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communities, and their institutions (see Martin Hill, 2000; Womack, 1999;
Cajete, 2000a, 2000b; Kawagley, 1995). This essay adds to the
empowerment of Indigenous peoples by offering a review of literature that
addresses why Indigenous knowledge has been eluded in Western knowledge
systems, how Indigenous knowledge is understood, and what protections are
available within Canadian systems.

Strategies for Maintaining Eurocentric Thought

Eurocentric thought asserts that only Europeans can progress and that
Indigenous peoples are frozen in time, guided by knowledge systems that
reinforce the past and do not look towards the future (Blaut, 1993). Several
strategies have been used to reinforce the myth that regions outside Europe
contribute nothing to the development of knowledge, humanities, arts,
science, and technology. These strategies include the blind reliance on and
citation of Greco-Roman references despite the fact that the Greek alphabet
is largely of Syrian/Lebanese origin; the manipulation of dates and demotion
in importance of non-European knowledge such as Mayan, Hindu, and Arabic
numerals, the concept of zero and algebraic notations, the use of decimals,
and the solution of complex equations; the Europeanization of the names of
outstanding scientists and their devices, scientific documents, and processes
to undermine equal and fair assessment of the global history of knowledges
(for instance, a comet identified by the Chinese as early as 2,500 years ago
is attributed to Haley); and the classification and trivialization of non-
European science and technological innovations and invention as “art”
(Ascher, 1991).

These strategies have caused Indigenous peoples to be viewed as backward
and as passive recipients of European knowledge. Indigenous knowledge
became invisible to Eurocentric knowledge, to its development theories, and
to its global science. Consequently, Indigenous knowledge was not captured
and stored in a systematic way by Eurocentric educational systems. Indeed,
in some cases there has been a concerted push to erase it. The persistent
and aggressive assimilation plan of the Canadian government and churches
throughout the past century, the marginalization of Indigenous knowledge in
educational institutions committed to Eurocentric knowledge, and the losses
to Aboriginal languages and heritages through modernization and urbanization
of Aboriginal people have all contributed to the diminished capacity of
Indigenous knowledge, with the result that it is now in danger of becoming
extinct.

Indigenous Renaissance and Transformations in Value of
Knowledge
The reve sal of this process by Indigenous scholars was and remains a direct
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Since the 1970s, international and national fields of enquiry and innovation
have validated the usefulness and significance of Indigenous knowledge. In
Canada, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, building on many
studies that preceded it (see Assembly of First Nations 1988, 1992), has
unequivocally stated the importance of Indigenous knowledge. Since the
Royal Commission released its reports in the early 1990s, more and more
literature has challenged the suppression of Indigenous knowledge and has
underscored the importance ¢ bringing it into the mainstream to establish a
body of knowledge that can be drawn on for the common good.

In the last decade of twentieth century, the acceptance of Indigenous
knowledge by scholars and policy makers generated an explosive growth in
the number of publications on the relevance of Indigenous knowledge in a
variety of policy sectors and academic disciplines. International policy makers
developed principles and guidelines for protecting Indigenous knowledge from
predators and biopiracy (see Shiva, 1997 and Gollin, 1999), and Indigenous
knowledge and its pedagogies have generated a decolonizing and rethinking
of education for Indigenous peoples (McConaghy, 2000). The new theoretical
and methodological paradigms that have been created to understand
Indigenous knowledge have illustrated its role in creating shared capacities
that can alleviate poverty and create sustainable development (Clarkson et
al., 1992; Canadian International Development Agency, 2002).

Today, the literature animates the fundamental theory and methods of
Indigenous knowledge as a means to accord its protection and to raise its
social value and its status as a system of knowledge, while Indigenous
scholars generate the necessary intellectual space to create a conceptual and
analytical framework for its development (see Battiste & Henderson, 2000;
Cajete, 2000, 1995; Kawagley, 1995; Alaskan Native Knowledge Network,
1998).

All this activity has made Indigenous education a highly contested terrain.
The traditional Eurocentric view of Indigenous peoples and their heritage as
exotic objects that have nothing to do with science and progress now
competes with a developing intellectual nexus of postcolonial and
poststructural theories that underscore the importance of Indigenous
knowledge and languages.

The renewed interest in Indigenous knowledge has sparked a reconsideration
of the universal value of Eurocentric knowledge, which requires a
reformulation of the legitimate conditions for Indigenous education
(McConaghy, 2000). Such rethinking of education from the perspective of
Indigenous knowledge and learming styles is of crucial value to both
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medicines and the rational use of flora and fauna” (Daes, 1993).

The principles elaborated by the UN sub-commission have been incorporated
in the International Labor Organization Convention 169, by the educational
sector of UNESCO, in the /ndigenous Treaty on the Declaration of Indigenous
Rights, in the proposed American Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Populations, and in the Quebec City Summit of Americas Action Plan (2001).

In the scientific arena, Indigenous scholars and advocates have stimulated an
interest in the contribution of Indigenous knowledge to a better
understanding of sustainable development. The United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development, the Canadian International Institute for
Sustainable Development (CIISD) and the Canadian International Development
Agency (CIDA) have all entered this dialogue (Clarkson et al., 1992).

Knowledge of the environment is being lost in communities around the world,
and there is an urgent need to conserve this knowledge to help develop
mechanisms to protect the earth’s biological diversity. The United Nations
Convention on Biological Diversity recognizes the importance of Indigenous
knowledge to the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity,
acknowledges the contributions of Indigenous knowledge as innovative
approaches to environmental studies, and recognizes the validity of
Indigenous science. It also recognizes the value of Indigenous knowledge,
innovations, and practices to scientific knowledge, conservation studies, and
sustainable development (Clarkson et al., 1992).

In 1999 the World Conference on Science, assembled under the aegis of the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and
the International Council for Science (ICSU), urged governments to promote
understanding of Indigenous knowledge systems. Conference participants
requested the sciences to respect, sustain, and enhance traditional
knowledge systems and recommended that scientific and traditional
knowledge should be integrated ir ) interdisciplinary projects dealing with
links between cutture, environment, and development (UNESCO, 1999).

Challenges for Indigenous Knowledge in the Academy

Canada has participated in, ratified, and affirmed most of the international
obligations. However, Canada’s educational institutions have largely ignored,
and continue to ignore, Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy. In the
educational crisis that has been articulated over the past thirty years, First
Nations peoples have drawn attention to the value and importance of
Indigenous knowledge in their Aboriginal and treaty right to education.
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Indigenous knowledge. First, they have tried to reduce it to taxonomic
categories that are static over time. Second, they have tried to reduce it to
its quantifiably observable empirical elements. And third, they have assumed
that Indigenous knowledge has no validity except in the spiritual realm. None
of these approaches, however, adequately explains the holistic nature of
Indigenous knowledge or its fundamental importance to Aboriginal people.

The Quandary of Defining Indigenous Knowledge

In Eurocentric thought, Indigenous knowledge has often been represented by
the familiar term “traditional knowledge,” which suggests a body of relatively
old data that has been handed down from generation to generation
essentially unchanged. Taking the immutability of Indigenous knowledge as a
given, much Eurocentric research has focused on identifying knowledge,
practices, and technigues used by Indigenous peoples, recording their local
names, and cataloguing their reported uses (Barsh, 1997).

In this taxonomic approach, it is the categorizer who decides whether a
teaching, technology, or practice is Indigenous and unique to a given heritage
or society, adopted from Eurocentric knowledge, or a blend of local and
introduced components. Using these taxonomic studies, Eurocentric scholars
provided definitions of Indigenous knowledge based on their partial
framework, methodologies, and perspectives. Much effort was expended
highlighting the differences between Eurocentric and Indigenous knowledge in
terms of their respective ideological underpinnings, substance, methods, and
so forth. In the literature, these differences were highlighted by underscoring
the superiority of Eurocentric knowledge and its classifications and the
inferiority of Indigenous knowledge.

The taxonomic studies, however, did not generate any generally accepted
definition of Indigenous knowledge. Many attempts were made, but most
were confusing (or at least led to confusing applications) since not only did
they tend to cast too wide a net, incorporating into the definition concepts
that would not be considered part of Eurocentric knowledge, such as beliefs
and value systems, but they also failed to recognize the holistic nature of
Indigenous knowledge, which defies categorization.

Indigenous knowledge is an adaptable, dynamic system based on skills,
abilities, and problem-solving techniques that change over time depending on
environmental conditions, making the taxonomic approach difficult to justify
or verify. Most Indigenous scholars and educators have noted the practical
and conceptual limitations of taxonomic categories posing as Indigenous
knowledge. The subject is controversial, however, and cannot be resolved in
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between ordinary folks and experts, such as experienced knowledge keepers,
healers, hunters, or ceremonialists, there are also major differences of
experience and professional opinion among the knowledge holders and
workers, as we should expect of any living, dynamic knowledge system that is
continually responding to new phenomena and fresh insights.

Unfortunately, this third approach to Indigenous knowledge includes many
Indigenous scholars, who seem afraid that critical empiricism will somehow
disprove or de-sanctify Indigenous knowledge and its pedagogy. Often, the
argument is cloaked in the concept that Indigenous knowledge is “sacred,”
thus in some sense immutable and inviolable. This approach can be self-
defeating. Donning the protective cloak of sanctity and religious freedom is
an admission that Indigenous people are the hapless victims of biophysical
forces that they can endure only as awesome mysteries. In other words, they
are as ignorant and superstitious as Eurocentric observers have long
maintained.

These three approaches illustrate the challenges of placing Indigenous
knowledge within Eurocentric frameworks and disciplines. None of these
Eurocentric perspectives acknowledges the extent to which Indigenous
communities have their own knowledge holders and workers.

Indigenous peoples have their own methods for classifying and transmitting
knowledge, just as they have Indigenous ways of deriving a livelihood from
their environment. Information, insight, and techniques are passed down and
improved from one generation to another. Knowledge workers observe
ecosystems and gather eyewitness reports from others so that they can
continually test and improve their own systematic, predictive models of
ecological dynamics. In the real world of changing ecosystems and changing
diseases, knowledge holders and workers must adapt rapidly or lose credibility
and status. To presume otherwise is to imply that the clients of such
knowledge systems are either ignorant or very submissive: they are either
incapable of recognizing an erroneous wildlife forecast or unsuccessful
medical treatment, or they are unable to criticize their knowledge keepers.

Indigenous knowledge is also inherently tied to land, not to land in general but
to particular landscapes, landforms, and biomes where ceremonies are
properly held, stories properly recited, medicines properly gathered, and
transfers of knowledge properly authenticated (see Morphy, 1995; Basso,
1996). Ensuring the complete and accurate transmission of knowledge and
authority from generation to generation depends not only on maintaining
ceremonies, which Canadian law treats as art rather than science, but also on
maintaining the integrity of the land itself.
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languages.

Conclusion

Most Canadians, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, have long accepted some
of the fundamental assumptions underlying modern public school education.
We have assumed that knowledge is a kind and necessary form of mind
liberation that opens to the individual options and possibilities that ultimately
have value for society as a whole.

At one level, knowledge and education appear beneficial to all people and
intrinsic to the progress and development of modern technological society.
But public schooling has not been benign. It has been used as a means to
perpetuate damaging myths about Aboriginal cultures, languages, beliefs, and
ways of life. It has also established western knowledge and science as
dominant modes of thought that distrusts diversity and jeopardizes us all as
we move into the next century.

After nearly a century of public schooling for tribal peoples in Canada, the
most serious problem with the current system of education does not lie not
in its failure to liberate the human potential among Aboriginal peoples, but
rather in its quest to limit thought to cognitive imperialistic policies and
practices. This quest denies Aboriginal people access to and participation in
the formulation of government policy, constrains the use and development of
Aboriginal cultures in schools, and confines education to a narrow view of the
world and its knowledge foundations that threaten the global future.

Cognitive imperialism is a form of cognitive manipulation used to disclaim
other knowledge bases and values. Validated through one's knowledge base
and empowered through public education, it has been the means by which
whole groups of people have been denied existence and have had their wealth
confiscated. Cognitive imperialism denies people their language and cultural
integrity by maintaining the legitimacy of only one language, one culture, and
one frame of reference.

As a result of cognitive imperialism, cultural minorities have been led to
believe that their poverty and impotence is a result of their race. The modern
solution to their despair has been to describe this causal connection in
numerous reports. The gift of modern knowledge has been the ideology of
oppression, which negates the process of knowledge as a process of inquiry
to explore new solutions. This ideology seeks to change the consciousness of
the oppressed, not change the situation that oppressed them.
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Conclusion

Quality in higher education for Maori (indigenous) people means the inclusion
and reproduction of their own language, culture and whakapapa
(epistemology) in both mainstream and wananga (indigenous) tertiary
institutions. Implicit in this project is matching quality assurance requirements
as defined by NZQA.

Wananga have successfully met quality assurance criteria set by NZQA in the
delivery of higher education. But, in the development of wananga since their
inception in 1992, they have outgrown the NZQA framework. The next stage
in their development is the delivery of quality assurance in terms of
indigenous epistemology in the international arena. The establishment of
WINHEC is a step in that direction.
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