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‘We tried to
tell you that!’
Indigenous communities
and climate change

Living close to nature and with deep spiritual connections
to the land, many indigenous peoples have warned that
Western attitudes are destroying the environment,
writes anthropologist Kirk Huffman.
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A number of different stories from the island of Tanna
in southern Vanuatu tell about the origins of the black
(Melanesian) and white (European) peoples. In one
variant of one of these, the spiritual ancestor of the
Tannese Melanesians emerged from the island’s volcano
holding a bunch of sacred and agricultural leaves in his
hand, indicating knowledge of and mastery over nature.
Shortly afterwards, a light-skinned ancestor emerged
from the volcano and disappeared overseas. This ancestral
White Man held in his hand a hammer (in other versions,
a steel axe or chisel) indicating knowledge of and mastery
over technology.
Certain Tannese people today may still refer to this
story to explain their relative lack of interest in modern
technology – and the modern world’s renowned
long-term lack of interest in, and respect for, our
natural environment.
Who is to blame?

In December 2006 I was back in a traditional, nonmissionised area of the interior of Tanna I’ve been visiting
since 1978. Here, the people have made a conscious
decision to follow strictly the ways of their ancestors –
an extremely rich, contented and almost completely selfsufficient and sustainable ancient lifestyle.
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Ramón Gil Barros (whose Spanish name
hides his real name), the emissary and
spokesman of the Kogi Mámas. Part Kogi
and part Sanka (Wiwa) Indian, he wears no
shoes (feet coverings being forbidden in
Kággaba culture as they block contact with
Mother Earth) and wears a modern watch –
a recent phenomenon in many indigenous
cultures, often denoting the wearer as an
intermediary with ‘the world of Time’ (the
white man’s world, ‘ruled by Time and
Money’). Kalabanggagga village, upper
middle ranges of Gonavindua, Sierra Nevada
de Santa Marta, northern Colombia.
Photo © K Huffman, January 1992.

Representatives asked me to talk to them at a ritualised
meeting about ‘Climate change, global warming, sea-level
rise and the end of the age of cheap oil’. Using no fossil
fuels, they are unaffected by either oil prices or the current
meltdown of the world’s financial system, yet aspects of
the environmental crisis are widely discussed throughout
the Pacific.
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In most Melanesian cultures in the Western Pacific,
nothing really happens by accident – something or
someone is always believed to be the root cause. People
will then try to discover the cause and, if human, make
them confess and pay a fine or penance.

nothing really happens by accident –
something or someone is always the
root cause
In the meeting, one appointed traditional sub-leader was
tasked with specifically trying to find out who is to blame
for these problems. As expected, the fault was laid squarely
at the feet of the White Man or, one can say, ‘modern
development’. Similar attitudes are found among many
indigenous peoples worldwide.
Of course, the modern world would say that indigenous
views are not right. The reality is, however, that they
(the indigenous views) are not wrong.
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left to right:
Leaders and representatives of traditional
communities in one area of the interior of Tanna
discuss aspects of climate change with the author.
Naüvhal/Nivhal–speaking area, Tanna Island,
southern Vanuatu. Photo by Gavin Searle with
author’s camera. K Huffman, December 2006.
A Kággaba (Kogi) male stands beside an ancient
carved monolith called ‘cabo’ Manawei at one
of the entrances to the fabled Ciudad Perdida or
Lost City. The carved lines map conjunctions of
the material and non-material worlds. The man
holds a gourd (poporo) containing the slaked
lime used in chewing añū (coca leaves), the
Kággaba mark of civilisation. Teyuna, uppermiddle ranges of Gonavindua, Sierra Nevada
de Santa Marta, northern Colombia.
Photo © K Huffman, January 1992.
The roof projections on this Kággaba (Kogi)
house have traditional spiritual significance.
Middle ranges of Gonavindua, Sierra Nevada
de Santa Marta, northern Colombia.
Photo © K Huffman, January 1992.

Indigenous voices

Representatives of many indigenous cultures around the
world have been trying to warn us for well over a century
that lack of respect for the environment can only lead
to disaster. Sadly, the West has a long-standing habit of
ignoring their views, believing that only ‘scientific’ views
have any validity.
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Pacific islanders are facing increasing threats from sealevel rise and increased king-tide surges. There is the first
global warming–caused instance of a village having to
be relocated further inland (on the island of Tegua in far
northern Vanuatu, in August 2005); the current relocation
of inhabitants of Tulun (Carteret Islands) to neighbouring
Bougainville Island in PNG; and serious concerns for the
future viability of the low-lying nations of Kiribati and
Tuvalu.
Most of these latter peoples have been greatly influenced
by Christianity and modern education, and may be
reluctant to openly blame the developed world for their
plight. But this is not the case with certain other cultures
who have managed to retain their traditional lifestyles
and religious systems. As with the non-missionised
Tannese mentioned above, they too blame the Western
world completely, expressing these ideas through their
own cultural idioms. Such cultures often see the Western
world’s lack of respect for nature and its obsession with
money as part and parcel of the same problem. Again,
they are not wrong.

Ruled by hereditary lords and a caste of sacred sun priests,
the Mámas, they are possibly the most environmentally
aware society on Earth. Living in self-imposed sacred
isolation high in their mountains (which they call
Gonavindua – ‘snowfields’), they require separation from
the outside world to enable them to perform the arduous
ritual tasks they believe ensure the balance and continuity
of all plant, animal and human life on Earth – and the
continuity of Earth itself, a living entity.
Their vast mountain, a giant pyramid almost on the
equator and having minimal seasonal weather variation,
is considered a spiritual, miniaturised model of Earth.
Everything on the mountain depends upon altitude and
aspect, from tropical jungle at the base to snowfields
and glaciers at the top. Just about every living thing
on Earth (except for marine life) could find a home
there somewhere. Created perfectly by the Great
Mother Creator, Hába Galchováng, our world and the
miniaturised world of Gonavindua consist of and live by
a myriad of complex spiritual and physical balances that
must be maintained for proper life to continue.
An ecological perspective

Emissary of the Mámas

The Mámas have been doing their ‘ecological’ work for
centuries. When time began, though, the Great Mother
warned the ancestors of the Kággaba to look out for the
Kasaoggi (that’s ‘us’). She warned that the Kasaoggi have
a tendency to be childish and greedy, smart but not wise,
temperamental and destructive, and liars with an obsessive
lust for gold.

Thousands of kilometres north-east of Vanuatu live the
Kággaba (Kogi), nestled high in the folds of the world’s
largest coastal mountain massif, the Sierra Nevada de
Santa Marta, in northern Colombia in South America.
They are today the last never-missionised mountain
tribe anywhere in the Americas, and effectively the last
surviving pre-Colombian civilisation.

The Kasaoggi’s lack of respect for sacred balance and
harmony was the one thing that could upset this perfect
creation and eventually lead to its destruction. The Great
Mother gave the ancient Kággaba a series of warning signs
which would indicate that the Kasaoggi had begun to
upset the creational balance. All the signs are associated
with climate change.
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As Western scientists began to show concern about
possible future severe climate change in the 1970s and
1980s, the Mámas too were seeing the first prophesied
signs: changes in cloud and rain patterns, tiny shifts in
altitude for floral and faunal life, receding snowfields, and
so on. By the late 1980s, as they had been pre-told by the
Great Mother, they were desperate to get a message out to
warn us to stop.
To do so, they selected one of their people to become their
emissary. Sent forth from the isolated mountain heights
to the more populous coastal areas below to learn Spanish,
he then returned to receive a crash course in the secret
knowledge of the Mámas. Then they were ready to get
their message out and fortunately attracted the attention
of a respected BBC documentary filmmaker, Alan Ereira.
Ereira’s film about the Kogi, Message from the heart of the
world, was made with the full cooperation (and under the
close direction) of the Mámas, airing on British television
(BBC 2) in 1991 and again in 1992. But getting the
message out is one thing; ‘selling it’ is another. When I
visited the Kogi in 1992, the emissary asked if I knew how
many of the ‘younger brothers’ in the West had heard the
Kogi’s warning. ‘Not enough’, I replied. A year earlier, the
Pacific Arts Association had published a letter warning of
the impacts of rising sea levels on Pacific cultures which
had been similarly ignored. ‘We’ simply weren’t listening.
Whose knowledge counts?

In many instances, Western ‘science’ is not the ultimate
arbiter of knowledge, but is just one form of knowledge.
If the modern world had listened seriously and respectfully
to the criticisms and advice – about the environment, the
economy and over-development – from many traditional
cultures around the world (and even from its own
visionary scientists like Charles Keeling, Roger Revelle and
James Hansen) – perhaps ‘we’ would not be in the mess
we are today.

‘Only when the last tree has died and
the last river has been poisoned and
the last fish has been caught will we
realise we cannot eat money’
You may have heard this well-known (but often misreferenced) saying: ‘Only when the last tree has died
and the last river has been poisoned and the last fish has
been caught will we realise we cannot eat money’. Often
dismissed as ‘a 19th century Cree Indian proverb’, it was
actually part of a profound statement and critique made
in June 1909 by Wolf Robe, a respected elder of the Eeyou
(Cree) peoples in North America.
The question is: are we really listening now?
Kirk Huffman is Honorary Curator of the Vanuatu
Cultural Centre, Vanuatu; a Research Associate at
the Australian Museum; Member of the Scientific
Committee of the Museum of Tahiti and the Islands in
Tahiti, and Honorary Associate of the Macleay Museum
at the University of Sydney. He was the anthropologist
associated with the 3-part documentary series Meet the
natives shown on ABC 2 in October 2008.
● Kirk will present further stories about the Kogi and indigenous
attitudes to climate change at a talk entitled Global warming and
the Pacific, 1.30–4.30 pm, 7 March 2009 at WEA, Sydney.
For information and bookings, contact WEA on 02 9264 2781
or visit www.weasydney.nsw.edu.au.
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