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ABSTRACT

Disciplines from Ethnography, Geography, Ethnology, and Anthropology to
Cultural Ecology and Ecological Anthropology have studied the development
of human-nature relationships. Ecological Anthropology, which takes
ecosystem theories as the analysis tools and acculturation as the core
concept, has concentrated on the local knowledge of enclosed territories
and the traditional knowledge and wisdom of acculturation. In an era of
rapid-development, the local knowledge brought to light by Ecological
Anthropology, and the discipline itself, are faced with challenges. The
interviewee, Shaoting Yin, clarified the origins and scope of Ecological
Anthropology and emphasized the efforts that should be made to
understand how accrued local knowledge can be passed down. He also
suggested how Ecological Anthropology can continue to develop and
change.
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The slash-and-burn
cultivation of the
Derung. They plant
fast-growing species
to shorten the crop-
rotation period and to
maintain soil fertility.
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The Dai people in
Xinping County,
Yunnan Province build
cattle sheds near

the fields and use
manure to maintain
soil fertility.
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The Dai people respect
mountains, trees, and
forests as spirit and

the source of life. In

the picture, a priest is
worshiping a divine tree.
The Blang and Dai

have a strong belief in
Theravada Buddhism
and never pursue
wealth excessively. They
understand how to live
humorously with nature
well although may

not know about eco-
civilization.

Origins and Scope of Ecological
Anthropology

The European discovery of the New
World expanded the scope and

content of studies on human-nature
relationships, and as colonies were
developed, local knowledge of different
places were recognized and became a
topic of interest. From this interest, the
disciplines of Ethnography, Geography,
Ethnology, and Anthropology

emerged. Historically, Environmental
Determinism represented by the French
thinker Montesquieu and the German
geographer Friedrich Ratzel, and
Environmental Possibilism represented
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by American anthropologists Franz
Boas and Alfred L. Kroeber, were

the dominant theories interpreting
human-nature relationships. However,
these approaches lacked a practical
application because none have been able
to universally frame the relationships
between humans, cultural, and natural
environment. There is no practical value
while only leaving a discussion on their
academic values in history.

In the 1950s, American
anthropologist Julian Steward
developed a theory of Multilinear
Cultural Evolution that applied the
concept of “adaptation” from Ecology

to culture-nature relationships and

~ 0 AR

037

formed the discipline of Cultural
Ecology. The acculturation theory

of this discipline relatively clearly
explained the relationships between
human and environment. However,
Cultural Ecology introduced ecological
concepts of acculturation only through
anthropological analysis, and in the
1960s, scholars began to incorporate
ecosystem theories as a tool of analysis
in Ecological Anthropology — with
more ecological values and novel
systems, this new science had prevailed
since the 1970s.

Methods of Ecological Anthropology
can be classified into three dimensions.
First, a technical dimension considers
the production and acquisition of food
and other physical materials needed
for survival. Second, an institutional
dimension concentrates on community
cultures such as social organization
governance, laws, regulations, and ethics,
which regulate and protect physical
materials, organize the production, and
promote social harmony. The final area
explores spiritual life of religious belief,
literature, arts, etc., which promotes
social equilibrium and human-nature
harmony in addition to the fundamental
role as a spiritual sustenance. In Dai
culture, for example, resource use,

production and living, as well as cultural



and ecological protection have been
shaped by Theravada Buddhism. The
same is true for the animism of the
Jino culture. Ecological Anthropology
considers religion and faith through
human-nature relationships, which
makes it distinctive from other
sociological or religious studies.

Acculturation and Local Knowledge

Since early Ecological Anthropology
studies enclosed territories, its
findings were usually related to
minority communities. The research
results of our team focused on the
acculturation knowledge and wisdom
of minority communities in Southwest
China. We found that due to the
rapid modernization and increasing
demands for economic income, remote
communities are facing challenges to
maintain their traditions. The Dai, for
example, have historically only grown
rice once a year, which maintained
soil fertility and allowed for fallow
agricultural land to be used for cattle
grazing. With the help of irrigation
system, ecological cycles were maintained
and cultural patterns developed. Today,
rubber trees, banana trees, and other
cash crops are planted on this farmland,
taxing the soil and providing economic
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benefits while depleting cultural
and ecological ones. In Tibetan, the
acculturation to environment is reflected
by a mixed livelihood of cropping
and husbandry, a polyandry marriage,
and their devout religious faith. A lot
of studies have shown that without
such acculturation, life in the alpine
region would be difficult. Examining
Tibetan culture from this socio-
ecological perspective makes it possible
to understand their custom and belief.
In the context of national reform and
economic growth, the local knowledge
of these places, which continues to shape
daily life, will change. However, the
traditional acculturation knowledge and
wisdom still have its profound influence.
Efforts need to be made to
understand traditional acculturation
mechanisms for inheriting local
knowledge and wisdom. As the human
heritage is further understood and
valued, it has become important for
national and international agencies
to recognize the agricultural heritages
for local cultures. China currently has
seventeen World Agricultural Heritage
sites that include rich-fish farms,
mulberry-fish ponds, the Hani rice
terraces, traditional Pu’er tea farms, the
Wannian rice farms, the rice-fish-duck
system of the Dong, the agriculture-
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An alpine pasture

in Diging Tibetan
Autonomous
Prefecture, Yunnan
Province. People
there conduct a mixed
livelihood of cropping
and husbandry,
taking advantage of
the resources from
river basin and alpine
meadows.

The landscape formed
by terraces and
settlements on Longji
Mountain in Guangxi
Zhuang Autonomous
Region.
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forestry-grazing composite system in
Zhagana of Gansu Province, the Xiajin
Yellow River mulberry grove system,
and the rice terraces in the southern
hilly areas. There are over 100 sites

of agricultural heritage in China

that represent a range of traditional
acculturation methods with high

scientific and cultural value.

Ecological Anthropology in the New
Era

Humans will always need to live
with nature, and if this remains true,
acculturation will remain central to

Ecological Anthropology. To respond to
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the rapid social development in China,
Ecological Anthropology will need to
change in bold ways by establishing
theories and methods that fit needs of
contemporary academia.

In the late 1980s, a new discipline
named Environmental Anthropology was
derived from Ecological Anthropology
and now is about to take over it. The rise
of Environmental Anthropology stems
from the position that human behavior
does not always positively impact the
environment. Historical lessons and
industrial pollutions have shown that
humans are responsible for ecological
pollution and environmental damage. In
an increasingly globalized, industrialized,
modernized, and information-based
world, Ecological Anthropology which
once focused on enclosed community,
small-scale society, and limited
environment is challenged. We cannot
avoid the fact that both China and the
world are under the impact of politics,
power, policies, and capital — that is
why Ecological Anthropology is facing
the challenge from Political Ecology
which concentrates on these impacts.

A series of policies and initiatives have
been introduced in China: The report
of the 18th National Congress of the
Communist Party of China (CPC)

has proposed the goals of Ecological
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Civilization Construction, calling for
environmental practices that “respect
nature, conform to nature, protect
nature, build the beautiful China, and
promote the sustainable development
of the Chinese nation.” In the 19th CPC
Congress report, this is reiterated by
“Ecological Civilization Construction is
a fundamental task for the sustainable
development of the Chinese nation,”
that “lucid waters and lush mountains
are invaluable assets” and that we
advocate “green development modes
and lifestyles.” It is inspiring that high-
level attention is being given to the
development of eco-civilization, and
this is a promising departure from past
development approaches that have
shown little restraint for economic
development and political achievement.
Instead, ecological development is
given the same value as “our life” or
“mountains of gold and silver.” What a
great change for China! As Ecological
Anthropologists, we feel our work has
taken on new significance and that we
contribute to the eco-civilization

in a unique way. To this end, we need to
expand our academic vision, consolidate
theoretical foundations, improve
disciplinary structure, and increase our
sense of social responsibility to cope
with new challenges. LAF



