even a consultation process had been undertaken with 

households or CFUGs in the three chosen watersheds prior to the selection and initial 

implementation of the pilot project. While the FCTF is comprised of a multi-stakeholder 

group including representation by one national Dalit organisation, one national 

indigenous organisation, and one national Women’s organisation, I found no evidence 

of “full and effective participation” by local communities themselves at any stage in the 

process. As has been documented elsewhere (Larson and Petkova 2011: 101), even 

what is claimed as “participation” is often little more than consultation occurring after it is 

too late to genuinely affect the outcome of the process. 

That said, meetings with the local REDD Monitoring Committee in Chitwan district 

revealed that the pilot programme has been implemented in a participatory way at the 
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8 The mainstreaming of “participatory” development practices has been met with enthusiasm as well as 
scepticism by those within the development industry and academia. A serious critique of participation as a 
new form of tyranny and exploitation gained widespread currency in the 1990s, yet various development 
institutions, including the World Bank, have further institutionalised “participatory” methods such 
Participatory Rural Appraisal. In the context of REDD+ implementation, a coalition of indigenous groups 
and international research organisations called the Indigenous Peoples Climate Change Assessment 
Initiative has been searching for more genuine mechanisms of ensuring FPIC. One process being 
developed is ‘biocultural protocols’, an adaptive set of tools for communities to “map and document their 
own territories, rights, governance systems and development aspirations before they are confronted with 
the question whether they want to engage in a REDD+ project or policy or not”(Apgar 2011: 5). What 
makes biocultural protocols unique and potentially more ‘genuine’ is the complete construction of the 
tools themselves by each community which employs them, i.e. a community defines the conceptual 
terrain upon which it is to engage with projects like REDD+, not the other way around. For more on these 
tools as they are being piloted and co-created in various communities, see www.ipcca.info

http://www.ipcca.info
http://www.ipcca.info


local level, with increased participation in communal decision-making among CFUG 

members - at least according to those in positions of local leadership. While this was 

mildly reassuring to hear firsthand, much evidence has also shown that, despite the 

devolution of forest management to local communities under Nepal’s Forest Act of 1993 

and Forest Regulations of 1995, intra-CFUG equity is still a major concern, with ‘elite 

capture’ of benefits and decision-making a common occurrence (Timsina and Luintel 

2003; Springate-Baginski, O. et al. 2001). Relatedly, marginalisation of indigenous 

groups such as the Chepang is still prevalent within CFUGs, and as REDD+ benefits 

are disbursed through local CFUGs, REDD+ has the potential to reinforce rather than 

reform this dynamic (Chepang 2012). Indeed, Mr. Yaman Chepang, General Secretary 

of the National Chepang Association, told me that government policies and CFUGs 

have both actively discouraged and denied the legitimacy of the Chepang traditional 

practice of shifting cultivation, meaning that Chepang lack land titles for up to 95% of 

their traditionally cultivated land (ibid.)9. A further meeting with local REDD Watershed 

Network members indicated that, as is the case in other REDD+ countries, concerns 

over carbon rights have not been resolved due to the particular land ownership regime 

and institutional landscape of Nepal10, and are likely to be a source of contestation 

should increased funds be available after the initial pilot project (REDD Watershed 

Network 2012; Sapkota 2012; Bushley and Khatri 2011: 16).11

Beneath the surface, deeper epistemological questions also dwell. Monitoring and 

measuring carbon is a highly technological issue and thus local communities will likely 

always lack the technological and institutional capacity to accurately measure carbon 

themselves. Based on my own field observations of the carbon measuring process, 

even in the presence of technical experts supplied by national NGOs, there is ample 

room for both ‘leakage’ - the displacement of deforestation beyond the borders of 

measurement areas - and fraud, particularly given the potential sums of money involved 
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9 The marginalisation and political ‘disappearing’ of traditional forms of agriculture such as shifting 
cultivation will be explored in greater detail in the following section. 

10 As was made clear to me by the Chitwan District Forest Officer, above-ground resources such as trees 
belong to CFUGs under the community forestry system, but the soil and land itself is still owned by the 
national government. The potential ‘ground’ of conflict is whether measured carbon is understood to be 
stored in the soil and roots of trees or in the above-ground trees themselves.  

11 REDD+ payments for the previous year were being finalised during my time in Nepal and were 
eventually released just prior to the completion of this dissertation. Final figures, however, were not 
available to include here. 



and the vested interest that even “neutral” NGOs have in the process as programme 

administrators and technical experts.12 The inherently high levels of techno-bureaucracy 

involved in REDD+ carbon measurement, regardless of the participation of local and 

indigenous communities, still prioritises a particularly scientific worldview and thus fails 

to value or allow for non-Western knowledge systems (Apgar 2011). In an increasingly 

post-development and post-modern world, the continued imposition of exclusively 

rational, scientific, and Western modes of knowing undermine the realisation of a more 

diverse and ultimately resilient world. Even more fundamentally, REDD+ and other PES 

schemes are based on the wholesale social construction of Nature as commodity. In a 

society such as Nepal, caught between the forces of developmentalist modernity and 

traditional cultural plurality, there are many communities who have already adapted to 

the monetisation of social reality and are fully willing to view trees as money; indeed our 

local translator in Shaktikor, Chitwan framed it thus, “[since REDD+] people realise now 

they are cutting down money, not trees.” However, there are others in Nepal who would 

add their voice to the growing indigenous solidarity movement actively opposing REDD 

as “the path of capitalism, depredation, and death.” The following statement comes from 

the official document of the Rio+20 People’s Summit, the counter-conference to the 

official UN negotiations:   

“The Green Economy is nothing more than capitalism of nature; a perverse 

attempt by corporations, extractive industries and governments to cash in on 

Creation by privatizing, commodifying, and selling off the Sacred and all forms of 

life and the sky, including the air we breathe, the water we drink and all the 

genes, plants, traditional seeds, trees, animals, fish, biological and cultural 

diversity, ecosystems and traditional knowledge that make life on Earth possible 

and enjoyable” (Kari Oca II Declaration 2012). 

For forest-dwelling people such as the Raute, one of Nepal and Asia’s last ‘unsettled’ 

nomadic cultures, the forest is Life itself, their sacred home (Fortier 2009: 9). To these 

people, with a sophisticated cosmology and barter economy, the idea that a forest could 
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12 “For example, the World Rainforest Movement compared the per capita incomes of local communities 
and project managers involved in the Juma forest carbon offset project in the Brazilian Amazon, and 
discovered that an average community member received 0.18 US dollar per day as a benefit from the project, while the project 
manager was paid 25000 US dollar per month, which boils down to approximately 830 US dollars per 
day.” (Apgar 2011: 43)



be reduced to a store of abstract carbon or converted to an even more abstract 

monetary value is simply non-sensical.13 The social, psychological and spiritual effects 

of monetising cultures primarily based on other forms of exchange (gift, barter, or 

‘solidarity’ economies for example) are well documented (GFC 2010; Eisenstein 2011; 

Lietaer 2002; Graeber 2011; Hyde 1999, Hutanuwatr 2000).14 In many respects, the 

commodification of Nature and the further expansion of the economic sphere is the 

most virulent form of modern imperialism, not least for the subtle effects it produces on 

the individual psychology and the collective sense of one’s cultural autonomy. In 

privitising the processes of Life itself, the inherent abundance and diversity of Nature is 

made subject to the most basic of economic laws, the law of scarcity. Ironically, the 

stated aim of REDD+ and other market-based conservation mechanisms is apparently 

just the opposite, to make forests less ‘scarce.’   

Another significant concern relating to both regenerating forest health and respecting 

cultural autonomy is the potential trend towards re-centralising control of forests. 

Nepal’s 2008 REDD readiness proposal includes evidence demonstrating that 

deforestation and forest degradation are significantly ameliorated when control of forest 

resources is given over to local communities (Sherpa et al 2010: 143), yet literature as 

well as interviews with one regional government officer pointed strongly towards efforts 

at re-centralising forest governance in Nepal in order to meet the institutional burdens of 

large-scale REDD implementation (Bushley and Khatri 2011; Sapkota 2012). Numerous 

other studies in Africa and elsewhere demonstrate how traditional stewardship of forests 

applies accumulated local knowledge to enhance biological diversity and resilience 

(Laird et al 2011: 288). My own impressions from meetings at various levels of the 

REDD bureaucracy support others’ analysis that the REDD+ pilot process in Nepal has 

lacked meaningful mechanisms for engaging local communities and has been almost 

exclusively driven by government agencies, international donors, and consultants. 

Again this calls into question who is ultimately benefiting from this process: local 

communities who have to date received a few thousand dollars in REDD payments or 

the government officers and NGO consultants whose salaries are likely significantly 
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13 As Fortier discovers in one of the few definitive anthropological works on the Raute,“Raute abhor the 
programs devised by international development agencies; they wish to choose their own destiny.” (2009: 
12)

14 For more thorough discussions of this issue in modern societies, see Tittle, “The Ecology of Gift 
Systems” (2012) and Tittle, “Cultivating a Polyculture of Exchange” (2012). 



higher (a phenomenon documented in other countries and well-known as a general 

pattern within Nepal). At this point, I might also include an entire class of researchers, 

myself included, whose accrued benefits include professional and scholastic success, 

grant money, and career advancement opportunities, regardless of their assumed 

‘neutrality’ or particular ideological stance (Serchan 2010: 55). From this perspective, 

REDD+ again seems to reinforce, rather than reverse or reconfigure, historic power 

imbalances and the primacy of Western epistemologies (Bushley and Khatri 2011). 

Though REDD+ in Nepal does offer opportunities for different forms of local 

development (including a focus on gender equity) and more thorough international 

dialogue around the systemic drivers of deforestation and forest governance, as it 

stands now these are all firmly rooted in the mainstream “development paradigm of 

modernity,” with all which that entails. The view from the grassroots in Chitwan district 

clearly demonstrates REDD+ as a process of further “aidification” rather than a serious 

response to reducing emissions and forest degradation. Most CFUG members 

interviewed indicated that though they were quite happy to be receiving money to 

protect their forests and had benefited from some of the awareness raising and training 

workshops, their behaviour had not fundamentally changed as a result of REDD. If 

REDD is primarily funding behaviour that likely would have happened anyway, this 

again calls into serious question the efficacy of REDD as a legitimate response to 

climate change. Furthermore, a national study locating indigenous perspectives in 

REDD+ implementation found significant divergence between indigenous peoples’ 

views on deforestation and the operating assumptions of the “international community” 

behind REDD+:

“Indigenous peoples’ leaders and researchers opined that the main drivers of 

deforestation and forest degradation are government laws, policies, institutional 

factors, political instability, destruction of indigenous peoples’ traditional 

institutions, customary laws and practices” (Sherpa et al 2010: 148). 
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My own experiences of researching REDD+ in Nepal are a reflection of the fragmented 

and contentious global picture which the REDD+ literature paints15. For every claim in 

support of REDD+ as a genuine process for reducing emissions and providing ‘co-

benefits’ to forest dwelling and local communities, a proportionate number of voices 

outright reject it, as was colourfully demonstrated by the divergent views emerging from 

Rio+20 and the parallel Rio+20 People’s Summit. My lived experience of reviewing 

REDD+ literature and exploring REDD+ firsthand through conversations with those 

involved at various levels of the Nepal pilot process exhibited an uncomfortable 

disquiet, a sense of fragmentation and an inability to genuinely communicate with those 

of differing views. It was during a rather intense period of developing this inquiry around 

the issues of REDD+ and its effects on the indigenous peoples of Nepal that I realised 

such an inquiry could only mean a descent into criticism and deconstruction, rather than 

anything truly generative and transformative. Thus, what could have easily been an 

entire dissertation on REDD+ in Nepal has come to be one important piece of the 

overall mosaic, capable of being understood on its own yet also providing the context 

for a more appreciative vision of development as the mutual unfolding of diverse human 

cultures in relationship with the natural world.

Part 2. Regenerating the Soil of Belonging:
Rights of Nature and Mutual Responsibility 
“There is a need for this new paradigm in this world. This paradigm requires a change in 

the human relationship with the natural world from one of exploitation to one that 

recognizes its relationship to the sacredness of our true mother – Mother Earth. “
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-Tom B.K. Goldtooth

Shifting the Terrain: Discourses on Rights of Nature 

Through the previous sections, I have suggested several of the ways in which global 

thinking about not just climate change, but Nature, human development and how to 

make sense of the world has been conditioned by one culturally-specific worldview and 

system of values. I now offer an alternative, that in response to the extremes of an 

exclusively economic logic and the forces of commodification, a renewed relationship is 

needed between humans, the multi-layered institutions, values, and systems of knowing 

that comprise our societies, and the rest of the community of life. A relationship no 

longer premised on the possession of an abstract and lifeless ‘environment,’ but on 

mutual responsibility to steward our unique place on earth for the rest of the community 

and those who will one day inhabit this same place.  

This past June, world leaders and global institutions convened to “reaffirm” their 

commitment to sustainable development made twenty years ago at the first Rio Earth 

Summit. As we have seen, this commitment has (d)evolved from a discourse on 

sustainability into further promotion of “sustained economic growth” - lending credibility 

to an ever-expanding denunciation of UN negotiations as an illegitimate and ineffective 

institutional response to climate change. That this particular vehicle for international 

responses to climate change has evidently failed need not imply that all international 

responses are doomed to inadequacy. As Ostrom and others have demonstrated, 

collective action dilemmas demand multi-scale responses at the local, national and 

international level (Ostrom 2010). Given the repeated failure of dominant institutions to 

offer an alternative to the processes and mechanisms which have largely given rise to 

the current predicament, it seems increasingly clear that the international political and 

institutional landscape needs transforming if it is ever to break the historic patterns of 

injustice, exploitation and degradation it has engendered. 

Shifting the terrain upon which the ‘problem’ of climate change is constructed, defined 

and acted upon involves fundamentally changing both the material processes of 

production upon which the current system stands, as well as the conceptual space 

within which we as people and institutions interact. We can no longer simply limit and 
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regulate the harm done to the Earth, relying upon a legal system which in actuality has 

never been meant to prevent ecological exploitation. In fact, as Biggs and Margil 

explain, “by design our environmental laws place commerce above nature, and in so 

doing they legalize certain amounts of harm to ecosystems” (2010: 18). Our legal 

structures themselves institutionalise economic growth at all costs. If a society’s legal 

structures and institutions in some way reflect its tacit morality and assumptions about 

the world, it follows that transforming those enabling structures can both catalyse and 

reflect an emerging cultural shift.  

We now have an opportunity to create a legal and institutional framework which actively 

regenerates rather than limits harm, which lays the foundation for integrated rather than 

fragmentary relationships between humans and the non-human world; in short, a legal 

and cultural transformation that attends to the root causes of our civilizational crises, not 

merely the multiple symptoms. This is the difference between forcing the Earth to 

conform to our inflated image of ourselves and acknowledging what humans knew for 

hundreds of thousands of years before the regime of industrialism and Enlightenment 

thinking blinded us to a most simple and elegant fact: we belong.   

It is our very sense of belonging that a rapidly unfolding global movement is seeking to 

affirm, protect, and advance. Originating in the Global South and various indigenous 

peoples of South America, a new articulation of how to live in this time of transition calls 

humanity to respect the inherent rights of Mother Earth, or Pachamama, as the source 

of all life - including humanity. This diverse grassroots movement seeks to transform the 

legal and moral structure underpinning the current neoliberal economic system, which 

has systematically ‘externalised’ the public costs of pollution and ecological degradation 

onto those least able to pay; progressively privatised global common pool resources 

such as land, water, forests, and atmosphere; and converted the natural wealth of the 

Earth and its life-sustaining processes into scarce goods to be completely consumed in 

the span of several short generations. In proposing a rights-based approach to climate 

change mitigation and adaptation, two very important ontological and discursive shifts 

are enacted: 1) the shift from ownership and management of an abstract ‘environment’ 

to stewardship of and relationship with Nature as “a unique, indivisible, self-regulating 

community of interrelated beings that sustains, contains and reproduces all 

beings” (WPCCCRME 2010); and 2) the shift from a Western conception of the primacy 
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of the individual (enshrined and propagated as individual Human Rights) to a more 

inclusive discourse of collective responsibility and mutual obligation.   

I have already demonstrated how development discourse, and more specifically the 

narrative of ‘sustainable development,’ has completely abstracted and socially 

constructed a lifeless ‘environment’ to be simultaneously exploited and conserved. In 

representing the natural processes of life as mere resources for the benefit of human 

use, our legal structures support an economic and epistemological system of private 

ownership and subjugation - humans are not just separate from the natural world, we 

are ontologically superior to it. This is a uniquely Western concept and finds no 

congruent expression in the cosmovision (worldview) or customary laws of any 

indigenous peoples I have studied. As global mechanisms seek to further enclose 

Nature within capital markets in the name of conservation, many authors see the 

emergence of a new ecological phase of capitalism where markets not only commodify 

nature but actually internalise and subjugate what was once beyond the purview of 

economic logic (Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 2000; Escobar 1995/2012). The new 

narrative of the ‘green economy’ seeks to justify and normalise just this process: 

“...representation and narrative become critical means of securing this space as 

they legitimate certain claims not only to material resources but also to the 

authority that enables accumulation by certain claimants (Sikor and Lund 2009, 

Corson 2011, Peluso and Lund 2011). For example, scaling up the 

measurements of and justifications for conservation – through ... estimating 

carbon reductions at a global scale so that emissions in one locale can offset 

those in another – have all legitimated global claims to resources and 

delegitimized the rights and decision-making powers of previous, and often local, 

users. Likewise, narratives that frame market-based solutions in moral terms by 

justifying the commodification of nature in terms of its potential benefit for the 

poor often serve to alienate the poor from their means of livelihood (Foster 2002, 

Grandia 2007, BuÅN scher 2009, MacDonald and Corson 2012)”  (Corson and 

MacDonald 2012: 269).

 

The profit imperative - enshrined in national laws, international treaties such as NAFTA 

and GATT, and increasingly international climate negotiations such as the recent 
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UNCSD - encloses natural resources in a system of private property which 

fundamentally denies the inherent right to existence of non-human species and natural 

processes. Of course, this was once the case of particular groups of humans as well, 

with a similar legal structure supporting an economic system predicated upon the legal 

enslavement and objectification of living human beings. And as it was in the movement 

to abolish slavery - which was eventually achieved despite the deeply vested economic 

interests of the time - a paradigm shift is necessary: “Old paradigm thinking will not 

generate a solution” (Council of Canadians, Funacion Pachamam and Global Exchange 

2010).  

The South American Experience

In 2008, Ecuador became the first nation in the world to constitutionally recognise the 

Rights of Nature, including the inalienable rights of ecosystems to exist, flourish, 

regenerate, and be restored. In response to a long and exploitative legacy of neoliberal 

resource extraction, the Constitutional Assembly and people of Ecuador took the radical 

step of recognising Pacha Mama, “where life is reproduced and occurs,” as a rights-

bearing and sovereign entity (Republica de Ecuador 2008: Article 71). In explicitly 

placing human activity within the larger whole of Nature, Ecuador has articulated a 

vision of el buen vivir (the “good way of living” in Spanish) and sumak kawsay (“a full 

life” in Kichwa) - a cosmovision and value system in direct contradiction to the primacy 

of economic development. This new legal structure and expanded set of rights 

challenges the supremacy of the economic under the neoliberal development paradigm, 

positing not just development alternatives but a coherent alternative to development as 

such. Ecuador’s constitution and conception of el buen vivir represents a confrontation 

with modernity, arising out of “ontological assumptions in which all beings exist always 

in relation and never as ‘objects’ or individuals” (Escobar 1995/2012: xxvii). Such a 

relational worldview explicitly asserts not the superiority of humans over Nature, but 

their very dependence and embeddedness within the rich tapestry of life. The 

Ecuadorian Constitution thus represents a modern articulation of the ‘law of life’, a law 

which has never needed articulation and formalisation until contemporary regimes of 

representation affectively ‘disappeared’ it from modern consciousness; a law which 

arises not from abstract reason and institutional processes, but from sheer practicality - 

tribal cultures have followed this law for hundreds of thousands of years because it 
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worked, and we know it worked because there are still some who follow it uninterrupted 

to this day, including the Raute of Nepal. As Natalia Greene of the Fundacion 

Pachamama has said: “...Ecuadorians did not grant nature rights, they recognized 

something that nature always had, but we were too blind to see“ (2012:19). What many 

are increasingly coming to see is that, despite our illusion to the contrary, we can never 

truly own that which we fundamentally depend upon for existence. 

Ecuador is not alone in formulating an entirely different basis for the unfolding of human 

potential. In 2010, more than 32,000 people gathered in Cochabamba, Bolivia at the 

World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth 

(WPCCCRME). This grassroots convergence of indigenous peoples and those working 

in solidarity with their cause posed an alternative vehicle to the UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change for responding to the impacts of climate change. 

Further elaborating the Rights of Nature contained in sections of the Ecuadorian 

Constitution, the Universal Declaration of The Rights of Mother Earth specifically 

contain a set of human obligations alongside an expanded set of rights for all “beings”16. 

This formulation of mutual obligation sits in stark contrast to the Western liberal tradition 

of individual rights, which places the detached individual at the centre of the moral and 

political universe. Noted “de-professionalised intellectual” Gustavo Esteva has written 

extensively on the subtle and insidious effects of claiming one culture’s particular view 

of individuality as universal and hence imposing that conception through the mechanism 

of Universal Human Rights (Esteva and Prakash 1998; Esteva 2005). To him and other 

‘Third World’ scholars, the “individualisation of the people” through the discourse of 

individual rights corrodes the value systems of more communal cultures found across 

South America, Africa and Asia. In Nepal and India, the notion of individual rights often 

contradicts the Hindu system of Dharma - in essence a set of obligations or duties - by 

elevating the concerns of the individual over that of the community. In their different 

cultural contexts, human rights and Dharma serve the same function; however the 

penetration of individualism into communal cultures is often accompanied by the narrow 
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logic of the market and the ensuing social, political, and spiritual upheavals that entails 

(Shiva 2003; Esteva 2005). 

The proclaimers of the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth have called 

upon the UN to adopt the Declaration alongside the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, proposing a balance between the necessary and complementary narratives of 

rights and responsibilities. In the global discourse on climate change, the language of 

responsibilities takes a special significance when considering the historic climate debt of 

the industrial world. In fact, it is precisely the issue of relative responsibilities to curb 

carbon emissions that has derailed international negotiations, with ‘emerging market’ 

countries like China and Brazil arguing that the industrial West has a greater 

responsibility given their far greater historical use of the atmosphere. An emerging 

movement for climate justice - integrating social justice and environmental advocates - 

has focused on the significance of this discursive shift, which seeks to build solidarity 

between nations of the Global South while acknowledging the inherent and increasingly 

urgent need for collaborative action between all nations of the world. Within the political 

and discursive space of international climate change adaptation, a narrative of mutual 

obligation is essential for advancing a fully inclusive rights-based approach and 

cultivating the ground of commonality between vastly unequal nation-states. 

The Nepali Potential

Nepal provides an interesting case in point. In a largely un-industrialised agrarian 

society, Nepali government policies represent relatively minor threats to Nature as 

understood in the Rights of Nature discourse. Beyond a few proposed mega-dam 

projects, large-scale resource extraction is limited and foreign investment (beyond aid) 

is low. As a country, Nepal emitted 0.1 metric ton of CO2 per capita in 2008, as 

compared to a global average of 4.8 metric tons (World Bank 2012). However, as 

numerous studies of the ecological and cultural impacts of climate change indicate, the 

agrarian population of Nepal is extremely vulnerable to climatic instability - changing 

weather patterns have already resulted in both water shortages and increased flooding, 

shifting crop patterns, loss of wild foods, and unpredictable monsoon rains (Ministry of 

Environment 2010; NPG 2012; Machhi et al 2011; Sherpa et al 2010). Thus, the Nepali 

people are already experiencing the effects of climate change in extreme disproportion 
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to their historic and current contributions to these patterns. While Nepalis themselves 

are searching for ways to adapt to change - through government policy but increasingly 

through self-organising and civil society initiatives as well - they are coming to realise 

their dependence on international mitigation efforts. 

Prior to the dissolution of the Nepali Constituent Assembly, the political space of 

possibility opened up by the constitution-building process and the burgeoning 

indigenous autonomy movement created an opportunity for innovative policy responses 

to climate change, which advocates of the Rights of Nature welcomed. Initiated by a 

Nepali NGO, the Center for Economic and Social Development (CESOD), leading 

advocates of the international movement for Rights of Nature were invited to meet with 

high-level politicians from ten major political parties involved in the CA process, as well 

as government ministries and national environmental organisations. Following five 

regional workshops on local resource governance and ecological rights, a series of 

seven workshops was arranged at the national level to deepen dialogue with politicians 

and introduce the new legal paradigm of Rights of Nature into the CA process. Mari 

Margil and Thomas Linzey of the US-based Community Environmental Legal Defense 

Fund - an NGO who worked closely with the Constitutional Assembly of Ecuador to draft 

their ground-breaking constitution - engaged politicians in discussion on how, in the 

absence of adequate international responses to climate change, other smaller nations 

such as Ecuador have enacted paradigm-shifting laws to expand rights to the natural 

world (Margil 2012).  According to Shrawan Sharma, executive director of CESOD, draft 

provisions based on these discussions were submitted to an official CA negotiator, who 

accepted several recommendations including the creation of a constitutional 

commission for climate change and the inclusion of environmental rights for every 

citizen (Sharma 2012). 

Along with all other progress made during the four years of the CA process, the 

outcome of these workshops was lost when the Maoist government dissolved the CA in 

May. Whether a new CA will pick up where the previous one left off is highly uncertain, 

but there remains a potential to infuse the new Nepali constitution with a progressive 

message of solidarity with other nations and indigenous people of the Global South; to 

give expression to the diverse worldviews of the Nepal beyond the physical and 

intellectual boundaries of the Kathmandu centre - a centre whose developmentalist 
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agenda clearly does not represent the whole of Nepal’s pluralistic society. While the 

language and concept of ‘Mother Earth’ does not find a direct correlative in Nepali, the 

spirit of a rights-based legal paradigm for conservation and resource stewardship found 

much support among both the grassroots community groups and national politicians 

who participated in dialogue (Shrawan 2012). The growing momentum behind inclusion 

of rights of nature in national constitutions, despite a certain ambiguity in how they can 

be enforced and implemented, has a powerful symbolic value and represents a growing 

alternative to the morally bankrupt and essentially incompetent UN negotiations. 

Challenges to Implementation

After hosting the 2010 Cochabamba gathering, Bolivia passed its own version of the 

Law on the Rights of Mother Earth. However Bolivia, even more so than Nepal, 

provides a dynamic example of the tension between indigenality and modernity, 

between a movement to institutionalise the living practice of buen vivir and the 

subsumation of this indigenous cosmovision within the expanding horizon of 

developmentalism. Bolivia’s president Evo Morales, an indigenous nationality himself, 

has championed the rights of Mother Earth and indigenous peoples at the UN. In 

addition to hosting the Cochabamba conference, Bolivia catalysed a UN resolution on 

the human right to water and sanitation despite strong opposition by a small group of 

powerful industrialised countries (Barlow 2010). Yet as recently as 23 August, the 

national process to institutionalise and operationalise the 2010 Law of Mother Earth (in 

fact, more of a statement of principles than a bill of legal standing) has lost the support 

of the country’s leading indigenous organisations. The proposed “Framework Law on 

Mother Earth and Integral Development for Living Well” (Ley Marco de la Madre Tierra y 

Desarrollo Integral para Vivir Bien), fully approved by the Bolivian Senate, faces 

criticism from major indigenous groups such as the Confederation of Indigenous 

Peoples of Bolivia (CIDOB) and the National Council of Ayllus and Markas of Qollasuyu 

(CONAMAQ) for its continued embrace of extractive industrialisation and its 

undermining of local communities’ rights to free, informed, and prior consent (James 

2012). The “neo-extractivist”17 agenda of Bolivia and other leftist governments in South 

America thus fundamentally ties an expanded narrative of human rights and indigenous 
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autonomy to continued economic growth and resource exploitation - embedding the 

Rights of Nature more deeply within a developmentalist framework and inverting the 

movement’s potential as an alternative to development. In “promot[ing] the 

industrialization of the components of Mother Earth,” Bolivia’s government has claimed 

the mandate to elevate the ‘right to development’ above the right of Nature and “all 

beings” to ‘life and to exist; ...to continue their vital cycles and processes free from 

human disruptions’ (WPCCCRME 2010; Asamblea Legislativa Plurinacional De Bolivia 

2012). 

Despite these challenges and contestations, the Rights of Mother Earth movement 

offers the potential to transform global discourse, unite diverse but historically 

marginalised peoples in solidarity, and challenges our deeply held and unexamined 

assumptions about our relationship with the rest of the community of life. In the midst of 

great uncertainty and a profound ecological and relational imbalance, diverse peoples 

call on humanity to hear the wisdom of the innumerable generations who have passed 

before us. The Rights of Nature offers one way to respect and value both the cultural 

diversity of the human species as well as the innate rights of billions of other species 

who we depend on to survive. It is not about romanticising a distant past, but preserving 

an uncertain future; similarly, it suggests that humanity’s - and Mother Earth’s - very 

diversity is its greatest strength and that only through a profound paradigmatic shift from 

the politics of exploitation to that of integration will we meet our collective crises 

effectively. As a Lakota leader once said, “what our elders always asked of us was to be 

good ancestors” (quoted in Soltani 2010: 4). 
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Part 3. Re-inhabiting Abundance:
Permaculture and the Way of Subsistence  

“Development should not be limited to the satisfaction of basic needs. There are other 

needs, other goals, and other values. Development includes freedom of expression and 

impression, the right to give and to receive ideas and stimulus. Above all, development 

includes the right to work, by which we mean not simply having a job but finding self-

realization in work, the right not to be alienated through production processes that use 

human beings simply as tools.”

- Cocoyoc Declaration, 1974 

Throughout the course of this inquiry, I have suggested that the survival and flourishing 

of indigenous peoples is of innate value. Cultural diversity is the foundation of 

civilisational resilience, just as biological diversity is essential to resilient ecosystems. 

This is of more than symbolic value - surviving indigenous cultures offer us models of 

ways of being whose continuity with the world around them stretches back thousands 

and thousands of years beyond what our own culture even acknowledges as ‘history;’ 

the existence of multiple ontologies serves as a reminder that we in the West are not 

Humanity itself, but one particular manifestation of it; the rapid demise of bio-cultural 

and linguistic diversity in the modern world foretells what happens when the very 

foundations of a society - their relationship to land, their myths, social structures, 

languages, gods - are actively destroyed; and finally, such cultures offer wisdom on how 

to live within the community of life, wisdom which is desperately lacking in our societies 

even within the (contested) discourses of ‘sustainability.’

For countless generations, the traditional occupation of the Chepang people of Nepal 

has been shifting cultivation - an integrated system “in which indigenous communities 

clear and cultivate secondary forests and leave parcels to regenerate naturally via 

fallows of medium to long duration” (Fujisaka et al 1996 quoted in Aryal and Kerkhoff 

2008: 9). Practised by indigenous groups throughout different regions of Asia and 

among several indigenous nationalities in Nepal, shifting cultivation is both an adaptive 

practice of cultivating marginal land (often used on land too steep for permanent 

agriculture) and a cultural system of customary law and social security (including labour 
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sharing and other community institutions). Mediating their relationship with the land, 

shifting cultivation is as integral to cultural identity and communal survival as their 

language and spiritual practices (ibid. 46). However, what has supported a sustainable 

culture for centuries through the maintenance of soil fertility and community cohesion, 

provision of wild foods and building materials, and the conservation of bio-diverse and 

healthy forest systems, is now declared ‘unproductive,’ ‘wasteful’ and a sign of 

‘underdevelopment’ by international experts and government agencies. The politics of 

disappearance no longer even acknowledge the existence of this practice in Nepal 

“despite ample evidence in the field to prove the contrary” (ibid 5; Chepang 2012). 

The political and social disappearing of indigenous practices such as shifting cultivation 

is not an accidental phenomenon. Politically, changes in Nepal’s land tenure laws 

beginning under the Panchayat regime in the 1950s and completed under the 1964 

Land Reform Act abolished the kipat system of communal land use, replacing it with a 

feudal system of privatisation and consolidation which fundamentally constrained 

rotational cultivation (Sherpa et al 2010: 158). Thus, lack of land tenure rights has both 

displaced many Chepang from their traditional lands and corrupted the effectiveness of 

their customary practices (which require communal access to land and fallow periods of 

up to 10 years to allow for forest regeneration). Following the pattern of ‘development’ in 

other realms of social life, after systematically undermining the productivity of shifting 

cultivation, government policies and donor agencies have proposed and imposed 

‘alternatives’, which have inevitably led to increased dependency on external markets, 

vulnerability to economic exploitation, landlessness, poverty, lack of food security, and 

increased environmental degradation where the necessary conditions for shifting 

cultivation (long fallow periods, access to land) have been systematically denied (Aryal 

and Kerkhoff 2008: 2, 18, 22).  World Bank Structural Adjustment Programmes have 

similarly marginalised indigenous and other subsistence farmers through policies to 

promote cash crops over local food production, exposing communities to fluctuating 

world markets and undermining food sovereignty18 (the right of people to produce their 
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own food). Incidentally, such World Bank programmes have significantly increased 

deforestation in many cases, which other World Bank programmes such as REDD+ are 

simultaneously trying to ameliorate (Sherpa et al 2010:150) - demonstrating the insight 

that problems cannot be solved by the same thinking which created them.   

At the heart of this process is the pervasive colonisation of the subsistence way of life 

by the economic way of life. “As a conceptual construction, economics strives to 

subordinate to its rule and to subsume under its logic every other form of social 

interaction in every society it invades” (Esteva 1992:17-18), particularly subsistence 

culture in the case of Nepal. Subsistence culture, as practised by diverse peoples 

across the world and still to this day, “reflects long cultural ties to place, to the 

landscape, species, seasons, and history” (Laird et al 2011: 289). It is as much an 

expression of the place itself as of the people who inhabit it. But what words or 

associations first came to mind when you read the term ‘subsistence? Perhaps they 

were images of scarcity and vulnerability, of impoverished farmers yoked to the land, 

eking out a meagre existence. No doubt such situations exist; however, as I’ve tried to 

demonstrate up to this point, it is precisely the regime of neo-liberal ‘development’ which 

has created such situations in the first place and not some intrinsic quality of pre-

capitalist existence. Indeed, where Nepalese farmers do struggle to ‘make a living’, it is 

often because they have become dependent on outside inputs - both material and 

epistemological. As for non-industrialised subsistence culture, what then is so poor 

about providing fully for the needs of one’s family, of growing the food that you eat with 

your own hands and thus deriving a deep sense of purpose and meaning out of your 

work - in making a life rather than a ‘living’? 

It was just this question that viscerally struck me during my time in Surkhet with Bhuban 

dai and Bhauju. Their lifestyle was hardly unique, though the permaculture methods 

they employ represent traditional knowledge and practices rapidly being replaced by 

short-term thinking and chemical inputs. Permaculture is defined by one founder as an 

ethical and practical system for “the conscious design and maintenance of agriculturally 

productive ecosystems which have the diversity, stability, and resilience of natural 

systems” (Mollison 1988, ix). Originally developed in Australia in response to the 

emerging threats of peak oil and climate change, permaculture as a system of 

knowledge attempts to integrate modern science, systems thinking, and indigenous 
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beliefs and ethics. Based on a simple but timeless ethical system of Earth Care, People 

Care, and Fair Share, permaculture is a contemporary articulation of many traditional 

practices from around the world seeking a harmonious integration between people and 

the more-than-human world they depend on. Through this system of inter-cropping, soil 

regeneration, and forest gardening, Bhuban dai and farmers of the 11 villages his 

organisation works with have embraced an intentional and resilient form of subsistence, 

rooted not in the scarcity and vulnerability commonly associated with the word now, but 

in a harmonious relationship with the inherent abundance of Nature’s diversity (Mollison 

1988; Holmgren 2002). The three permaculture ethics reflect a relational way of being 

with and valuing the larger community of life which finds interesting parallels in the 

Rights of Nature discourse and its reminder that we cannot care for ourselves or our 

brothers without also caring for Mother Earth. Likewise, the third ethic of Fair Share - 

alternatively expressed as “place limits to consumption and population growth” (Mollison 

1988) or “giving away surpluses” (Harper ??: 2) - is an explicit call to invert the market 

priority of most modern agriculture and in essence return to a more subsistence-based 

lifestyle. 

The Culture of Sufficiency 

Permaculturists are by no means the first to question the extreme economisation of 

modern agriculture and suggest a return to lifestyles and production systems which 

provide an innate sense of purpose or self-fulfilment. E.F. Schumacher’s seminal essay 

on Buddhist Economics, a study of the subsistence economy of Burma, challenged the 

modern social construction of work as drudgery and encountered a way of life based on 

a notion of “sufficiency” or “contentment” where one’s work was a source of self-

realisation rather than exploitation (Schumacher 2010; Hutanuwatr 2000). Bennholdt-

Thomsen and Mies’ pioneering work on the “Subsistence Perspective” similarly 

highlighted the economic construction of the ‘myth of scarcity’ which, along with 

fundamental assumptions about the insatiability of human needs and the innate 

selfishness of human nature, has underpinned the modern discipline of economics for 

over two hundred years and which finds absolutely no empirical basis in the 

anthropology of indigenous and pre-capitalist cultures (Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 

2000). Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies in particular focus on the “invisible economy” not 

formally valued or legitimated by global capitalism, namely the subsistence peasant’s 
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work, women’s housework and natural wealth which accounts for the vast majority of 

actual economic activity - the “production of life” as they termed it (ibid 31). In one 

sense, it is exactly the marginalisation of this “invisible economy” which has previously 

saved it from encroachment by the economic sphere: the growth of capital has 

simultaneously created the illusion that all reality can be explained in economic terms 

and left peasants, women and the natural world secure in their knowledge that it cannot. 

As Bhattachan has said of Nepal, 

“most of the indigenous nationalities sustained their ethnic identity, language, 

religion and culture due to underdeveloped transportation and communication 

system[sic] in the country. ...the very process of marginalization or 

peripheralization, grinding poverty, and isolation from a lack of transportation, 

communication and education have indeed helped, on the one hand, to maintain 

some of the traditional local governance intact, and on the other hand, many of 

them were either lost or at the verge of extinction.” (2002) 

Agriculture, in its diverse forms, is at the heart of Nepali society, culturally as well as 

economically. To face the many emerging threats of climatic instability, chemical input 

scarcity, changing precipitation patterns, volatile markets and food prices, and shifting 

population patterns, Nepal needs adaptation strategies that recognise, respect, and co-

evolve with local knowledge and practices. For the most part, the fruits of modernity 

have either failed to reach Nepal, have undermined social and ecological resilience, or 

are in such increasingly scarce supply that the full-scale quest to attain them is bound to 

end in ruin. Yet many traditional forms of resilience still exist in far greater abundance 

than in overdeveloped societies. Subsistence agriculture and a culture of sufficiency is 

one gift which, if embraced as an authentic and productive way of organising society, 

might help mitigate and adapt to change. From an economic perspective, whatever the 

limitations of subsistence production, they have been much exaggerated by a capitalist 

system which is “structurally condemned to encompass and transform all areas of the 

globe and of life” (Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 2000: 29). What is truly radical and 

threatening about subsistence culture is that it satisfies the majority of human needs 

and thus provides no incentive, motive, or need to turn to markets for the source of 

fulfilment. The intrinsic need for markets to expand would cause a collapse of the global 
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market system if we all produced locally what we needed and found value in what we 

had.

My own experience of and encounter with subsistence culture was been through 

permaculture, which offers one way of realising both the threads of our common 

humanity and our humble place within the larger community of life. Permaculture, it 

must be stressed, is far from a homogenous practice or codified system - practitioners 

find and prioritise whatever within its system of thought most resonates with them, be it 

home gardening or community-building or ecosystem design. The practice of 

permaculture which I participated in and learned from in Nepal supported a subsistence 

way of life based on diverse and symbiotic relationships between people, plants, and 

animals. Based on my observations and interactions with the land and community, it 

was a way of life both firmly rooted in local culture yet adapting to multiple ecological, 

economic and social processes of change. For one, my experience of this way of life, 

and the way I found it to be articulated by those who live it through permaculture, 

completely counters and undermines the underlying assumptions of capitalism, which 

include that “man’s wants are great, not to say infinite, whereas his means are 

limited” (Sahlins 1974/1984:2 quoted in Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies 2000: 54); even 

more fundamentally, it contradicts the economic assumption that Nature is both ‘stingy’ 

and violent - the nearly 70 species of useable plants growing on Bhuban’s land 

sufficiently attests to this (Khadka 2012).   

Sitting in the early afternoon shade one day, drying millet to be stored for the year, 

Bhauju explained the difference between their way of life and ours in the West: 

“In a village like this where there aren’t many vehicles and people don’t rely on 

gas as much, if there were to be some world catastrophe, we would be able to 

live fine because we would have food stock that could last up to one year and we 

can build fires outside [to cook]. We don’t need gas stoves. However, in places 

like the West where people rely heavily on oil, once that oils dries up, what will 

they do? It would be a very hard for them to survive because people rely heavily 

on others to make things for them. In the West the government may provide 

some services to its citizens. In Nepal we don’t have those services, but life may 

be somewhat easier because most people have some land and the capacity to 

build at least a small home. Since most people in Nepal are farmers, they don’t 
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rely on these services or global markets since they can provide most of what 

they need for themselves.” (Khadka 2012)

Permaculture as a particular system of design principles and ethics has been practised 

in Nepal for at least 25 years, and can be found from the micro-scale of a lone farmer 

up through village, regional and national networks of teachers and practitioners. As an 

example, Bhuban Khadka operates his own permaculture farm in a sea of 

conventionally-farmed rice fields; however, his organisation - the Himalayan 

Permaculture Centre (HPC) - trains and works with over 800 villagers in two districts 

(Evans et al 2012), each with their own distinct ethnic culture and ecology; HPC itself 

acts as a regional coordinator within a national permaculture network connecting some 

900 individuals and 11 organisations (Nepal Permaculture Group 2012b). As a 

completely decentralised system at the global level, permaculture networks often form 

nested holarchies, with biannual international “convergences” serving to maintain a 

loose network at the international level. In this sense, permaculture can be understood 

as a full multi-scale response to climate change in and of itself, while simultaneously 

finding its place within a larger multi-scale response which includes movements such as  

the Rights of Nature at the national and international level, and related sustainable food 

production systems (such as bio-intensive and organic) at the regional and household 

level. 

One of the fundamental ways in which permaculture significantly differs from other 

‘development’ programmes and interventions is that it represents both more and less 

than a programme - more in that it offers a vision of how to live well in a changing world, 

and less in that it offers each individual and community the autonomy to incorporate as 

much or as little of its practices as appropriate. In drawing upon the traditional 

knowledge of both local place and the accumulated wisdom of many indigenous 

peoples (Holmgren 2002), permaculture prepares the ground for a mutual exchange of 

culture, where both modern and non-modern ways of knowing and being can 

cooperatively learn from one another in non-exploitative and integrative ways. Though 

introduced by Western teachers, HPC has found success in spreading permaculture by 

grounding teachings in local values, traditions, and language. Traditional systems such 

as “sahayog (meaning literally "cooperation" - given voluntarily) and baure (whereby 

labour is paid by providing food and/or alcohol at the end of the day)” (Evans 199?), has 
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given permaculture teachings and projects a sense of cultural continuity and local 

ownership of the processes involved. Chris Evans, a British permaculture teacher and 

advisor to HPC with extensive knowledge of Nepal and the local area, has written that 

“HPC's philosophy is that culture, farming, economy and environment are inexorably 

connected, and imbalancing or losing one means weakening of the others. It thus 

strives to demonstrate that all three can be mutually strengthened with a mix of local 

resources, new, appropriate technologies and an emphasis on traditional wisdom” (ibid).

Ecologically, permaculture can be understood as a response to both deforestation and 

ecological degradation in a manner that does not undermine food security or 

sovereignty the way that REDD+ has in Nepal and elsewhere. While there may not be 

large-scale quantitative studies to prove the efficacy of food forests (agro-forestry) as 

carbon-sinks, a qualitative comparison between a highly bio-diverse and productive 

food forest, as I saw in Nepal and Thailand, and systems of intensive chemical 

agriculture alongside protected forest showed much more diversity and vibrancy in 

terms of food, fuel, fodder, fiber, fertilizer, and ‘farm’acueticals (or medicinal plants).19 

Though not necessarily more commercially viable (I have tried to offer sufficient reasons 

to question the primacy of commercial viability elsewhere), the small-scale permaculture 

farms I visited had qualitatively better soil, shade, insect and bird diversity, water quality 

and crop diversity. As we toured Bhuban’s farm one afternoon, I asked him how many 

species of plants he grew. Looking at his son for a second, they proceeded to name 

over 70 different species of vegetable, fruit, flower, and fodder crops off-hand. 

Meanwhile the neighboring field lay completely barren, not a tree in sight, nor a blade of 

green covering the dry soil as it awaited rain and chemical urea to make it into a 

productive rice paddy.    

The validation of traditional knowledge as well as the sharing of new techniques 

acknowledges the vitality and dynamism of local cultures. Far from attempting to 

‘preserve’ local culture as a static and unchanging object, permaculture invites the co-

Development as Unfolding

54

19 A growing body of literature has recently looked at the productivity and biodiversity outcomes of ‘land 
sparing’ - intensive conventional agriculture balanced with nature reserves elsewhere - versus ‘land 
sharing’ - wild-life friendly organic agriculture (see Hodgson et al 2010 for one example). Though results 
thus far indicate the contextually-dependent nature of the question (i.e. different strategies will be better in 
different landscapes), they are all fundamentally premised on the need to maintain or increase agricultural 
yields. This premise is called into question by a number of other sources however, stating that 1) 
increased yield is in fact the problem rather than the solution (Quinn 1996) and 2) that small-scale 
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conventional agriculture is the only way to ‘feed the world’.



creation of new knowledge within the specific cultural and ecological context of a place. 

It is thus an active and self-replicating process, enabling communities to build resilience 

in self-determined ways without becoming overly dependent on top-down inputs and 

institutional mechanisms. Creation of a grassroots network of practice and training of 

local trainers enables farmers to spread the knowledge from mouth to mouth and village 

to village in a self-organising fashion, while HPC’s organisational approach is to work 

with villages who approach them with specific needs and tailor training to meet the local 

context (Khadka 2012). In marked contrast to other development approaches, 

permaculture discourse is not actively marginalising local practices nor imposing a new 

‘right way’ to do things. Though theoretically based on certain critiques of industrial 

society and resource exploitation, permaculture in Nepal is responding to self-

determined needs for adaptive alternatives where traditional or recently learned 

practices (such as chemical fertiliser dependency and increasingly, dependency on 

monocrop rice growing) are no longer viable. In this sense, permaculture acknowledges 

both the ‘right to development’ as well as alternative cosmovisions and practices of 

living with sufficiency that reject ‘development’ outright.      

~~~

A Note on the Limits of Permaculture

Like all else, permaculture is not without its limits and challenges as a culturally-

appropriate and self-determined response to climate change. Indeed it has never 

claimed itself as ‘the one right way,’ and must always be understood as one within a 

diverse landscape of mutually re-enforcing initiatives. A brief discussion of its limits is 

relevant though. Practically, as I discovered in all my conversations with Nepalese 

permaculture practitioners in Nepal, permaculture’s articulation in terms of systems 

thinking and sometimes complex design methodologies is difficult to absorb for 

Nepalese farmers without formal education. Though this has been successfully 

overcome in many cases by grounding complex theories in practical teachings and 

hands-on training, it could perhaps be argued that permaculture still represents a more 

elite Western worldview. Similarly, the theory of permaculture is based in a narrative of 

peak oil which is not quite as relevant in a country where “the bulk of the energy need is 

fulfilled not by electricity but by burning fuel wood (68%), agricultural waste (15%), 

animal dung (8%) and imported fossil fuel (8%)” (World Bank 2012). More significantly, 
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permaculture is experiencing a complex process of institutionalisation and continual 

reformulation around the world, which occasionally results in counter-productive trends 

and patterns. As it becomes absorbed and transformed into the agendas of various 

organisations, permaculture has the potential to become another form of development 

assistance (rather than an alternative to development) or a source of commodified 

knowledge. The Permaculture Design Certificate (PDC) system, while remarkably 

decentralised, is still a means of protecting the quality and reputation of “Permaculture” 

as a system, which occasionally works to limit and enclose the traditional knowledge 

which permaculture has built upon and benefited from. An anecdotal example is the way 

in which permaculture training has unintentionally delegitimised the extensive local 

knowledge of Thai farmers whose knowledge and traditions in food forestry have 

inspired many of the techniques of permaculture. In efforts to cater to foreign tourists 

familiar with permaculture, unofficial PDCs are offered in place of what used to be more 

extensive training in local sustainable practices (Tittle 2012). In this sense, permaculture 

as a “programme” or another ideology is far less important than the overriding vision 

and practice of living well in place which permaculture has made significant 

contributions to

Ultimately, however, permaculture as a contemporary expression of subsistence culture 

adds an important thread to our understanding of development as the unfolding of 

human potential in relationship with the ecological world through: embracing 

abundance, and thus limiting the narrative of scarcity; facilitating culturally-appropriate 

and self-organising processes of ecological and cultural regeneration; and cultivating an 

epistemological hospitality through mutual learning and the validation of multiple ways 

of knowing.

 REFLECTION:
Towards shared meaning in a world of many worlds 

“The ideal we need is a harmonized co-operative world in

which each part is a centre, living at the expense of nobody else, in partnership

with nature and in solidarity with future generations.” 

- Cocoyoc Declaration 1974
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“A world without the Other would be a world of stagnation. For, in culture as well as in 

nature, diversity holds the potential for innovation and opens the way for creative, non-

linear solutions.” 

- Wolfgang Sachs

Converging in Abundance
 

One of the most powerful innovations of the human mind is the capacity for a conscious 

visioning of the future. As we peer into the uncertain future of a transitioning present, 

what appears to be a world of fragmentation is more a reflection of our own inner 

turmoil and patterns of thought than a literal rending of the Earth; indeed the self-

regulating Earth System suffers from grave imbalances, yet a deeper wisdom suggests 

it simply is as it is. This inquiry has explored how one particular culture’s quest to re-

make the world in its own image has caused the diverse peoples of the world to forget 

our most essential relationship with the community of life around us - we have forgotten 

that we belong. Confronted with increasingly urgent warnings of this fragmented 

relationship - from the Earth itself and the many people who have never forgotten - our 

dominant institutions and ideologies have chosen to intensify rather than reconcile the 

split. Yet an increasingly coherent mosaic of reunion is springing into existence from the 

roots up, finding voice in diverse movements to re-acknowledge our place within this 

great community of life and cultivate a ground of shared meaning out of perceived 

fragmentation.   

Through a ‘living’ and appreciative inquiry into the experience of Nepal and my own 

encounter with the Other within and beyond myself, I have suggested that a renewed 

vision of development as a process of unfolding human potential in relationship with the 

ecological world is giving rise to diverse and mutually beneficial actions towards this 

shared meaning. In particular, I have focused on the convergence of three movements: 

an emerging discourse of Rights of Nature, the spread of a decentralised and nested 

network of permaculture practice, and a re-embracing of a culture of sufficiency and 

subsistence. Each of these processes represents an increasingly coherent wholeness 

in and of themselves, while simultaneously participating in a larger multi-scale, multi-

dimensional whole. Finding expression within self, society, and the encompassing 

natural world, this convergence can be understood as both a contestation of modernity 
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(in the original sense of the word - to ‘call upon to witness’) and the creation of 

alternative worlds and cosmovisions beyond the purview of modernity. Finally, I suggest 

that this exploration reveals three ideals towards realising a generative and integral 

sense of development, a collective re-inhabiting of abundance: 

Regenerating Place

Radical Hospitality, or authentic intercultural and interspecies dialogue

Inclusive Rights enmeshed in Collective Responsibility 

The unfolding of this new sense of integral ‘development’ has been explored in relation 

to the intensification of and further expansion of the global economy and modernist 

epistemology. I have shown how the global discourse of ‘sustainable development’ has 

been co-opted by the logic of the market and used to justify ‘sustained’ economic 

growth through the so-called “Green Economy.” I have also explored how the most 

significant international response to climate change to emerge from UNFCCC 

negotiations, REDD+, has selected deforestation as its main target and thus dominated 

the discursive space with discussions and programmes intended to ‘solve’ this problem. 

Without at all diminishing the significance of deforestation to the overall rise in global 

CO2 emissions, we can still contest a narrative which locates the source of the global 

‘problem’ in the Third World, thus excluding other significant contributors to CO2 

emissions originating in the overdeveloped world (and the corresponding responsibility 

of those nations to act). In problematising Third World social realities, further 

commodifying the natural world, and prioritising a limited view of forest conservation, 

market approaches have negated the significance of food security and sovereignty, the 

intrinsic and practical value of cultural diversity, and the irreplaceability of Nature’s 

inherent wealth. Despite much evidence to the contrary, the logic of the market 

assumes people, often forest-dwelling people, have no intrinsic desire to steward 

forests and that cash payments is the best way to incentivise this. But as Mr. Chepang 

of the Chepang indigenous people told me, “we depend on forests, so why would we 

deforest them?” (Chepang 2012) We need not romanticise indigenous people to 

appreciate that the notions of individuality and economic activity characteristic of many 

such peoples is utterly and incompatibly distinct from the modern articulations of the 

West, that their potential unfolding is not merely becoming us. 
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~~~

Relevance and Ongoing Inquiry

The science of complexity has given us a subtle understanding of the emergence of 

new forms of order at the edge of chaos. As a society perched on the edge of chaos, 

Nepal provides a reflection of this process also unfolding at the micro level of Self and 

the macro level of Nature. This period of transition offers the potential (though not the 

guarantee) for new innovations and narratives to emerge out of the political and social 

chaos of the moment. The acute uncertainty caused by Nepal’s political and 

constitutional void makes certain predictions about the future both problematic and 

arbitrary; however the visions and actions explored throughout this inquiry offer ways 

forward not entirely dependent on institutional or mainstream mechanisms. In the 

context of climate change, such institutional responses alone are inadequate when 

solely implemented at one scale. Thus, all the initiatives and ideals explored above 

represent self-organising processes which operate at multiple scales. In validating 

cultural autonomy and the capacity of adaptive community responses to manage 

complexity, we must also acknowledge that traditional knowledge and practices alone 

cannot address the root causes of our crises. International solidarity is necessary to 

support grassroots efforts. 

I have suggested that we need to go beyond the now limited narrative of ‘sustainability’ 

which no longer carries any generative sense of shared meaning and has instead 

become more divisive than integrating. What is not needed are more programmes and 

institutions to promote sustainability - while valuable in certain contexts, by nature 

neither programmes nor institutions can offer a new vision and way of acting in the 

world since both are essentially reactive and come about through complex processes of 

social construction and normalisation. We must value thinking and action that 

transcends and includes the ways of thinking which created our perceived problems in 

the first place. The paradigm shift is as much about changing our personal assumptions 

about the world and the patterns upon which our actions are based as it is about 

creating alternative forms of social organisation and economic relationship. 

With this in mind, several questions for ongoing inquiry arise from the above study:
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International Grassroots Solidarity: Rights of Nature represents a 

particular cosmovision of indigenous peoples primarily in the Global South 

(which is itself far from a homogenous entity), in response to the imposition 

and dominance of a particular worldview from the Global North. Can 

emerging international networks in the Global North, such as Transition Town 

Initiatives, find common ground and build solidarity with emerging 

movements in the Global South?   

Catalysing a Cultural and Political Shift: Can enshrining Rights of Nature 

or similar legislature into a new Nepalese constitution actually catalyse a (re)

new relationship with the natural world in a pluricultural society and 

counteract the more destructive patterns of modernisation currently being 

pursued? What is there to be learned from the ongoing examples of Ecuador 

and Bolivia? 

Building nested networks of practice: What shifts in the institutional 

landscape are necessary, in Nepal and elsewhere, to facilitate the self-

organising spread of permaculture and other regenerative systems of 

practice?    

The ongoing inquiry is taking place at the personal level as well, as I more fully 

internalise learnings from this process and uncover other layers of meaning upon 

completing this cycle. My relationship with the people and culture of Nepal will continue 

to evolve as I begin a new life with my Nepalese partner this autumn; thus I hope to 

remain engaged in these issues as my status gradually shifts from complete outsider to 

more intimate knowledge of the culture. As significantly, I feel a renewed draw towards 

establishing my particular place within my own culture in the United States. In an 

important sense, the formulation of development as unfolding expressed in this paper 

inverts the language and values of ‘development’ - societies like the US based on the 

separation from and control of Nature become ‘underdeveloped’ (or more hopefully 

‘developing’), while those cultures still maintaining a continuity with their ancestral 

practices and epistemologies become ‘developed’. The call to contribute towards the 

integral development of US society, in a sense to help facilitate the ‘de-centering’ of US 

culture from one dominant ideology and politics of division towards the more creative 

margins, has global as well as personal significance. 
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It is in the spirit on ongoing inquiry that I conclude this paper, as a continual work-in-

progress rather than a fixed conclusion. This perspective need not succumb to the 

extremes of pluralistic relativism, though it does require a willingness to both examine 

our own operative assumptions about the world and accept that multiple views of reality 

can be equally as valid. To take this step is perhaps the first towards a more meaningful 

form of hospitality as envisioned by Gustavo Esteva and Ivan Illich, in which we “accept 

profoundly that [the other] has the same right that you have to be here on the planet,” 

that we open our arms, and our heart to the very “otherness” of the other in recognition 

of their difference (Esteva 2005). In learning to embody this hospitality (and not just 

mere tolerance of others), we create space for (re)generative dialogue between and 

within the myriad cultures of this “world where many worlds fit” as the Zapatistas say, a 

civilizational dialogue towards a new shared meaning of our precarious and dynamic 

present. And in embracing the inherent diversity of Life on this planet and the manifold 

symbiotic relationships which exist and need nurturing, we move towards the possibility 

of a dynamic unity-in-diversity, the unfolding of human potential within and alongside the 

flourishing of an innate Abundance.  
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APPENDIX 1: Interviews 

Individual-
Organisation

Date Location Type Primary 
Language

Chris Evans, HPC 
Advisor

3 May, 2012 UK Skype interview English

Shyam Shrestha 
and Prabhina 
Shrestha, Sunrise 
Farm

16 June, 2012 Sunrise Farm, 
Kathmandu

Personal Interview Nepali

Kumar Sunam, 
FECOFUN

20 June, 2012 FECOFUN, 
REDD-Cell, 
Kathmandu

Personal Interview English

REDD Monitoring 
Committee

25 June, 2012 Chitwan District 
Forest Office

Group Interview Nepali

Shaktikor, 
Chitwan CFUG 
members 
(Chepang, Dalit, 
Poor Households)

26 June, 2012 Shaktikor CFUG 
Office

Group Interview Nepali

REDD Watershed 
Network Members

26 June, 2012 Shaktikor CFUG 
Office

Group Interview Nepali

Yaman Chepang, 
National Chepang 
Association

27 June, 2012 National Chepang 
Association 
Office, Chitwan 

Personal Interview Nepali

Dr Indra Sapkota, 
Chitwan District 
Forest Office

28 June, 2012 Chitwan District 
Forest Office

Personal Interview English

Bhuban Khadka, 
HPC

10 July - 15 July Gumi, Surkhet Series of 
structured and 
informal 
interviews

Nepali

Bhauju Khadka 10 July - 15 July Gumi, Surkhet Series of 
structured and 
informal 
interviews

Nepali

Milan Khadka 10 July - 15 July Gumi, Surkhet Series of 
structured and 
informal 
interviews

Nepali

Dhan Bahadur 14 July, 2012 Gumi, Surkhet Personal Interview Nepali
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Individual-
Organisation

Date Location Type Primary 
Language

Kamala Thapa 
Magar, NEFIN

20 July, 2012 Nepal Federation 
of Indigenous 
Nationalities 
Office, 
Kathmandu

Personal Interview English

Shrawan Sharma, 
CESOD

23 July, 2012 CESOD Office, 
Kathmandu

Personal Interview English

Prem Thapa, 
Practical Action

24 July, 2012 Practical Action 
Nepal Office, 
Kathmandu

Personal Interview English
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