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Discussion Paper: Eco-resurgence for Asia

Eco-resurgence for Asia:
Invoking Indigenous Knowledge
and Philosophy to Shape
Economic Recovery and
Sustainable Living

Abstract

Learning from cultural traditions and philosophies could help place countries in Asia on more
sustainable development paths. This paper argues why and outlines how countries in Asia
should collaborate in pooling and promoting good practices grounded in indigenous
knowledge and philosophies to mainstream sustainability at the local, national, regional and
global levels. The paper introduces the concept of ‘eco-resurgence’, which encompasses an
overarching emphasis on indigenous, ecologically sustainable activities for the recovery of
economies in the post-Covid-19 world.

Introduction

Learnings from cultural tradition and philosophical richness are capable of setting the Asian
region on a sustainable pathway. This paper outlines why and how Asian economies should
join hands in pooling in the good practices ingrained in their indigenous knowledge,
philosophies and cultural heritage to promote a sustainable pathway at local, national, regional
and global levels. The paper introduces a new concept of ‘eco-resurgence’*, which
encompasses an overarching emphasis on indigenous, ecologically sustainable activities for the
resurgence of economies in the Post Covid-19 world.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been responsible for the most human casualties in the 21st
century. The pandemic has not only exposed the unsuspecting health vulnerability of the global
population but also points to the upcoming large-scale environmental implications due to the
economic disruptions (Janardhanan, et al., 2020).

As countries have been scrambling to bring their national economies back to normal, several
large-scale and small-scale initiatives to pump in financial resources have gained global

! This discussion paper is based on the concept of eco-resurgence (Janardhanan, 2020). This discussion
paper an updated version of the paper submission made to the Forum of the Standing Committee on
Finance (SCF) of UNFCCC on Nature Based Solutions. The paper also has immensely benefitted from
the comments given by Mr Hideyuki Mori, Prof. Hironori Hamanaka, and Mr Satoshi Tanaka. The
document has been proofread by Ms Emma Fushimi.
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attention. From the Global East to Global West, fiscal stimulus packages are presenting
opportunities for economic revival. Large-scale infrastructure projects, policy decisions
prescribing economic restructuring at regional as well as a national level are adding
momentum to the revival globally.

The recovery measures spearheaded by several fiscal stimuli in Asia also highlight that the
countries in the region are gearing up to uplifting their respective domestic economy. Japan's
USD 2.2 trillion (Pham, 2020), China's USD 564 billion (Tang, 2020) and India's USD 266 billion
(P1B, 2020) are some of the recently-announced fiscal packages that indicate massive economic
recovery plansincluding infrastructure-oriented projects. However there are growing concerns
about these massive recovery stimuli and their potential impact on the environment. Instead
of focusing on such short-term economic revival, there is a need to decide a pathway that
allows the Asian region to shift away from a high carbon emission intensive pathway that has
been followed for several decades. The focus should be on truly nature-based solutions that
are in tune with the low-carbon pathway, reflecting Asian countries’ respective domestic
capabilities and common goals of keeping the region green.

The term eco-resurgence (Janardhanan, 2020) is discussed in this context. Eco-resurgence is
proposed as a bottom-up global environmental governance mechanism where indigenous
societies, their cultural richness, and traditional philosophies play a major role in
mainstreaming sustainable development and climate mitigation. Rather than top-down policy
prescriptions which do not necessarily translate the real meaning of environmental actions and
the corresponding economic and environmental benefits to the people, it is important to
promote local ideas and cultural philosophies which are ingrained in the minds of people and
thereby contribute to larger global goals. This means reversing the global sustainability
governance approach from top-down to bottom-up.

Building Blocks of Eco-Resurgence

The pandemic has reminded the world that global societies and the environment are at a much
greater risk than previously considered. Initiatives to ‘build back better’ will need to be mindful
that large-scale, pan-regional economic and infrastructure projects could significantly damage
domestic as well as the regional environmental initiatives, and lead to irrevocable ecological
damage. For addressing long-term climate change impacts that can balance the economic
goals and environmental health, the Asian region must give preference to, and take advantage
of, its own enormous knowledge repository that inherently carries an architecture for
sustainable living. Many of these indigenous philosophical elements within the Asian region
give a greater focus on living in alignment with the environment and prioritising efforts
towards strengthening the local economy. However, many of the prominent narratives on
environmental concepts and sustainability philosophy in Asia are fragmented despite the
presence of historical as well as cultural links across the region. The absence of a common
narrative to bring together environmental principles inherent in the Asian region is probably
due to the lack of interest shown by the political mainstream to learn from historical and
cultural best practices and integrate such practices into policy processes. It could also be due
to the fact that concepts like self-reliance and self-sufficiency at local and national levels often
run against broader economic, trade and globalisation interests. The Asian region discussed
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here consists of largely East Asia, Southeast Asia and South Asia which have historically
established economic and trade relations and contributed to strengthen the unity in the
philosophical and cultural knowledge.

The relevance of environmental thoughts and philosophy from Asian countries has been
recognised by many western scholars as more effective to bring solutions to environmental
challenges than those in the West, where such environmental philosophy was unable to bring
any convincing answers (James, 2014). Lynn Townsend White Jr in his book, “The Historical
Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis”, argued that while many of western philosophies were
anthropocentric?, eastern philosophies reflected an environmental-centric outlook. Japan's
Satoyama initiative is strongly founded in the centuries-old practices of environmental
harmony; the concepts of sustainable living in India are deeply rooted in the ancient Vedic
philosophy; and Confucianism and Taoist Holism that contributed to China's age-old practices
of sustainability etc. are some of the indigenous conceptual elements that can lay the
foundation to build an Asian collective initiative for eco-resurgence in the region.

In Japan, the intrinsic relations reiterated between the perishable and imperishable in the
environment make up the cardinal element that makes society consider nature as lively as all
other living beings. The environmental philosophy in the country also has deep roots in
Buddhist philosophy and is closely connected to the cultural links that spread from the South.
The influence of various Buddhist traditions in Japan has strengthened the perception of man-
nature harmonious living as critical, and often stressed through the expression of Mizukara
(self) being integral part of Onozukara (nature)® for peaceful survival.

In the case of Indian Vedic narratives, the values attributed to air, water, fire, land and space
are the manifestation of eternal-self points that all living and non-living things are
interconnected and that maintaining that linkage is critical. To a great extent the Gandhian
philosophy that upholds environment and nature also draws key concepts from this ancient
knowledge. Though Gandhi was not seen as an environmentalist and his activities are more
oriented towards politically relevant mattes concerning India’s independence from the British,
his views in which he interconnects nature and resources have remarkable policy importance
for life today. His philosophies regarding ahimsa (non-violence) and tolerance are deeply
founded in ancient Indian philosophies. His opposition to globalisation, and to huge machinery
that displaces opportunities for labour for the people has contributed to the concepts of Gram
Swaraj (self-reliant villages) (Gandhi, 1963). Similarly the attributes of nature worship in
Buddhism and the teachings of Buddha also highlight non-violence and protection of living and
non-living things around humans. While other scriptures originated in India have mostly been
familiar to the current Indian sub-continent, Buddhism has reached wider geographical regions
including China, Japan, Southeast Asian regions and beyond. Buddhism is probably one of the
main elements that unites the Asian perceptions of environmental ethics, more so than any
other philosophies.

2 The perception that the human beings are the centre of environment which also recognises human
domination over other living and non-living things.

3 Bin Kimura (Kimura, 1974) has described the concept of Muzukara and Onozukara and how the
linkage / ‘between-ness’ is an important element that expresses the man-nature relations.
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Philosophical elements from China also have traditionally played a major role in setting the
policy thinking of earlier environmental governance systems in the country. There is a concept
of organic holism in Confucianism whereby nature and living beings are seen as a single unit
rather than being viewed as different parts. The concept of naturalism and the preference
given to naturalist ways of living is implied in the term wu wei (non-interference) which also
points to living in tune with nature. Similar to those Indian philosophies which refuse to see
nature as anthropocentric, Chinese traditional philosophies also follow the same perception.
The Daoist perception of the relationship between humans and the environment also
fundamentally questions the perceptions of ‘nature as anthropocentric’.

Another striking and more recent example of how environmental values can be integrated into
policymaking and how the policies can look beyond the perceptions of GDP as a measure of
societal progress is visible in the case of Bhutan using Gross National Happiness (GNH) as an
index. The deep roots of Bhutan’s political consciousness in its cultural background is often
traced as the origin of the perception of ‘happiness’ as the key element required by rulers to
ensure well-being for the people of Bhutan. The GNH promulgated by the country in the early
1970s is linked to Bhutan’s ancient unwritten legal code of Tsa Yig Chenmo established in 1629
(GNH Centre Bhutan, 2020; Givel & Figueroa, 2014) which stresses this element. Today, the
concept of GNH has been widely used by many community-level institutions and organisations.
In connection to Bhutan’s experiences, a high-level meeting was held by the United Nations on
'Wellbeing and Happiness' in 2012. At this meeting, experts highlighted that many global
problems ranging from public health to climate can be addressed by a new paradigm that shifts
the economy back to its roots in natural, social, and cultural wealth (Royal Government of
Bhutan, 2012).

Cultural wealth, indigenous philosophies and the richness of traditional practices of living in
harmony with nature have numerous advantages to offer to the modern world. This
knowledge needs to be mainstreamed at local, national and regional level and further promote
at a global level as a pivotal element to guide the global processes towards sustainable
development. The following section details the importance of eco-resurgence at local,
national, regional and global levels and its relevance.

Eco-Resurgence: A Collective Initiative for Asia
and the World

Eco-resurgence points to the need for a collective Asian initiative for incorporating indigenous
principles of sustainable and harmonious living with nature, without sacrificing the benefits of
modern scientific, technological and economic progress acquired by the global society over
centuries, using millions of man-hours of intense learning and research.

The eco-resurgence as a bottom-up global sustainability governance approach has multi-
layered dimensions. This form of governance provides a flexible conceptual framework to
understand the relationships between cities, regions and national governments across
mitigation and adaptation policy issues as well as across a widening range of non-state and
non-governmental actors (Corfee-Morlot, et al., 2009). Often it is noted that climate change is
an issue that requires integrated action at multiple levels of government and within the
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spheres of politics, economics, and society. It is also important to understand that national,
regional, and local governments have both distinct and complementary roles in developing
climate mitigation and adaptation strategies (Schereurs, 2010) which makes multi-level
governance an important. :

» Local: Promoting self-reliance at the local level

P National: Prioritising indigenous philosophies to mainstream sustainable development
goals

P Regional: Promoting common objectives while having shared pathways at the regional
level to foster collective responsibility towards sustainable development.

»  Global: Build a global platform to mainstream what we learn from indigenous knowledge
and cultural heritage and contribute to climate mitigation at the global level

Four Dimensions of Eco-resurgence

Global

Regional

National

Local level: Enhancing self-reliance of the local economy

One of the critical challenges faced by the global economy in general and by developing
countries specifically, is the impact of COVID-19 on local economies. Intensified globalisation
has meant that local economies have shifted away from locally-oriented markets to become
an essential part of global production chains. The impact on local infrastructure and production
facilities due to health vulnerabilities of the labour force have disrupted global supply chains.
The COVID-19 induced supply disruptions of renewable energy equipment in China had a major
impact on India's domestic renewable energy targets as the latter has been heavily dependent
on China. Bangladesh’s fabric industry caters to a significant share of the global fabric market
despite the poor working conditions (Kabeer & Mahmud, 2004) in these establishments.
Similarly, the lowest segments of production chains in the global food market (like the seafood
processing units in the State of Kerala in southern India where women are working under
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discriminatory working conditions (Menon, 2020)) also present the alarming vulnerability of
local economies due to the impact of such pandemics or natural calamities that disrupt global
networks. Informal industrial units at local levels, irrespective of the fact that they were
operating independently or as part of larger corporations, have always received the least profit
in comparison to the final product on the globalised market. While global corporations largely
benefit by centralising profits, smaller units spread across the world remain vulnerable to even
the smallest shocks in the economy.

The COVID-19 stimulus packages in several developing countries hence demand greater
support for the local industries at micro, small and medium enterprise (MSME) levels. In the
case of India and Japan, the respective governments have announced revival packages for the
MSME sector. However, what these industries really need is assistance to break free from their
over-reliance on the global supply chain and strengthen their capacity to contributing to local
and national economic development. The concept of Gram Swaraj in India similar to Japan’s
Satoyama Initiative largely supports the strengthening of local economies and enhancing their
self-reliance in order to avoid being vulnerable to external shocks.

National Level: Prioritising indigenous philosophies to
mainstream sustainable development goals

The global political dynamics that emerged after the end of the Second World War in 1945
made countries overly focus on industrial production and commercial agriculture. National
governments had an interest in reviving their domestic economies which had already been
drained by colonial exploitation and then by further intensified globalisation. Linking local
economies with global production chains and the transfer of labour without physically moving
the labour force have contributed to remarkable levels of economic development. However,
the repercussions have been serious. Local economies began to focus on production that often
did not directly benefit the local population. Export-oriented commercial agricultural
production led to unsustainable usage of land and also burdened the wildlife due to intensified
deforestation. Excessive use of fertilizers and large-scale water usage posed challenges to the
availability of fresh water. In the case of Asian countries, their increasing participation in the
globalised economic order has posed all the above-stated challenges.

Irrespective of the forms of governance in Asian countries, national debates or discussions on
environment and ecological sustainability often elevated the philosophical elements of
‘harmony with nature’. However, this has not been mainstreamed into policymaking in Asian
countries, which is a cause for concern. COVID-19 presents an opportunity to revive this
knowledge and incorporate it into policy processes. The pandemic has led countries to rethink
the development pathways that were chosen by them, so that they can gauge the extent of
contributions and impact on the environment as well as the current and future generations in
this planet.

Invoking the philosophical elements ingrained in these societies that indisputably teach their
population the values of culture, nature protection and harmony has a renewed role in guiding
policymaking. This national level dimension of eco-resurgence should give priority to elements
of environmental protection in ‘policy reshaping’. This also highlights that economic recovery
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should not be rely on short-term policies to revive GDP but look to a long-term vision that
ensures a sustainable life for the environment as well as flora and fauna.

One of the most important theme for debate in today’s world and a key element that
prompted this paper is the economic recovery of countries. It is noted that economic recovery
plans often put more pressure on the environment. Even the recently announced financial
stimulus packages exhibit a hasty policy to recapture the economic loss of the past few months.

Economic recovery plans favouring the health of the environment as well as the wellbeing of
society are critically important. Surprisingly many fiscal recovery plans reflect that economic
recovery is set to favour those industries which already have demonstrated negative impacts
on the environment. Examples include India favouring huge investment in the coal sector and
allocation of coal mines even to private sector (PIB, 2020) which could catalyse rampant
exploitation of the environment, and Japan which is directing stimulus plans to revitalise
industry with JPY 11.6 trillion earmarked to extend loans to small and mid-sized firms (Reuters,
2020). Such examples may have adverse impacts on the environment. It is important for
governments to consider how to ensure that recovery plans are in tune with environmental
health in the long term. The current recovery plans only present a cosmetic reflection of green
recovery, while the direction of key investments indicate that the net result will be higher
emissions and more environmental damage. A green recovery that prescribes short-term and
long-term steps towards shifting the economic trajectory will remain as weaker proposals
without specific action-oriented commitments. Countries need to prioritise green resurgence,
and ensure bottom-up policy processes whereby the voices of local communities and sub-
national entities are taken into account when fine tuning recovery policies.

Regional Dimensions: Shared Goals and Common
Objectives

Ecological sustainability needs to be among the pivotal elements governing regional
cooperation. One of the major questions that arises in the context of the debate on self-
reliance is its potential challenge to enable cooperation among countries in the globalised
world. It also presents a picture that conflicts with the trade, economic relations as well as the
benefits of the networked world. The objective of the concept of eco-resurgence is not to
conflict with these established norms of international relations, but to serve as a reminder that
every policy and every step human beings take in terms of economic development has an
impact on the environment we live in. It also reminds us that the exploitation of ecological
wealth and natural resources needs to be in tune with the larger concept of promoting
ecological sustainability and protecting the intergenerational transfer of resources.

The regional dimensions also highlight what steps countries can take, individually or jointly, as
part of a regional framework. It is important to look at ways to ensure that one country’s
policies and economic as well as strategic ambitions are not undermining the sovereignty of
another country’s environmental interests. It has also been pointed out that large-scale
infrastructure projects need to adhere to environmental integrity within borders and with
other countries. In order to achieve this, countries need to be conscious of the fact that
prioritising environmental wealth is not only in the interest of the present-day world, but is
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also in tandem with opportunities for future generations. The regional dimension of eco-
resurgence focuses on a two-step approach. First, it is vital to promote regional-level
discussions for mainstreaming what is learnt from the elements of environmental philosophy
in various countries and societies that have proven advantages to offer to the present-day
world. Second, we need to ensure that economic, trade and technology collaborations keenly
prioritise environmental integrity. It is important to prioritise policy attention to trans-border
air, water and land pollution that is often a fallout of domestic as well as trans-national
economic and trade activities. Similarly, plans for trans-border infrastructure development
need to ensure ecological wealth and environmental health are given utmost importance,
starting from the planning level. Mechanisms need to be built around the governance system
to ensure that we can overcome legal loopholes and administrative delays that weaken
Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) of large-scale trans-border projects. Similarly
collaboration in the technology, innovation and market within the Asian region must prioritise
ecological sustainability in all possible aspects. The policy prescriptions made above are not
aimed at confronting and obstructing opportunities offered by bilateral or regional trade and
economies ties, but rather they highlight the need to gradually incorporate key principles of
ecological sustainability.

Global dimensions: What can Asia contribute to the global
climate mitigation?

The scientific evidence on global warming has presented alarming pictures of the climate
impacts which span geographical borders and cause damage to planetary boundaries. Global
warming is set to fundamentally and irreparably change our economic, demographic and
ecological space. This could lead to a civilizational disaster, causing permanent damage not
only to the environment but also to human-made physical infrastructure across the world, as
well as damaging the scientific progress achieved by countries and harming cultural diversity.
Despite a global level understanding of this scientifically-evidenced fact, real efforts towards
achieving the mitigation goals of 1.5 degrees or even 2 degrees abysmally fall short of targets.
GDP-based economic growth ambitions and political differences continue to pose additional
challenges to global efforts on climate mitigation. What can environmental philosophies and
cultural underpinnings of the Asian debates do in order to strengthen global climate
mitigation?

There needs to be a mix of local initiatives, national policies and inter-regional efforts to ensure
that the core economic strategies in every country must take into account the environmental
priority desired at this time.

The architecture of the global climate regime presents a detailed framework including
mitigation action plans, finance and technology transfer, an inclusive mechanism of bringing
multiple stakeholders on board, and an approach towards taking stock of any actions and
progress. The key elements of the Paris climate agreement as well as the framework and
architecture (including key elements ranging from long-term goals to a global stocktake) need
to explore opportunities to learn from the rich examples of indigenous knowledge. The use of
one such concept that exemplifies this approach is the Talanoa Dialogue, which originates from
the native philosophy that encapsulates concepts of ‘inclusive, participatory, transparent
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dialogue process’ to motivate and find solutions. The fact that diverse societies and indigenous
communities still hold the cardinal solution to climate change and environmental health needs
to be understood by the larger global community and replicated in the global climate
mitigation dialogue.

Again, this recommendation is not aimed at side-lining the existing climate mitigation
architecture or negotiation framework, but to ensure that the local voices towards better and
efficient solutions to global risks are heard by the wider international communities and
replicate the good practices. The currently established Facilitative Working Group (FWG) of
Local Communities and Indigenous Peoples' Platform (LCIPP) (UNFCCC, 2019) as part of the
global climate mitigation initiative platform will need to be given its due importance. The
indigenous and local philosophies have always prioritised the weather, environment and
natural resources, with utmost priority in their respective traditional social governance
mechanisms. This often ranges from recognising to respecting the roles of intergenerational
resources in the environment. In some countries environment and natural resources have
been given enormous legal protection. Ecuador attributing legal rights to the environment as
a person (Kendall, 2008), and Bhutan’s approach using happiness as the measure of the
progress of the society (ADB, 2016) are some of the striking examples of indigenous concepts
gaining global attention.

Building Eco-resurgence in Asia

Eco-resurgence should not be viewed as a concept in conflict with the existing global initiatives
supported by scientific evidence that could positively contribute to the wellbeing of the
environment and the global population. Instead, it provides an opportunity for subnational
and local value systems to collectively contribute towards strengthening mainstream global
initiatives. Eco-resurgence requires a detailed, coordinated approach in terms of garnering
local knowledge, assimilating those elements that can positively contribute to strengthening
global sustainability initiatives, shape national policies that reflect good practices from this
knowledge and implement those policies on a global scale. Examining the potential of
indigenous sustainable practices will be the first step. Irrespective of the political, social and
economic differences, the Asian region is connected through elements of cultural practices
that uphold the region’s unity in diversity. The first task will be to ensure that the indigenous
knowledge prevalent among communities at local, national and regional levels are mapped
based on their potential and suitability.

Changing the existing narratives to reorient the predominance attributed to industrial and
economic development at the cost of the environment is critically important. Renewed
attention must be focused on strengthening local economies and enhancing their self-reliance
to meet food production, employment and environmental protection. Prevalent concepts such
as transition towns, permaculture, promotion of local currency and learnings from the local
value systems etc. can offer remarkable long-term environmental benefits in strengthening
societies
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Conclusion

The COVID-19 induced economic lockdown and other emergency measures pose a double-
edged challenge to Asian countries (Janardhanan, et al., 2020). On the one side, several large-
scale energy development and climate mitigation initiatives have been affected as external
supply chains are disrupted. On the other, fiscal stimulus packages focusing on industrial
development and conventional energy sectors planned by many countries will be putting huge
pressure on the environment. Eco-resurgence is discussed in the context that the double-
edged challenge posed by post- COVID-19 economic recovery is already forming as a central
concern in the region. Fossil fuel-intensive economic growth models and high GHG emissions
have been posing a remarkable level of threat to the environment and ecosystem. The thrust
of the eco-resurgence is to highlight the need for reviving philosophical heritage, cultural
values and local knowledge in facilitating the resurgence of economies at local, national and
regional level in Asia, as these are deeply ingrained in the concept of harmonious living and
reflect this in the global scene to promote sustainable development. Eco-resurgence as a
bottom-up global environmental governance architecture involves subnational level entities,
national governments and regional groupings and can be used to map key concepts, good
practices and indigenous philosophies thereby presenting an alternative pathway to achieve
the goals of sustainable development.
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