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a b s t r a c t

During the last few years the world has witnessed severe climatic conditions, be it in the form of un-
precedented droughts or devastating floods, tornadoes, landslides along with major earthquakes and
Tsunamis. Are these natural calamities natural and normal or are these the manifestation of man's
adverse impact on the environment? If the nature and frequency of numerous geo-climatic upheavals
that the earth is experiencing is compared to the worst case scenario of the climate change advocates, the
resemblance seems amazingly similar. A plausible explanation for this could be the fact that mankind
does not know how to reign in its need for continuous economic growth without adversely affecting
ecological sustainability! This problem of achieving and maintaining sustained economic growth seems
to be a problem that is unique to the modern post industrial economy. It is being increasingly realized
that the ancient civilizations may have economic systems and practices that was based on living in
harmony with nature. Hence, there is a growing clamor to learn from the wisdom of the ancients and
incorporate their ideas and practices or in other words learn from the philosophies that have stood the
test of time.

That tribal wisdom may be better equipped to deal with natural calamity was vividly displayed a few
years ago in India. When the massive Tsunami of December 26th, 2004 ravaged Asia, one of the hardest
hit region was the remote chain of some 500 islands known collectively as the Andaman and Nicobar.
Inhabited by hunter gatherer tribes that have little contact with the outside world, anthropologists
initially feared the tribes could have been completely wiped out. However it was soon discovered that
the tribal community used their ancient knowledge of nature to escape the Tsunami. One of the tribes
that lives there are the Onge. They are estimated to have lived in the islands for 30000e50000 years.
Numbering some one hundred individuals, they are on the verge of extinction. However, in the Tsunami,
they suffered no casualties as their folklore speaks of large waves that follows earthquakes, so all of them
retreated to the high grounds.

As north east India is home to numerous traditional societies that have followed old age practices up to
the modern times, this region could make significant contribution to the sustainability discourse. Tribal
communities and indigenous religions the world over are accepted repositories of ancient knowledge
and wisdom. Significantly, with the tribal communities, such knowledge systems are living traditions.
Thus such living knowledge systems could be an important source of guidance for modern man in his
quest for sustainability. For the purpose of this paper, the Khasi sacred forest were used as a case study to
understand what lessons it can offer in our quest to conserve our forests and also achieve sustainability.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

During the last couple of years, different countries of the world
have borne the brunt of severe climatic conditions, be it in the form
of unprecedented droughts or devastating floods, tornadoes,
landslides along with major earthquakes and tsunamis. Are these

calamities natural and normal? Or should one accept the argument
that these calamities have been invited by our own actions and
inaction that has resulted in severe climate change. Looking at the
nature and frequency of numerous geo-climatic upheavals that the
earth is experiencing it appears that the worst case scenario in the
climate change advocates seems to be coming true. As observed by
Stephan Faris, the events of first decade of the century opened the
eyes of the world to climate change. While Hurricane Katrina
devoured New Orleans, fire often engulfed the Amazon and polar
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bears drowned in the melting Arctic ice while Europe simmered in
unprecedented heat waves and America was struck by drought and
the Glaciers were melting like never before! [Faris (2009)]. The
question which arises here is that if mankind is aware that its ac-
tions are directly contributing to climate change, why is it that
corrective measures are not being taken? The answer probably lies
in the socio-political and economic system created by man that
requires the achievement of a perpetual growth cycle which is
based on ever growing production and consumption. Sheffield
(2002) makes an interesting assessment regarding the future of a
world in which both population and energy usage continually in-
creases. In the environmental sustainability discourse, while
arguing that the availability of cheap and easily movable fuel is
important, it is also a fact that it may be essential for the developing
regions to increase their energy capacities, to improve their stan-
dards of living, and to stabilize their populations. Yet long term
ecological sustainability concerns would have to be addressed.Wilk
(2002) tries to make an interesting correlation between cultures
and energy use. The possibility of placing energy consumption
within the broad context of culture to broaden the understanding
of sustainable energy problem opens up new perspectives. It ex-
amines the evolution of energy use, origins of consumer culture,
dynamics of consumer society, cycles of consumption, and prob-
lems of over consumption. It is shown that increase in energy ef-
ficiency is normally offset by an increase in consumption.
Furthermore, modern culture and consumerism are expanding
throughout the world. It is argues that different solutions to energy
problems will have to emerge, each within a different historical,
economic, political, and cultural context. Unfortunately, such a
growth paradigm may not be possible to achieve in a scenario
where the earth resources are limited as opined by thework of Club
of Rome. Thus it is apparent that the problem stems from the fact
that mankind does not know how to reign in its need for contin-
uous economic growth without adversely affecting ecological
sustainability.

Concerns about ecological sustainability has steadily grown
especially in recent decades [Bookchin (1987); Lemons et al.
(1997)]. Thankfully, the focus has not been confined to short term
issues but on medium and long long-term environmental, social,
and economic implications spanning both localized situations as
well as global concerns [Daly et al. (1994); Goodland (1995)].
However, though the terms sustainable development and sustain-
able communities have gained wide currency [Mazmanian and
Kraft (2009); Bank (1997)], at the same time, a huge amount of
ambiguity continues to be associated with the word sustainability
itself! [Holmberg and Sandbrook (1992)]. It has been acknowledged
that sustainability is a multifaceted concept that may defy simple
explanations [Gupta and Raman (2009); Hahn and Figge (2011)].
Probably, the best acceptable explanation can be traced to the
statement in the report (1987) on environment and development
which stated “Humanity has the ability to make development
sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs”. Although defining sustainability cannot be done in simple
and straightforward terms [Pounder (2011)] yet it is generally seen
to be alignedwith the concept of sustainable development which in
turn is based upon the concept of the triple bottom line or 3 P s
consisting of people, profit, and planet [Goodland (1995); Elkington
(1998)]. This has led to the development of a more structured view
of sustainability where the equation seems to be more clearly
enunciated. While the concepts of sustainability and ecological
integrity has often been interpreted in differing ways depending on
the context [Dobson (1995); Pepper (2002)], yet the major
emphasis has always been the judicious use of natural capital and
the reciprocity between humanity and nature. Jabareen (2004)

opined that the term sustainability originally belongs to ecology
but when the concept of development is added to it the paradigm of
ecology is shifted towards society and economy [Reboratti (2000)].
This contention is further buttressed by Wolfgang Sachs when he
opines that the concept of sustainability holds the promise to bring
harmony between ecological sustainability and economic devel-
opment interests. The efforts, especially of the last two decades
have been to conceptualize sustainable development by stressing
on the economic and social growth through science and technology
without adversely impacting the ecological balance of the universe.
The missing link in this effort could be the lack of incorporation of
the existing traditional wisdom of indigenous communities in the
sustainability debate.

Interestingly, studies on sustainability clearly reveals that the
production and distribution systems of ancient civilizations and the
philosophical basis of these were based on what constitutes the
modern day best practices of sustainability!

The fact is that the basic economic model has become the de
facto model for the modern world with an upward rising growth
curve in perpetuity. This is sought to be achieved by ever increasing
consumption which has to be equally matched by production.
However, the bottleneck to this model is the limited supply of
natural resources. While non renewable natural components such
as minerals are fast running out, others natural resources are being
depleted at a rate faster than their ability to replenish. This has
created legitimate fears about the ultimate and inevitable collapse
of the economic system. Under the circumstances, it has been the
endeavor of researchers to seek knowledge and answers from older
civilizations and gain from their traditional wisdom. A case study of
the Khasi sacred forest is part of this effort constitutes the primary
purpose of this paper.

A key finding from this study is that the traditional knowledge
systems as seen from the study of the Khasi traditions and exam-
ination of the Khasi sacred forest holds important lessons for
overcoming some of the major problems of the present world. For
instance, one may allude to traditional system of forest manage-
ment which consist of minute understanding of natural cycles and
co-relation between microorganisms and plants etc. It also throws
light on the medicinal value of particular tree species and their
probable uses. However, much of the traditional wisdom has to be
corroborated by scientific studies. As a future direction to these
findings, active research into traditional belief systems backed by
scientific studies can provide answers to many a pressing problem
being faced by mankind. These could effectively lead to develop-
ment of sustainable systems of growth where economy is properly
aligned to ecology.

Conceptually, the approach of this study can be understood with
Fig. 1.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows - Section 2 gives
the purpose of this study, Section 3 elaborates the methodology,
Section 4 discusses the Khasi sacred forests from the prism of
traditional wisdom, Section 5 discusses the findings and Section 6
gives the conclusion and future direction of this research work.

2. Purpose of the study

The problem of achieving and maintaining sustained economic
growth seems to be a problem that is unique to the modern post
industrial economy. Along with this is the growing realization that
the world is fast running out of resources that is required to
maintain the perpetual growth cycle. This has resulted in the
mainstreaming of concepts such as sustainability and sustainable
development. With sustainable development being understood as
the symbiosis between ecology and economy, what is also being
realized is the difficulty of achieving this equation. This has led
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