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INDIGENOUS CONCEPTS OF COOPERATION AND COMPETITION
Summary

While presenting this subject, I would like to deliberate on issues based on African culture, purpose and wisdom, which I am fairly familiar with – relative to other regions of the world. In this regard, my thoughts and expressions are going to be highly coloured with institutions of African communities.
[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.png]


In all African communities an individual is conscious of himself/herself in terms of “I am because we are, and since we are, therefore I am”. Kinship makes a person intensely naked when moral demands are scrutinized by everybody so that a person who fails to live up to them cannot escape notice. The essence of African cooperation is that it is more ‘societary’ than ‘spiritual’. It is dynamic rather than static for it defines how a person relates to the others rather than who he is among them. Good relationships build a good name while a negative attitude towards others in the family, village or community creates curses and misfortunes. Conversely “a person is what he is because of what he does, rather than what he does because of what he is.” Kindness is not a virtue unless someone is kind. Competition, a very tangible concept on African indigenous life is a product of individual family’s’ recognized state: some families are forced to remain poor as a result of magic’s, sorcery and witchcraft practiced against them. Others maintain a higher economic standard for years and years. Development is measured by the success of a particular family – line for generations. The victims of malicious practices always suffer from very dangerous fears. Such fears inflict in them a negative attitude towards life in general. Development plans cease to continue since whatever they do is checked by opposing powers. For example among the Luo community in Kenya, it is believed once a son from a poor family background builds a modern house or buys a car, he will ultimately die after a short while. This is viewed on the basis that he is trying to climb a ladder above his families’ standard. This has therefore discouraged a number of youths from initiating development plans in their villages and communities. The rich are most likely to remain rich, the poor retaining their positions unless the victims decide to establish a new settlement preferably in a faraway land where they would be able to develop their fullest potential. Jealousy and negative competition ceases completely since the new neighbor are not aware of the historical nature.
The issues of co-operation and competition have been very cautious in the minds of indigenous Africans and it has brought substantial positive and negative influences. Both of these issues will be discussed at depth. In every African community there are a number of people who are suspected to possess evil powers and work maliciously against their relatives and neighbours. This is the application of magics, sorcery and witchcraft. In most cases this affect the perception of the victims negatively expanding the possibility of poverty. Those who suffer from such malicious malpractices are generally frustrated and their attempts to develop holistically are thwarted. As has been already realized, mystical power is neither good nor evil in itself but when used wrongly by some individuals it is experienced as evil.

Human relationship is regarded as an important concept of hierarchy based partly on age and partly on status. In practice there is a permanent and authoritative ladder ranging from God, the creator to the youngest child. For the sake of peace and harmony this authority must not be compromised at all! God who is the parent of mankind and the final point of reference and appeal has beneath Him all the divinities and spirits, which are more powerful than man, and some of which were founders and forefathers of different societies. Next   comes  the  living-dead, the  more  important  ones  being those  who  were  successful  by  virtue  of  going  through  initiation  rites,  getting  married  and  raising  children. In  the  human  cycle,  the  hierarchy  includes  kings,  rulers,  rainmakers,  priests,  diviners,  medicine men,  elders,  parents,  older brothers, sisters and finally the youngest community members.
According to some African communities, for example the Barundi of Burundi, offending God by committing adultery can cause serious punishment on the victim. The Bachiva on the other hand hold to the belief that God punishes severely those who steal, neglect aging parents, murder or commit adultery. Still in other communities the whole people can be punished with locusts, floods, or other calamities. These are known cases of underdeveloped communities in the African setting. Among the Luhya in Kenya, there is always a sacrifice and prayer in the case of long drought. A diviner or seer enquires why God has allowed such an epidemic to come upon them. The animal for sacrifice, usually of one colour and donated or bought from a person who is honest, trustworthy and has never committed murder, theft, rape or any connection with witchcraft is used. This sacrifice cleanses misdeeds and ultimately rainfalls. To the African, rain is a development priority. It can be clearly recognized that offence against God leads to death, separation from Him, withdrawal of free food, loss of morality and the like to the African descendants.

Among the Ankore, Azande, Akan, Swazi, Banyarwanda and others, is thought to have no influence on peoples moral values. Various types of offences are considered to be against the spirits and the living – dead. They are considered to be guardians or police of tribal ethics, morals and customs. Therefore any breach of these customs is an offence both to the human society and the spirit world. In order to avert such malice to the offenders and relatives, there must be the pouring of libation and offerings of bits of food on the family basis.

Within the tightly knit corporate society where personal relationships are so intense and so wide, one finds perhaps the most paradoxical areas of African life. This type of life makes every member of the community dangerously naked in the sight of other members. It is paradoxically the centre of love and hatred, of friendship and enmity, of trust and suspicions, of joy and sorrow, of generous tenderness and bitter jealousness. It is the centre of security and insecurity of building and destroying the individual and the community. A person cannot be individualistic, but only corporate. Every form of pain, misfortune, sorrow; or suffering; every illness and sickness, every death, whether of an old man or infant, every crop or, hunting failure, every bad omen or dream are blamed on somebody in the corporate society. Frustrations, psychic disturbances, emotional tensions and other status of the inner person are readily externalized and incarnated or made concrete in other human being or in circumstances which lay the blame on the external agent. Evidently there are spiritual forces outside man which seem to function within human history and human society.

African communities in the villages are deeply affected and permeated by the psychological atmosphere which creates both real and imaginary powers or forces or even that result to more tensions, jealousness, suspicions, slander, accusations and scapegoats, undermining development plans and strategies in the most critically affected areas. The majority of African peoples believe that God punishes in this life₂. He upholds moral order / law. Misfortunes may therefore be interpreted as indicating that the sufferer has broken moral or ritual conduct against God, the spirits, the elders, or the other members of the society. This however doesn’t contradict the belief that misfortunes are the work of some members, especially magicians, sorcerers, and witches. This village logic is quite normal in African thinking.

Each community or society has it’s own set form of restriction and punishment for various offences, both legal and moral. These range from death for offences like practicing sorcery and witchcraft, committing murder and adultery to paying fines of cattle, sheep or money for minor cases like accidental injury to ones companion. Traditional chiefs and rulers, where they exist, have the duty of keeping law and order, and executing justice in their areas. This helps to rebuild new cooperation although the affected individual or family must feel the pinch.

There is one form of justice administered through the use of the curse. It is believed that if a person is guilty, evil will befall him according to the words used in cursing him. The most feared curses are those pronounced by parents uncles, aunts or other close relatives against their “juniors” in the family. The worst still is that uttered at the death – bed, for once the pronouncer of the curse has died, it cannot be practically be revoked. Formal curses are feared much in African societies and this fear, like that of witchcraft helps to check bad relationships especially in family circles.

Another method of establishing and maintaining good human relationships are through formal oaths. For example, there are oaths which bind people mystically together. The best known being the one which crates what is rather loosely referred to as “blood – brotherhood”. By means of this oath, two people who are not immediately related go through a ritual which often involves encouraging small amounts of their blood by drinking or rubbing it into each others body. After that they regard each other as real “blood brothers or sisters” and will behave in that capacity towards each other for the rest of their lives. Their families are also involved in this brotherly contract, so that, for example, their children would not intermarry.

This oath places great moral and mystical obligation upon the parties concerned and any breach of the covenant is dreaded and feared to bring about misfortunes. Oaths range in seriousness; some are meant to bring about death if they are broken, others cause temporary pain or misfortunes of different types. The belief about oaths is that God, or some power higher than the individual man, will punish the person who breaks the requirements of the oath or covenant. Oaths are feared and many are administered ritually and at a great expense. The expenses incurred always pulls down the economic state of the victims.

As in all societies of the world, social order and peace are recognized by African peoples as essential and sacred. Where the sense of cooperative life is so deep, it is inevitable that the solidarity of the community must be maintained, otherwise there is disintegration and destruction. This order is conceived of primarily in terms of kinship relationship, which simultaneously produces many situations of tension since everybody is related to everybody else and deepens the sense of damage caused by the strain of such tensions. For example, if a person steels a goat, personal relations are at once involved because the goat belongs to a member of corporate body, perhaps to the father, or brother, or sister or cousin to the thief. As such it is an offence against the community, and it’s consequences affect not only the thief but whole body of relatives.

It can therefore be high lightened that the concept of cooperation and competition is highly grounded on the knowledge that one cannot cut himself/herself from others and expect to achieve any kind of development. Development is a social agenda and only those who live according to the expected community morals, conducts and values can achieve it. 

Reference: 2 – F.B Welbour in conference paper “THE HIGH GOD” 1964

HOW TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE DIALOGUES WITH MODERN ECONOMY
Summary

The various uses and importance of traditional knowledge and nature are well – known. All the worlds civilizations have used various products from nature (micro – organisms, plants, soil, animals, among others) and human beings have been making micro – organisms, plants, animals work for them for a very long time even before knowing the basic facts about them.
A number of primitive biological processes and curative collections and useful plants were known to the ancient world. The Egyptians 500 years ago produced “leavened” bread and a kind of beer from fermented cereals. The Greeks and Romans produced wine and spread it across the world through their influence. This process went down the centuries until “pure yeast” became commercially available. Similarly a Greek Pheophrastus, 3,300 years ago noted the soil seemed to have more fertility after broad beans had grown in them. He used the soil to fertilize other fields. It took another 2,200 years before the French Chemist Piera Berthlot in 1885 suggested that some organisms in the soil might be able to convert or “fix” atmospheric nitrogen into a form that plants could use as fertilizer. The very next year, the German botanist, Hermon Hellonagel said that this fixing was carried out by bacteria that form nitrites on the roots of the leguminous plants.
The earliest known written record of prescribed drugs appears on a set of clay tablets that were used by ancient Sumerians in the Middle East, at least 4,000 years ago. 
Most of the drugs listed on the tablets were made from plants. Ancient records from China and Egypt gave instructions of preparing drugs from plants. Various cultures in the world have used biological diversity especially plants and micro organisms) for thousands of years. Most anthropologists think that the use of plants to cure various ills goes back to the dawn of humanity, long before written history.
When simple explanations of these simple processes began to be established, these simple culture collections and plants became the basis of great industries; improved techniques have given us new and far reaching powers over micro organisms and plants. In fact modern biotechnology is enabling scientists to change and manipulate micro organisms and plants in ways portrayed in science fiction, just a few years ago.
We should not also forget before modern era crops development was carried out by farmers and that most of these developments were complete – even before Pharaohs ceased ruling –Egypt. Most of the traditional peoples have invented and developed complex and elegant styles that are locale specific for growing their traditional crops in sequence and mixtures. All these is done using resources and methods within their command.
It has now become evident that traditional farmers approaches as conserving, using and improving plant genetic resources are still viable and supporting the formal agricultural systems. The conservation and use of plant genetic resources has a human dimension for the future – especially at farm and community level. Social factors, such as decision making patterns and social organizations, must be taken into account. An understanding of gender variables will be crucial in any such understanding.
Local knowledge about plants and the innovation systems of individuals and communities are invaluable resource in the search for new ways of conserving and using plants. Such knowledge provides a critically important adjuvant to the normal passport, the generic improvement of crops. And for the generic improvement to succeed, we must harness the wealth of folklore provides by traditional knowledge as well as generic variations provided by nature. Unfortunately, it is of growing concern that indigenous knowledge about cultivated and wild species from which cultivated crops were taken is being lost rapidly.
As we head into the new millennium, the world faces a greater demand on agricultural out put than at any other time in history. Despite efforts to curb birth rates, the earth’s human population is expected to rise to over 9 billion by the year 2030, corresponding to more than 50% increase from the current population 3. In the past, we have met the demand for increased agricultural productivity in a combination of generic improvements, greater farming inputs (fertilizers, pesticides) and water, and cultivation of more land. With demanding fresh water resources and petroleum resources (on which fertilizers and pesticides are based) and increased problems caused by agricultural pollution, we can hardly expect to increase or even maintain our current levels of agricultural inputs.
Similarly of much existing farmland is falling victim of urban expansion, and it is unlikely that new farmland will become available in the near future. That leaves the traditional knowledge systems of crop production and raising livestock a possible viable approach by which food production and poverty alleviation can attempt to keep pace with the anticipated growth of the human population in the developing countries of the world. 
To – day, modern agriculture and for that matter human existence is depended on the cultivation of a few highly productive crop species requiring a lot of inputs. These food crops were first domesticated from wild species about 10,000 years ago during the transformation from nomadic hunter – gatherers to life in agrarian societies. Following domestication, the genetic variation in cultivated crop plants has continued to be redced by another force – modern plant breeding methodologies, has produced the high – yielding crop varieties on which modern agriculture is based. Yet ironically, it is the plant breeding process itself that threatens the genetic base on which breeding depends. Because new varieties are usually derived from crosses among genetically related modern varieties, generally more variable, but less productive, primitive ancestor are excluded.
For many tropical and subtropical countries of the world, biological diversity (biodiversity) is the most important natural resource available for improving the economic and livelihoods of the poor people. Recognizing the close and traditional dependence of many indigenous and local communities’ economic benefits, arising from the uses of traditional knowledge, innovations, practices, embodying traditional lifestyles on biodiversity, the latter’s conservation and sustainable use must be enhanced. Biological diversity is the most important available natural resource and it’s potential for social – economic development and must be conserved for future generations.
Biological resources are one important resource for the impressive growth of pharmaceutical, chemical and agro chemical industries. Patents from nature and the traditional and indigenous knowledge linked to their uses in – day to day life have inspired generations of inventors to create a vast array of products ranging from Aspirin to Bacillus thurigensis and phosphnothin to zocor, some which generate annual sales of US $ 1billion.
Traditional knowledge associated with the biota of the identity and utility of specific organisms, and plants for medicinal and other uses has an intrinsic value as part of our cultural patrimony and is currently as source of primary healthcare for millions of people. It may offer important leads for future treatments of numerous human and livestock ailments as well as improving agriculture. Biological resources benefit local populations and also have become the genetic fuel for the world pharmaceutical industries, seeking cures of world ailments. Drugs developed from traditional medicines will result in income for the countries of source. For example, today, the cost of treating one patient with malaria for one – year is about US $ 2,500.
The tropical forests have been the source of 60% of the anticancer drugs, discovered in the last 20 years and offer a potentially huge economic reason for preserving the forests and the indigenous knowledge based on the US $ 200 million market for plant derived drugs. However, the pace of discovering and development of drugs may be too slow and overtaken compared to the certain, immediate pay – offs from timber and charcoal sales.
In many countries of the world, biological richness is quite often part of the lands’ cultural and national identity. For example, East African countries are known for Eco – tourism, endowed with an impressive wildlife than any where in the world. Even a country’s non – commercial diversity is as important as its commercial value.

Biological resources provide many kinds of goods and services too. The resources that are consumed to meet human needs, such as medicinal plants, meat, fish, timber, have the most obvious kinds of economic value, Examples include natural resources that promote tourism or ecotourism or recreation. The price that people pay for ecotourism for example, can be used to estimate that value of a recreational site. Forests can be valued as a factor of how much carbon they sequester and then keep out of the atmosphere.
In the 21st century, biodiversity and traditional knowledge systems have far more challenges in the modern economic order – to satisfy the unmet needs for millions who need them but are caught up in the consuming wave of poverty. Loss of biodiversity through deforestation, desertification, not only removes materials and knowledge, that would be needed to create pharmaceuticals but eliminate herbal medicines – a primary source of healthcare for 80% of the world’s population (WHO 1978) and accelerate the loss of traditional knowledge.
The underlying causes of biodiversity and traditional knowledge loss are many and complex and involve interwoven social, economic and political elements. A number of environmental issues are driven primarily by socio –economic forces. It is clear however that poverty, unemployment and lack of economic opportunities are significant crucial factors in developing countries. Struggling to meet the most basic human needs, efforts to protect biological diversity will succeed only if implemented in the context of promoting sustained economic growth. Likewise, to be effective, efforts to protect biological diversity must include the active participation of affected local communities which will ultimately determine the success or failure of such efforts. 
The sustainable economic potential of biological resources, such as developing pharmaceuticals from natural products can be used to provide biodiversity conservation by providing an economic return from sustainable use of the resources while improving the quality of life through better human health and education. Experience suggests that the development of significant conservation incentives is most likely when both near and long – term benefits accrued to stake holders.

Reference: 3. LR. Brown state of the world (Norton, New York  1994)
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