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Abstract

Indigenous education has been heralded as an effective pedagogical strat-
egy for perpetuating and reinvigorating the history, culture, and language
of indigenous groups. In this article we make the case that the specific
goals and practices of indigenous education, with an indispensable partic-
ularistic approach, find opposite hegemonic counterparts in national sys-
tems of education that end up diluting and weakening its intended pur-
pose. By exploring curricular and pedagogical issues, the relationship
between children and nature, connections between school and communi-
ty. the promotion of certain languages above others, and the commodifica-
tion of education, this article explores the common tensions that arise
from the divergent epistemologies of indigenous and Western, modern
education. The article concludes that if indigenous education is to be suc-
cessful, it must continuously re-invent itself to ensure that it honours the
basic cultural tenets of the ethnic groups it serves, recognises the hybrid
nature of many indigenous practices, and uses learning as a springboard
to foster social and environmental integrity.

Keywords: indigenous education, modernity, environmental education,
school-community links, alternative forms of socioeconomic development

Indigenous Education and Western Education: Unresolved
Tensions!

There are an estimated 300 million indigenous people worldwide,
roughly 5 percent of the world’s population (UNICEF Innocenti
Research Centre, 2004). Despite this significant presence, national
schooling systems have ignored, minimised, or ridiculed their histo-
ries pre- and post-Western contact, as well as their cultural contribu-
tions toward social and environmental sustainability. Only since the
1960s have ministries of education around the world, regional enti-
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